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Pentecost Sunday, Acts 2:1-21, 5/31/2020, St. David’s Episcopal Church (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

Happy Birthday church! Doesn’t feel like as much of a party as last year, does it? The Gallinis 

and Vee worked hard decorating yesterday, but normally we have a packed congregation 

wearing red. (If you are wearing red at home today, please post a picture so we can all see you!) I 

know some of you are anxious to return to the building, given the governor’s relaxed orders for 

churches, but we will not be meeting in person again until we receive guidelines from our 

diocese. And when we do meet in person again, I will not get to be here. I start chemotherapy 

tomorrow, and my oncologist wants me to be home as much as possible during the nine-week 

treatment and for six to eight weeks afterwards. So I have applied for short-term disability.  

Martha Jenkins will be our part-time supply priest this summer, and Martha is a great friend of 

mine. I’m grateful that she can be with you all. But truly, I don’t feel very celebratory right now, 

with the pandemic and my own health issues. 

The first Pentecost was likely more confusing than celebratory, don’t you think? All those 

languages at once. People thinking other people must be drunk. Lots of people close together, not 

practicing social distancing. It can seem remote from our experience of church today. 

And yet, it feels familiar, too. Confusion. Bewilderment. That has certainly been the experience 

of many during this pandemic. Masks are now mandatory in public in Virginia, but do masks 

really help protect us –or others—after two hours, or if they have that exhalation valve that 

makes it easier to breathe and helps prevent glasses from fogging up? Choirs, which have long 

been the backbone of most churches, are being labeled as “superspreaders.” Dr. Fauci indicated 

that communion isn’t a hot idea right now.  

What is church going to look, sound, and feel like when we do regather in person? No coffee 

hour. No greeting line. Six feet apart. How long, O Lord? 

I know the hardest part about this for each of us is different. For me, it’s communion. Not having 

weekly communion feels like it’s killing me. I realize that sounds dramatic, especially during a 

week when we witnessed the actual killing of George Floyd, which sparked violent protests, 

including right here in Richmond. But communion is what normally strengthens me in terrible 

times.  

Not distributing communion is even harder for me than not receiving. I remember my 

Celebration of New Ministry right here in February 2011. My sister Wendy sat in the front row, 

and she told me her favorite part of the service was watching me hand out communion. “You 

already love them,” she said. It was my fourth Sunday, and I did already love you. I miss looking 

you in the eyes and pressing bread into your hands. I don’t know when I will do that again, and I 

loathe this stupid virus. I detest having to go on disability.  

But I love the church and am grateful that we are celebrating its birthday today, even though the 

celebration is not the way we normally do it. (Although thanks to Vee and the Gallinis, we do 

have the flames!) 
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For some, church is all about the music. For others, preaching or the sacraments are the most 

important part. For me, before I was ordained, it was Bible study. I had been going back to the 

Episcopal Church as an adult for about a month but hadn’t really connected at my new parish. I 

liked the priest but the people weren’t friendly. I forced myself to go to coffee hour week after 

week. One woman told me that they actually didn’t care if I came back or not. It was an 

interesting group. 

Then I went to Bible study, and I found my tribe of misfits. One guy didn’t go to that church and 

thought what Episcopalians did was weird. Another woman was a widow with thirteen cats and 

two really fat dogs. And there was a couple, Joy and Jim. We would go around the table and each 

read a paragraph from whatever book of the Bible we were studying, except Jim. I don’t know 

why—if he didn’t read well, or what his reason was.  

Jim was never quite well, but no one could figure out what was wrong with him, until he was 

diagnosed with Lou Gehrig’s disease. By the time he was diagnosed, it was late stage. He was 

sent home on a ventilator. The hospital didn’t want to send him home, but our whole Bible study 

sat in on a class about how to care for Jim because Joy wanted him home so badly. They were 

impressed by the support and let him go home. 

By the time Jim went home, I had begun to feel the stirrings of a call to ordination. I went to see 

him at least once a week. I was terrified of saying something stupid. Jim couldn’t talk because of 

the ventilator. At first I tried to read him psalms, thinking the laments would resonate with him, 

but they made him cry, and didn’t seem to be helpful crying. So then I started reading him what 

we were talking about in Bible study and shared the strange things our Bible study friends had 

said, especially the arguments. That he seemed to enjoy.  

Eventually I took him communion, but the priest and Jim’s medical team and I had to think hard 

about how to do this, because he was nourished through a feeding tube. He hated that. He missed 

food, and he missed wine. He especially missed Black Dog wine. That was his favorite. 

We talked about breaking up a wafer and putting it in his feeding tube, but finally settled on 

dipping the small spoon of a communion kit into the chalice and then placing it in Jim’s mouth. 

He couldn’t swallow, but his mouth would fill with the taste of the wine that way. I don’t 

remember if we used the usual church wine or Black Dog, but I like to think that we consecrated 

a red Black Dog wine for him. 

I have never seen anything as reverent as the way his eyes closed when I placed that little spoon 

in his mouth. It meant everything to Jim, and I was instantly ashamed of the years as a young 

adult that I had spent away from church, away from the sacrament. I didn’t realize it at the time, 

but now I believe that’s when the most important part of church for me changed from Bible 

study to communion. 

I think about that shame, not having had the bread and the wine for two and half months. I hate 

it. My mom taught me not to use the word “hate,” but I think even she would make an exception 

here. I hate it. But I also know that when we regather, even six feet apart, without singing, with 

masks on, not shaking hands: whatever it is we have to do, it will be beautiful and meaningful, 
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like that cumbersome communion was for Jim. I believe I gave him communion one more 

Sunday after that, and then he died. 

Jesus died, was resurrected, ascended, and then the Holy Spirit came down like a rush of a 

violent wind and the church was born. We are in a time of trial right now and we don’t know 

what church is going to look like next Sunday or a month from now or a year from now. 

Whatever it looks like, we will find unutterable beauty, as I did with that man in a hospital bed in 

his living room, on a ventilator, being fed through a tube in his stomach. It was awful, and it was 

one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever experienced. The Spirit was there. The Spirit is here. 

I don’t know when we will get to receive communion again. Maybe it will be next Sunday, but 

maybe it won’t be for a year. I have no idea, and right now, neither does the vestry. But when 

that day comes, even if it’s a cardboard-like wafer and no wine, my hope is that we will receive 

that broken body of Christ with the same reverence, joy, and awe as my friend Jim did. 


