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The two passages from scripture that we have heard present a striking contrast. One speaks of a limited pouring out of the Spirit of God; the other of a general outpouring. It would be a mistake to regard this as a difference between Judaism and Christianity. Judaism did not exist at the time of the first reading, and Christianity did not exist at the time of the second. Both passages are taken from the Hebrew Bible, and represent images that were familiar centuries before Jesus Christ. Rather, we should think of them as offering a contrast between the actual present, and the promised future. To put it more technically, which should be permissible in a theological college, the first describes the realm of history, and the second the realm of eschatology, the first is reality, the second is hope.
The remarkable thing about the Greek version of the prophecy from the Book of Joel, the one that is attributed to Peter on the day of Pentecost in the Acts of the Apostles,  is that the early church applied it to its own life. ‘This’, said Peter to the crowd, ‘is that’. What is happening now is what should not be happening before the last days. Time has suddenly been short circuited, and the future is upon us in a rush of fire! The old order has been given notice to quit! The new order is not only knocking at the door; it has broken down the whole wall and burst in among us! ‘This is that which was promised’. The old world has gone; the new world has dawned. The old fears have gone; the new life has begun.  This is that!  The church is the community of the future, launched by the future as a bridge head into the present.  The church is an advance party, created by hope in the midst of despair.  The church is a prophetic signal, a glimpse of what things will some day be.  And it rests on us.  So we had better have a look at it, and find out what we are, for what we are is the realisation of a promise.

First, the promise of the pouring out of the Spirit is universal. ‘I will pour out my spirit on all people’. This is the globalisation of life. No longer a market which includes the few at the expense of the many, or a military machine that oppresses the weak by the arrogance of the   powerful, no longer a table where the full are filled while the hungry are sent away still hungry, but a single family, a humanity restored to unity in love and freedom. I will pour out my Spirit, says the Lord God, upon all people.  And it does not say on all Anglicans, or on all Methodists, and not even on all Pentecostals! It does not say on Christians but not on Muslims, on good people but not on bad people, on religious people but not on secular people, on church people but not on the unchurched, as they say. No, it says ‘all people’. We see therefore that the church of the Holy Spirit is the church of the transformed human family.
Secondly, the pouring out of the Spirit is inclusive of both men and women. ‘Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy’.  It does not say ‘Your sons shall prophesy while your daughters make the tea’. It does not say, ‘Your sons shall be bishops and your daughters clergy’.  And it does not say ‘Your daughters shall prophesy while your sons kick the football around’. No, both sons and daughters alike shall prophesy.

Now here is the third point. The giving of the Spirit is inter-generational, it covers the whole life cycle, for your young people shall see visions and your old people shall dream dreams. This is one of the meanings of prophecy. To prophecy is to see visions of what might be, and to dream dreams of peace and justice, visions of the Kingdom of God, and dreams of love. 
Fourth: the giving of the Spirit abolishes social class distinctions.  For even upon your servants, both male and female, I will pour out my Spirit. Here is the root of the abolition of slavery; the germ of a class less society; the heart of equal opportunity. The servant class, so called, is no different from the upper classes; they share alike in the Spirit of God, and therefore they are all equal: asylum seekers, migrant workers, refugees, homeless people, unemployed people on the council estates, all are included.  Even upon your servants, I will pour out my Spirit.  

The central point of the whole thing is the consequence of the pouring out of the Spirit in the gift of prophecy. ‘They shall prophesy’.  What is it to prophesy?  The prophet is one who sees, denounces and announces. The prophet sees injustice where others only see the way it has to be; the prophet sees the oppression of the poor where others only see the unfortunate; the prophet sees the possible where others only see the inevitable. The prophet is inspired by the image of the Kingdom of God, and because he or she sees society in the light of the peace and justice of God, the violence and injustice of society stands out clearly.  The prophet denounces the greed and selfishness, the profiteering and exploitation, everything that crushes life and damages yet more the image of God in human life. And the prophet announces redemption, the day of justice, the putting away of violence and imperialism.
As for myself, I am too old to see visions. But I can still dream. And I do dream. I dream of a church brave enough to give a voice to the poor, welcoming enough to give a home to the stranger, peaceful enough to say no to nuclear weapons, confident enough  to mount a counter cultural attack upon the money culture, close enough to God to walk the way of justice. I dream of a church leaving its cosy religious clubs behind, a church getting rid of its nostalgia, a church no longer living for its own expansion  but for the world where Christ died.

Awake, church of God! The night is far spent and the day is at hand. Arise from sleep!  Prophetic souls, is not the Spirit again calling us? God of our fathers and mothers, pour out your Spirit on all people in accordance with your promise! Let your sons and your daughters prophesy, and on your servants, both men and women, pour out your Spirit that they may prophesy!
Amen
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Readings:

Numbers 11. 14-17; 24-30
Moses Said to God, ‘14 I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. 15 If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to

death right now—if I have found favour in your eyes—and do not let me face my own ruin."  16 The LORD said to Moses: "Bring me seventy of Israel's elders

who are known to you as leaders and officials among the people. Have them come to the Tent of Meeting, that they may stand there with you. 17 I will come

down and speak with you there, and I will take of the Spirit that is on you and put the Spirit on them. They will help you carry the burden of the people

so that you will not have to carry it alone…

24 So Moses went out and told the people what the LORD had said. He brought together seventy of their elders and had them stand around the Tent. 25 Then

the LORD came down in the cloud and spoke with him, and he took of the Spirit that was on him and put the Spirit on the seventy elders. When the Spirit

rested on them, they prophesied, but they did not do so again. 26 However, two men, whose names were Eldad and Medad, had remained in the camp. They were

listed among the elders, but did not go out to the Tent. Yet the Spirit also rested on them, and they prophesied in the camp. 27 A young man ran and told

Moses, "Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp."  28 Joshua son of Nun, who had been Moses' aide since youth, spoke up and said, "Moses, my lord,

stop them!"  29 But Moses replied, "Are you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the LORD's people were prophets and that the LORD would put his Spirit

on them!" 30 Then Moses and the elders of Israel returned to the camp.’

Acts 2.14-18

‘14Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: "Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this

to you; listen carefully to what I say. 15These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in the morning! 16No, this is what was spoken by the

prophet Joel:

17  'In the last days, God says,

      I will pour out my Spirit on all people.

     Your sons and daughters will prophesy,

      your young men will see visions,

      your old men will dream dreams.

18  Even on my servants, both men and women,

      I will pour out my Spirit in those days,

      and they will prophesy.’

