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For the most of the six and a half years after my college graduation in 2000, I lived and worked 
in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.  Largely because of my ministry context, I spent a fair 
amount of time in the Friendly’s restaurant which was located roughly equidistant between the 
two congregations I served there.  It was a favorite of youth, families, and many others in those 
congregations.  Thus, I became quite well acquainted with the famous Friendly’s birthday 
song.  What is the famous Friendly’s birthday song?  I am so glad you asked   It is sung to 
the tune of the “I Don’t Know But I’ve Been Told” Army cadence, and goes like this (You’ll just 
have to imagine the echoes…) 
 

Friendly’s has a birthday song. 
It’s not too short, it’s not too long. 

If you’re good you’ll get your wishes. 
If you’re bad, you’ll do our dishes. 

Sound off: HAPPY! 
Sound off: BIRTHDAY! 

Happy Birthday TO YOU1! 
 
The Friendly’s birthday song debuted in the year 20002, the year of my graduation and my first 
in pastoral ministry.  Now the reason Friendly’s instituted their own custom birthday song is 
that they did not want to pay royalties on the more traditional “Happy Birthday to You,” song – 
the most popular and widely recognized tune in the English speaking world, but which until 
recently was under copyright.  As such, its owner – since 1988 the music publisher 
Warner/Chappell – enforced its copyright by collected licensing fees for its use in television, 
film, and apparently large chain restaurants.  As of 2010, it was estimated that these fees 
yielded approximately $2 million a year.  So, it’s not hard to see why Friendly’s and other 
restaurants decided to avoid such tolls and come up with their own birthday songs.  It’s just 
good business.   
 
Well, perhaps you heard the news this fall – In September, a federal judge with the US District 
Court in Los Angeles ruled that the copyright claimed by Warner/Chappell was invalid – that 
the lyrics to the now traditional “Happy Birthday” song were never properly copyrighted after 
being applied to the older melody of “Good Morning to All” from 1893.3  And in February of this 
year, details were released on the subsequent settlement that was reached in mediation, in 
which the Warner Music Group agreed to pay $14 million to settle claims with “thousands of 
people and entities” who had paid licensing fees to use the song since 1949.  The terms of the 
settlement also called for the judge to officially declare the “Happy Birthday” song part of the 
public domain.4 

                                                
1 “Happy Birthday to You, Church!”  Homiletics, Vol. 28. No. 3.  May/June 2016.  p. 28. 
2 http://www.btrtoday.com/read/articles/friday-birthday-week  
3 All information re: the “Happy Birthday to You” copyright and September 2015 ruling from: “‘Happy Birthday’ Copyright 

Invalidated by Judge” by Ben Sisario.  The New York Times. September 22, 2015.  Available: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/23/business/media/happy-birthday-copyright-invalidated-by-judge.html?_r=0  
4
 “Details of ‘Happy Birthday’ Copyright Settlement Revealed” by Ben Sisario.  The New York Times. February 9, 2016.  

Available: http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/10/business/media/details-of-happy-birthday-copyright-settlement-

revealed.html  

http://www.btrtoday.com/read/articles/friday-birthday-week
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/23/business/media/happy-birthday-copyright-invalidated-by-judge.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/10/business/media/details-of-happy-birthday-copyright-settlement-revealed.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/10/business/media/details-of-happy-birthday-copyright-settlement-revealed.html
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It was that last phrase that caught my attention in an article on this week’s lectionary in the 
preaching journal Homiletics.  Today is the day of Pentecost – the day in the Christian liturgical 
year when we commemorate the gift of the Holy Spirit to the early church – and it is often 
remembered and celebrated as the “birthday” of the church.  Perhaps some of you have even 
been a part of a Sunday School class or youth group in which you donned party hats, blew 
noise makers, and sang the “Happy Birthday” song to the church while eating a 
commemorative Pentecost cake.  (Teachers, you can file that one away for next year, if you 
haven’t done it already!)  The article made the assertion that Pentecost is the birthday of the 
church because it was the occasion on which “the church of Jesus Christ entered the public 
domain.”5 
 

For whatever reason, the idea of the church entering the “public domain” category caught my 
attention and ignited my imagination.  And it led me to make an unexpected connection.  You 
see, one of the things I love about Pentecost is its rich sensory imagery.  The dove, the 
rushing wind, the cacophony of ecstatic voices, and – above all for me – the tongues of fire 
coming to rest upon all of those who had gathered together in that place.  The symbol of fire 
has become virtually synonymous with Pentecost and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  It’s the reason 
that churches in the west use red vestments and altar cloths on Pentecost Sunday; why we 
sing “Holy Spirit, come with fire;” why we light candles to symbolize our awareness of the 
Spirit’s presence with us.   
 

But the symbol of fire has a very different connotation in at least one of our other western 
mythic traditions.  I grew up reading this book (show) – Stories of Gods and Heroes: Famous 
Myths and Legends of the World.  I think it was originally my father’s (it’s copyright is 1960).  
And the very first myth in this collection is the story of “Prometheus, the Fire-Bringer.”  I’d like 
to share it with you:  
 

Of all the gifts jealously guarded by the gods on Mount Olympus, one of the most precious 
was fire.  With fire Man could forge his weapons against hostile beasts and tribes.  With fire 
Man could weld his tools, make palatable his food.  Bringing fire to Man, however, was an 
enterprise fraught with the greatest danger.  Zeus, king of the gods, was strongly opposed 
to granting this gift to Man.  With fire, he feared, Man could rival the gods in strength and 
power and perhaps eventually surpass them. 
 

But a friend of Man, Prometheus, the great Titan, whose name means “Foresight,” decided 
to risk the wrath of Zeus.  The Titans were handsome gods of gigantic size and strength, 
descended from Gaea (Mother Earth) and Uranus (The Heavens).  Prometheus, who was 
magically able to foretell the future, had been the trusted aide and adviser of Zeus.  When 
Zeus, dissatisfied with two previous races of men, decided to create a new breed, it was 
Prometheus whom he called upon to fashion them.  From pieces of clay shaped into 
smaller images of the gods, Prometheus sculptured the new race and infused life into it.   
 

But the new men failed to prosper.  From his seat in the heavens Prometheus saw them 
struggling against cold, hunger, and danger.  At sight of their sufferings his heart was filled 
with profound pity.  When Zeus refused his request to give Man fire, Prometheus stole the 
magic flame from Olympus.  Concealing it in a reed, he descended to earth and brought the 
great gift to Man.  Prometheus not only brought fire to Man; he also taught him how to use 
it.  in the glowing forge tools of bronze took shape, spears and battle-axes, and galleys to 
plow the sea.   

                                                
5 “Happy Birthday to You, Church!”  p. 25. 
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But vengeful Zeus had not forgotten.  Already he was planning a dire punishment for 
Prometheus.  It involved a box in which something strange was hidden, and a maiden 
named Pandora.  Such was Zeus’ scheme for dealing with Prometheus.6 

 
The next story in the book goes on to relate the tale of Pandora’s box – the intended 
punishment for Prometheus – through which was delivered “all the evils which would afflict 
[humanity] thereafter.”7  And what occurred to me when reading that article about the “Happy 
Birthday” song entering the public domain is what a different story is told in Pentecost.  The 
stories of Prometheus and Pandora’s Box were foundational myths in Greco-Roman culture, 
and as such, they were surely familiar to those early followers of Jesus gathered together on 
the first day of Pentecost.  And so it seems logical that divine gifts symbolized by fire and flame 
would have evoked memories of these stories for them.   
 
But rather than gods jealously guarding the power of the divine and punishing the one who 
delivered it to humanity, the story of Pentecost presents a counter-narrative – of the power of 
God poured out freely upon the church, to be spread and shared with all humanity.  Rather 
than this gift being the cause of all the evils afflicting humanity, it is the anecdote to them – the 
power to face and combat such evils, and the source of peace in the midst of them.  And rather 
than representing the separation and distance and mutual fear between divine and human, 
Pentecost asserts the nearness and the connection and the trust of the divine to humanity.   
 
In short, the story of Pentecost proclaims the movement of God into the public domain.  As 
such, it is indeed the birthday of the church – a metanarrative suggesting a vastly different 
relationship between the human and divine realms.   
 
But now, the ever-present question – so what?  I believe the answer lies in the before and after 
Pentecost portraits of the early church.  Before Pentecost, the disciples were a fearful bunch – 
“dense, timid bumblers who fled at the least sign of trouble”8.  Even after the Easter 
resurrection, even following the Ascension of Jesus, they weren’t ready for “prime time.”  At 
best, their faith was proprietary and private – offering encouragement and solace to their 
company, perhaps, but certainly not ready to set the world on fire.  As one commentator put it:  
 

[The Ascension] would have made a mighty satisfying bookend for their years of wandering 
the countryside with Jesus.  Who would have blamed them if they’d simply turned around 
and returned home after all that?  Were it not for the miracle of Pentecost, the church might 
never have come to be.  The disciples would have returned home, as Bilbo Baggins returns 
to Bag End at the conclusion of J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, to smoke their pipes, to savor 
commodious second breakfasts in good hobbit fashion, and to spin their remarkable 
adventure yarn until their neighbors grew tired of hearing it.  Had that occurred, the gospel 
message would have remained under copyright: a quirky tale that meant a great deal to 
them, but would have had little impact on anyone else9. 

 
“Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied,” Philip said to Jesus in our gospel text for 
today.  Jesus’ response is telling.  First, he acknowledges the question and reaffirms that they 

                                                
6 “Prometheus, the Fire-Bringer.” Stories of Gods and Heroes: Famous Myths and Legends of the World.  Adapted by Morris 

Schreiber and Illustrated by Art Seiden.  (Grosset and Dunlap, 1960)  p. 9. 
7
 “Pandora’s Box.”  Ibid. p. 11. 

8 Barbara Brown Taylor, Bread of Angels, pp 66-67. 
9 “Happy Birthday to You, Church!”  p. 26. 
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have already seen the Father in and through him.  But then he challenges Philip and all that 
would be his disciples: “Very truly I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works 
that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these.”  And he goes on to foretell the coming 
of the Spirit – who will continue to teach them and remind them of all that he said to them. 
 
Jesus seems to have known that his disciples would be wrapped up in their own fears and 
existential worries in the immediate aftermath of his death and resurrection.  And so in the 
gospels, we repeatedly see Jesus attempting to temper the immediate fears of the disciples – 
encouraging them to not let their hearts be troubled or afraid.”  But in Acts, with the coming of 
Pentecost, with the gift of the Holy Spirit – we see those same disciples going public – leading 
a growing and transformative community.  They begin to preach, and to heal, and to cast out 
demons.  We see their fear turned to fire.  And we witness and inherit the birth of a community 
in which the power of God has entered the public domain.   
 
This divine power – this fire that has come upon them – enables the disciples to indeed 
accomplish “greater works than these.”  As Bruce Shields has observed:  

When we think of “great things,” too often we thing of what we call miracles; but an 
objective look should show us that the followers of Jesus have actually accomplished more 
than he could.  Jesus was limited in space and time – one person at one relatively small 
place in one brief lifetime; but his many followers have gone around the world for 2000 
years, healing, comforting, converting, and generally making life better for people.  There 
have, of course, been negative outcomes too; but by and large the church of Jesus Christ 
has brought the presence and power of God to bear on the plight of humanity.10 

 
On the day of Pentecost the church proclaims that – unlike in the myth of Prometheus, in 
which humanity is given contraband fire stolen from the gods – we human beings are rightful 
heirs of the very power of God; that, being led and empowered by the Spirit, we are children of 
God, charged to carry on and expand the work of Jesus.  In the words of Eugene Bay, the 
intent is to form:  

a community that is confident in the disclosure of God that has come in the person of Jesus 
and that depends on the leadership of the Spirit of truth to keep it obedient and productive 
in its life….[It] will be led to do “works” similar to those of Jesus: befriending the outcasts, 
healing the sick, speaking up for the marginalized, housing the homeless, feeding the 
hungry, and speaking truth to and about the empire.  Because the community…is doing his 
works, and because of the presence and power of the Spirit in its life, it will be a non-
anxious presence in an anxious, fearful age.11 

 
Let me say that last line again: “it will be a non-anxious presence in an anxious, fearful age.” 
 
Sounds to me like exactly what is needed in our public domain today…  
 
So Happy Birthday to you, church!  Welcome again to the public domain.  May the fire of God 
find us once more, and casting out all fear, set us loose upon this earth with the good news of 
Jesus Christ, that we might be a non-anxious presence in this anxious, fearful age.  For as the 
theologian Emil Brunner once famously remarked, “As a fire exists for burning, so the church 
exists for mission.”12   Amen. 

                                                
10

 Feasting on the Word.  Year C. Vol. 3. p. 23. 
11 Ibid. p. 24. 
12 Quoted in “Happy Birthday to You, Church!”  p. 26. 


