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May 23, 2021/Pentecost
“The Common Denominator”
“How are you at handling fractions?”  I know, I know, it’s none of my business.  Past wounds can go deep.  A few years back a survey found one third of Americans would rather clean their bathrooms than do math.  When a thousand middle schoolers were asked if they would rather do math or eat Broccoli - Broccoli won hands down.  

Why do fractions matter?  Because they reflect real life.  Life experience teaches us the world is a messy place.  Life doesn’t happen in whole manageable parts.  Fractions, far from being foreign, help us to understand that while we don’t get everything we want - rarely do we wind up with nothing we wanted either.  We get - you know - a fraction of what we wanted.  

There is a key to managing those pesky fractions.  It’s called a common denominator. You start with two numbers which seem hopelessly mismatched like, 1/3 and 2/5.  They have different denominators.  How can we factor them together and have them get along?  By finding a “common denominator.”  

The math to get there doesn’t turn out to be all that hard.  But the important reality is that the numbers only appeared to have irreconcilable differences - but they are manageable because they are both numbers.  

What happens if we talk about people instead of numbers?   People can appear quite different.  We have diverse expressions of style, different backgrounds, race, language, sexual orientation, social class, sports loyalties and so on.   At first blush, it can feel insurmountable.  Some of you, after all, are stinkin’ Dallas Cowboys fans.  Or you root for the team my Uncle Don, God rest his soul, lived and died with, Notre Dame.  Ugh.  Some things are just a bridge too far.  Or are they?       

The numbers seemed so different.  And yet, their common nature became clear when their common denominator was discovered.  People are not so different.  

We read today in Acts that followers of the God of Abraham came to  the festival of Pentecost from all over the known world.  Followers who couldn’t speak each other’s languages.  Followers whose culture distanced them from one another....and then - the spirit of God rained down.    

They looked and sounded as different as could be - and the God of all creation, the God who made math, multiplied by one - the one who was the word made flesh who dwelt among us.  The one who was God among us whom we killed and who rose again.  The one.  And having multiplied by this one, the common denominator of the spirit rested upon them: as tongues of fire.  

The chaos of Pentecost speaks to the way God’s life and love reach across our imagined divisions.  It gives courage, and a shared life through the common denominator of God’s spirit.  We may look different on the outside.  We may have any number of differences.  But we have gathered on Pentecost - and God’s life falls on us all - and lives in us...giving us the common denominator we need to live together as God’s children.  

The real problem with fractions?  They frighten us.  The real problem with our differences as people?  The same.  Today is the day we see the illustration of the deep and abiding connection we all have through God’s spirit.  God’s spirit has been poured out on us – and we do not need to be afraid.  We certainly don’t need to be afraid of each other.  
We will get better at all of this.  You can count on it - because we have been given God’s spirit – our common denominator for living.  



