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PREFACE

No one should write a book merely to inform. Nor should anyone write a book to win fame or make money. Books should provide a meeting place for hungry souls to sit at a common table. The writer is expected to bring the main course, but the reader must bring the bread and wine or there will be no meal. Let us all contribute, then—writer and readers—so that, when we have said grace, we may freely invite God to join us, and our simple feast may properly begin.

I have tried in this little book to invite you, my reader, to such a table. If you want a huge and varied banquet, take a theologian to dinner. In eating with me, you will be dining only with a man who likes sitting once in a while with the Savior. Not that the Savior is uninterested in theologians! He is. But I am interested only in him. If our common meal is to become the delight I wish it to be, you must also come to the table, famished for simplicity. At the heart of your hunger will be your desire to meet with Christ, our all-important guest. Joy will be ours, for as both of us know, the Guest is even better than the meal.

His name is Jesus. He sits with us in the person of the Holy Spirit, whom I like thinking of as the “near side” of the Trinity. God the Father pervades the universe. Christ the Son stands at his right hand, having finished the work of redeeming us. The Holy Spirit is the indwelling Christ, our heart-enthroned God. But wait! Do not allow the complex mystery of the Trinity to befuddle you. Father, Son, Spirit—the three-in-one—how are we to unravel such a heady and joyous numbers game? We cannot. But we can enjoy what we could never understand. Let us enjoy God’s presence, receiving it as Saint Anselm said long ago: “God is within himself a sweet society.”

God’s sweetness is his nearness. He sits at our table in the person of the Holy Spirit. We exult that God comes so near to us at this communion, that he actually moves inside us, making the three of us one—writer, reader, God—all in a common tryst of joy.

Let us not be quick to leave this table. After all, the Holy Spirit is here. Let us linger.

The simple food, the camaraderie of heaven—all is ours, for the great, auspicious, and terrible God is nearer than we supposed. Think of the Holy Spirit as God-at-close-range. Indwelling us, the cosmic God is ours from the inside out.

Léon Joseph Cardinal Suenens also understood the Guest to be more important than the meal. On Pentecost, 1974, he wrote:

 

God is here, near us, unforeseeable and loving.

I am a man of hope, not for human reasons nor from any natural optimism,

But because I believe the Holy Spirit is at work in the Church and in the world, even where his name remains unheard . . . 

Who would dare to say that the love and imagination of God were exhausted?

To hope is a duty, not a luxury.1

Hope indeed is our duty. The Spirit is our tutor in all matters of hope. Come then. The Spirit awaits our concord. He wants the two of us to be one. How do I know this? I just know! He wants all things to be one. He sponsors a grand unity of love that in its finest state permits no divisions—certainly not between writer and reader.

CALVIN MILLER
Beeson Divinity School



INTRODUCTION

AT THE LEFT HAND OF GOD

And we believe in the Holy Ghost, who spake in the Law, and preached in the Prophets, and descended at Jordan, and spake in the Apostles, and indwells the Saints. And thus we believe in him, that he is the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God, the perfect Spirit, the Spirit the Comforter, uncreated, who proceedeth from the Father, receiving of the Son, and believed on.1

CREED OF EPIPHANIUS (C. A.D. 374)

Christ, according to early creeds, stands at the right of the throne of God, waiting for that moment that he will come again at times’ swift end to gather us to himself. We who love him long to see him even as we sit out these impatient years of our waiting: “Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Rev. 22:20, KJV).

But our adoration of Jesus came to us only after Christ became our Savior. It was he who called us from our focus on ourselves, enabling us to see God’s agenda for our lives. Then and there, standing before Christ, we found something bigger to live for than our own petty dreams.

And who coaxed us away from our reluctance to offer him our lives? He who stands at the “left hand of God,” the Holy Spirit of God. Of course, God is a spirit, having no right or left hand—but the metaphor locates the Three-in-one at the center of our daily lives.

A CALL TO VITALITY


From the outset of Christianity, the Holy Spirit summoned believers to be revolutionaries. He calls to us still, challenging us to use his power to create the Kingdom of God by transforming earth’s decrepit and self-centered institutions into communities of faith and compassion.

We who love Christ either succeed or fail in direct proportion to our willingness to let the Spirit get involved in our community of faith. H. Wheeler Robinson of Oxford had to admit that in any crisis of life, only the Holy Spirit could supply him with spiritual vitality. Only the Spirit can give us real life when our physical energy flags. In his great need, he found the Holy Spirit to be a “balloon with great lifting power.”2

The Holy Spirit is the vital center of our faith. He is also the third person of the Trinity. But to say he’s third does not number his importance. We do not view him as “third,” nor does that designate his numerical importance in the Trinity. He remains co-equal and co-eternal with the Father and the Son. He is God. We must not diminish the Spirit by thinking of God as the Father, the Son and “the other one.”

The Holy Spirit lives to bring God—vast as he is—within the narrow circumference of our lives. In my life, I have learned to think of him as the near side of the Trinity. God the Father pervades the universe, yet remains a holy distance from my need. God the Father is all around me—omnipresent, the theologians say. Yet for all his splendor, he rides the world on inaccessible thunderheads. Jesus, the Son, remains in heaven awaiting the grand moment of his return. But the Holy Spirit lives and walks in my small world, calling like a pleading lover to summon me to grace.

But we must be careful not to divide the Trinity into too separate forms, so separate that we imagine the three could never be one. I long ago learned to enjoy this mystery (but could never explain it). To try and pin this mystery onto any numbered definition, is like pinning down a butterfly. The definition itself destroys the grand, mysterious reality.

How can three be one? Many people try to explain the Trinity with some popular metaphors. They divide God up into three offices, if not three gods. Sabellius, a third century Christian, said that the members of the Godhead merely reflected various roles played by the same God. As an actor in a movie might play three different roles, each time on screen appearing as an entirely different character, so God, being a single actor, appeared on earth in three different forms, according to the task his role required. When God appears as Creator, we call him Father. When he appears on the stage as our Redeemer, we call him Son. When he moves into our hearts, we call him Spirit.

For years I tried to help my church members get at the heart of this great mystery by asking them to consider the various persons of the Trinity in something like the way a chemist might examine water. At temperatures below zero Celsius, H2O appears as a solid; at temperatures above 100 degrees Celsius, it becomes a gas (steam); and anywhere in between these two temperatures, water exists as a liquid. Nonetheless, in any of the three modes, it remains water.

Yet the attempt to assign roles to God the Father flies in the face of how we should see the Son and the Spirit. Jesus, too, was intimately involved in creation (John 1:3). The Holy Spirit, being one with the Father and Son, also played a big part in creation. Consider an early Latin hymn, Veni Creator Spiritus:

 

Creator Spirit, by whose aid

The world’s foundations first were laid,

Come, visit every humble mind;

Come, pour thy joys on all mankind.3

At the outset of this book, we must all agree that the Holy Spirit is God the Creator, just as much as are the Father and the Son. No single member of the Trinity serves a subservient role to the other two. There is no counting up and assigning numbers—first, second or third—to any of the Trinity. They are co-equal and co-eternal.

THE PERSONHOOD OF THE SPIRIT


The Holy Spirit makes God personal to me. Who would crave the Lordship of an impersonal God? I have often sung (at least in the inner sanctum of my heart), “What a Friend I Have in Jesus.” I know that it is the Spirit who makes of Christ my inner, ever-available friend. I must confess I treasure his nearness, for when the trials of life settle upon me, I have no one to counsel me as he does. No wonder, then, that The Message renders 1 Corinthians 12:12, “By means of his one Spirit, we all said good-bye to our partial and piecemeal lives.”

In moments of need, the grand trappings of Trinitarianism disappear in a warm togetherness that dissolves my need to understand God, even as it whets my desire to enjoy him. We are friends, the Spirit and I. Nay, more than friends—we are lovers who treasure the silence that wraps our concord. The New Testament word for the Spirit, pneuma, is a feminine term. This fact has led some theologians to see the Holy Spirit as feminine.4 To any of my sisters in faith, let me say, he is surely adequate to meet all your specific feminine hungers to trust God. But for us men he is a constant companion of our own masculine way of seeing things.

For the purpose of this book, I will speak of him in the masculine as the Scripture does, and as the bulk of human history has written and thought of him. When it comes to thinking about God, it is good to use the word “him,” because it harmonizes with how the Scriptures refer to God. Still, it is not good to think of God as a male. God is infinitely larger than such narrow gender assignments. One little girl wrote: “God, is it easier for men to get into heaven than women? I know you are a man, God, but try to be fair.”

In this current day of utter political correctness, multi-culturalists may object that it just isn’t fair for God to be a man. Surely all of us would agree. To be merely a man, with all that being a “male person” implies, is to belittle God’s personhood. In some ways it makes him seem inaccessible to the other half of the human race. But personhood involves other important aspects. So let us look at these personal aspects of the Godhead, particularly in relation to the personhood of the Holy Spirit.

Persons Are Emotional

I treasure the Holy Spirit, not only because he is a person, but because as a person he feels things. He has an emotional side. God sometimes emotes so powerfully in my own life that I can feel him within the context of my personal worship.

Revivals through the centuries have always focused on God’s emotional nature. In fact, the word “ecstasy” comes into play in prominent ways in many of those times of revival. When God sweeps into the middle of our lives, we emote. We laugh, we cry, we bow, we rejoice, we are “alive in the Spirit.” In fact, all things being equal, if we do not feel these things in worship, we are prone to say God is not present in our praise.

Can our worship emotions be carried to an extreme? Perhaps, but I feel most reluctant to comment on the issue. So many of my Pentecostal friends seem to have a need to feel their religion more than my Episcopal friends do. Yet I cannot castigate them for this. I suspect that how we respond to joy has much to do with the kind of personalities we have. Some souls just seem more buoyant by nature and therefore require a more demonstrative expression of their faith. To some degree, most Italians seem more jolly to me than Nordic peoples. I don’t castigate either group merely for being who they are. I feel the same way about different kinds of worship styles.

Do I not have my own preferred kind of worship? Sure. I like the heritage and content of Episcopal worship. I like the open, confessional, warm style of the Assemblies of God. I feel generally happy in a Baptist church, which gives me a little of each. I often define myself as feeling most comfortable about half way between Billy Sunday and the Archbishop of Canterbury.

Remember the “Holy Laughter” movement that came out of the Toronto Revival? I never got personally involved in it, and to speak very candidly, it looked excessive to me. But at the same time, I have visited a great many dour churches where smiling seemed forbidden. There I have asked myself, “Which extreme is worse?” I do not know. At the beginning of the holy laugher revival, evangelist Rodney Howard-Browne told of a person who died of a heart attack in a “high-church” worship service. When they called in the rescue squad to carry out the poor, deceased fellow, they had to carry out three rows of dead people before locating the target corpse.

The “holy laugher” movement at least reminds us that laughter is holy and that the Holy Spirit must surely feel pleased when we delight ourselves in the presence of God. He expresses all the moods appropriate to a person.

Persons Are Communal

Each time I enter church, I remember that the Holy Spirit is the center of our community of faith. I love all those who love Christ. We exist together in close community.

Community is the preferred state of humanity. Recluses and hermits do exist in the world, but inevitably most see them as cranks and oddballs. Given the opportunity, we “normal” people avoid the sterile world of isolation. We want each other close at hand. Whether we feel happy or sad depends largely upon our ability to find a place in some community. Our mental health hinges upon community.

But we who love Christ insist that the Spirit of God be the pillar at the center of our togetherness. In fact, we believe the Spirit is the person of the Trinity who brings us fully together to act and worship in oneness. We long to be one with Christ, but we depend upon the Spirit to make this oneness possible. When we gather, we recognize harmony as the hallmark of the Spirit. When he breathes on us, we become one in our vision and adoration. Our community grows “tight” in his presence. Our community has “communion.” We are “one with” our Lord and each other—and the author of our communion is the Spirit, who erases our abrasive individualisms and pulls us into an uncanny unity.

We evangelicals often sing, We are One in the Spirit, or There’s a Sweet, Sweet Spirit in This Place. We want to be one with God and with each other. The community reminds us that our foolish, selfish aloneness can accomplish little but dyspepsia and dissolution. But together we are capable of fire and force in accomplishing the purposes of God.

I remember with fondness my moderately small church in Nebraska (we had at the time about 500 members). We began to feel that God wanted us to build a new sanctuary, to be located on a new campus big enough to hold our dreams. Our people began praying and seeking God until the full weight of his glorious vision should fall fully on us. And come he did! The Spirit began to move mightily in our congregation. Not only did a large number of people join our church, but also a large number of people began making generous gifts—far beyond their means, it seemed to me. None of them was abnormally wealthy. Yet these few people raised over two and a half million dollars, merely because of the level of their sacrifices. How? They felt possessed by a dynamic oneness of community, the kind of oneness that can come only from God’s Holy Spirit.

I have never felt the center of God’s community so powerfully as when I visited the catacombs of Saint Sebastian in Rome. Some 525 miles of these catacombs—sunless, subterranean tubes—lace the ground beneath the city of Rome. These narrow, soft-lava passageways housed the underground community of Christians during the persecutions of Nero and later emperors. But they served as more than hideaways. They became the places where Christians gathered to cheer on their martyrs, to hold each other up in their most desperate hours. These catacombs furnished the arena of the Spirit’s most important kind of community. In this space ordinary souls, who never thought of themselves as brave or valiant, suddenly found themselves in the community of the Spirit, who forged them into a union able to endure the hard times of life.

The Holy Spirit still forms the center of our best community and inflames us with a common identity and passion.

Persons Are Purposeful

Nothing can fuel the human heart once all meaning gets subtracted. We must have a purpose for life, or walk the narrow ledges of suicide or despair. Too many in the affluent west feel that they have no significant purpose for living. Many suicide notes echo this despair. “Goodbye, cruel world,” often originates in a world void of purpose. The Spirit endows us with a purpose and an excitement to get the job done, and therefore ends our search for significance.

The Holy Spirit best speaks to us when we set aside time to fuel our depleted spirits with the filling presence of God. I have met many poor saints who would not appear “successful” to the world, but I have never met a single Christian who having met regularly with the Spirit felt unsure of God’s purposes in life. I once visited the home of a missionary family that was achieving great things for God, yet its members seemed oddly unaware of their strategic importance to God. They did wonderful things for the poor of their parish and they were accomplishing vast things in education, medicine and Christian training—all with nothing more than their faith in God and their commitment to God’s purposes. I remember the dinner they provided for my wife and me. We had scrambled eggs and dry toast. I never would have thought of serving such a meal to any of our special friends back in the United States; it would have seemed too little and unrefined. Yet here, in the presence of two committed people who always ate that way, I felt as though the Holy Spirit had directly conferred their purpose upon all of us. The Spirit operated so powerfully in their lives that their simple meal was transformed into a largesse they never saw. I found a warm mystery in their commitment that I long would celebrate. Is it possible that the Holy Spirit, in the fullness of his grace, can transform eggs into caviar?

THE MYSTERY AT THE CENTER OF TRUE FAITH


When the Holy Spirit comes in power to begin the New Testament era, as recorded in Acts 2, he arrives to the sound of rushing wind and “cloven tongues as of fire” (2:3, KJV). Later we will discuss these symbols of the Spirit (see chapters 2 and 3), but for the moment let us talk about the mystery inherent in them. If these symbols do not contain enough of the mystery of his Being, then we have only to recall that the first evidence of the Holy Spirit’s presence among the disciples was their speaking in languages they had never learned.

This sign continued on through the early church. Later converts also spoke in tongues, as other places in the book of Acts record (see also 1 Corinthians 14). This phenomenon apparently broke out again at the beginning of the twentieth century with the birth of the American pentecostal movement. In the School of Biblical Studies in Topeka, Kansas, students began wondering why the “tongues” of the New Testament era no longer visited the church. Then suddenly it happened, and Agnes Ozment became the first person in modern history to have the experience.

On January 1, 1901, the Lord was present with this Kansas congregation in a new way. He brought them in touch with their hearts in order to let them focus on higher things. In the evening, near eleven o’clock, the Spirit fell on Ozment after she expressed a longing to have the congregation lay hands on her so that she might receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. As soon as the members of her church laid their hands on her head, the Holy Spirit fell on her and she began to speak in tongues, praising God. “It was,” she said, “as if rivers of living water were rising up from the depths of my being.”5

Over the next century the church became very divided over whether contemporary “tongues” (or glossolalia, as some spoke of them) were real languages of some sort. But one thing is for sure: the mystery of the phenomenon since then has set the Spirit in the forefront of all things vital and mystical. Perhaps it was better that the church quarrel over how the Holy Spirit did his work, rather than ignore him completely, as did so many churches of the nineteenth century.

The truth is, we all hunger for the mysterious. We know that if God really is as great as everyone says he is, then surely he ought to be able to baffle us, at least occasionally, with things that we cannot understand. After all, such overwhelming mystery is what we most crave in religion.

I first came to faith in a Pentecostal congregation. For the first six years I was a Christian, I counted myself a Pentecostal. I feel sure that I was lured into Pentecostalism by the overwhelming joy of those who worshipped in the little church I attended. As a child I felt both baffled and intrigued by all the things my fellow worshippers said they experienced and were experiencing. People went forward claiming to be healed of dreadful things. I saw very little outward evidence for all they claimed, yet I felt most reluctant to doubt them.

And then we had speakers—evangelists, as they were called—who came to our little church to do marvelous things and to tell wondrous tales of all they had accomplished while under the spell of the Blessed Spirit. One Evangelist claimed he had spent 48 hours in hell before his brother miraculously raised him from the dead and so, lucky for him, he escaped the flames. He said he was “full of the Spirit,” and it seemed to all of us that it was the Spirit who enabled him to scoot right out of the fire.

Early in my childhood faith I came to believe that all that happened was the province of the Spirit. He healed. He gave some the gift of tongues. He gave others the interpretation of tongues. I remember specific souls who seemed both vibrant and naïve. Take Sister Rogers, for example. The Holy Spirit gave Sister Rogers “the gumption to stand up to her psychiatrist.” Her psychiatrist had noticed, pretty much like the rest of us, that she was paddling around with only one oar in the water. Only he told her so. According to her, the psychiatrist said to her, “Mrs. Rogers” (I remember how odd that her psychiatrist should call her “Mrs. Rogers,” when everyone knew she was “Sister Rogers”), “if you don’t give up the Holy Spirit, you are going to go crazy.” To which Sister Rogers replied, partly in English and partly in tongues, “If I can go crazy for the Holy Spirit, Glory Hallellujah! Shandala mimi, callaristo!” Of course, we all praised the Lord right along with her, because she was finding such joy in schizophrenia. Still, as a child, I felt enthused by all the Holy Spirit seemed to be doing in lives like hers. I could tell that she knew the Holy Spirit personally with the all-pervasive force of this winning mystery of godliness.

But perhaps the most dynamic childhood image I retain of the mystery of the Holy Spirit was that of my pastor, “Sister Close.” When she preached, she often seemed to be caught up in some mysterious trance. I can still remember her, leaning on the pulpit, or standing just to one side of it, rapturously looking up at the ceiling of the church as she talked to God. Only it was not so much that she looked up at the ceiling as she looked through it, right into the presence of the angels. She always spoke of the importance of being filled with the Spirit—and she seemed to me the very picture of all she taught her little flock.

In more recent years, I have preached in many third and fourth world countries. Among the poor I have discovered what Jesus meant when he named as one sign of his Messiahship that “the poor have the gospel preached to them” (Matt. 11:5, KJV). In desperately poor countries of this world, all that many Christians own is the good news. They have no “things,” no real estate or autos. So they cherish Christ. Naturally, they take their religion seriously.

The Holy Spirit is the center of all they are. His presence in their midst is, for them, wealth immeasurable. And he acts! When the only riches to be had are the wealth of God’s presence, godliness still walks the earth. Those filled with the Spirit are made rich with realities that the materially rich could never fathom.

THE SOURCE OF VITALITY FOR ALL FAITH


In the last decade or so, Americans have fallen away from church attendance by a factor of twelve percent. I visit a lot of churches and it often seems to me that I see a lot more non-vital churches than I did a decade ago. Churches seem largely void of the mystery that only God can supply through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

The late Christian educator Findley Edge said thirty years ago that people would endure anything in religion except the absence of vitality. If vitality is the gift of the Holy Spirit, then Dr. Edge must have been saying that people will not long endure worship where there is no evidence of the Holy Spirit’s involvement. We must have mystery to live. We must have mystery to experience the vitality of God’s involvement in our praise.

And why do so few churches evidence this vitality? Ministers are better educated than ever before. We have the finest technical support, PowerPoint presentations, and imported music. Yet in spite of this, people in ever-increasing numbers are staying home from church.

I am convinced that the world is looking for the kind of vitality not to be had in the mere hype that has taken the place of the Spirit in so many evangelical churches. We are too hungry for the eternal to feel satisfied with the contrived and the contemporary.

When the Spirit comes, we no longer resist long worship services. We cannot stay long enough. In his presence we scorn to leave church too soon, for we might miss the next glorious miracle the Spirit brings to all his enthralled lovers. It is hard to predict exactly where or when his spell might fall upon us, but it always feeds on two or three simplicities.

First, he comes upon those who hunger for an affair with Christ. The Holy Spirit is in business for Jesus. He comes upon all those who seek the Savior and who crave his inwardness.

Second, he prefers a confessional and honest atmosphere. During any period of revival, the Spirit prompts a confessional worship atmosphere.

Third, and most important, he comes to those who seek to yield to his love and demands. This means that the vision, which the Holy Spirit longs to confer, waits primarily because he seeks those who eagerly make obedience their passion.

So here at the outset of this book, let us rejoice! God, the Holy Spirit, is in league with God the Father and God the Son—and therefore we do not have to make our way upon the planet alone.



PART I

THE SYMBOLS OF THE SPIRIT



1

THE WIND

It takes a breeze to make a banner speak! . . . 

Terra came alive and people ran into the streets

To feel the water and the wind.
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