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Sermon: The Power of Pentecost 

5/31/2020 

 

Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your 

sight, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

Every year, the faculty of Seattle Pacific University gathers for a retreat in preparation for 

the new school year. In 2001, with my parents away at the retreat, I decided to watch movies late 

into the night. The next morning I woke up, after falling asleep on the couch, just seconds before 

the second plane flew into the World Trade Center. Dazed and confused, I struggled to put 

together what I had just seen with my eyes and tried to convince myself that I was having a bad 

dream. But, as we all know, it was no dream. That day, more than 3,000 people died, a tragedy 

that sent shockwaves throughout the country and across the entire world. And for at least a brief 

moment, a sense of resiliency, solidarity, compassion, and empathy united Americans across 

their differences. Within hours, there were more people waiting in line to give blood than 

donation centers could handle, volunteers were helping firefighters, police, and other disaster 

personal dig through the wreckage, and Americans were in the midst of donated a record-

breaking $2.8 billion. And who can forget the U-S-A chants that accompanied President George 

Bush a month later as he walked to the mound at Yankee Stadium and threw out the first pitch? I 

never will, because for those precious few days, the divergent attitudes, racial tensions, religious 

differences, and economic disparities that divided us seemed to fade away.  

Today, we are living in the midst of a different tragedy. The coronavirus has forced us to 

reimagine what it means to care for and maintain relationships with our family and friends. And 

yet, amidst the inspiring stories of creative hangouts on Zoom and Skype, and viral videos of 

New Yorkers singing out of windows during self-isolation, this tragedy seems different. Not just 

because it is directly impacting the day-to-day lives of us all, but because the unity that arose 
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from it has been so fleeting. Just turn on the news; or in my case, peruse news stories on your 

phone and listen to podcasts. Time and time again, it is a battle of us versus them: Democrats 

versus Republicans, mask-wearers versus mask-haters, blue states versus red states, over-reactors 

versus the uninformed, and those at high risk versus those who are not. Wouldn’t the world be a 

better place if all of our differences could just go away? After all, isn’t that what we as Christians 

have so often longed for? To live in a world where racism and sexism, among the many other 

destructive “isms,” would no longer divide us and separate us from God? Wouldn’t everything 

be better if we were all just the same? Our Scripture readings for today speak directly to this 

question. 

When the disciples gathered for Pentecost, or Shavuot, in our reading from Acts, they 

were not anxiously awaiting the arrival of the Spirit. Rather, they were gathered together in 

Jerusalem, along with fellow Jews from around the Mediterranean world, to commemorate the 

day that God gave the Torah to the Israelites. On that day, seven weeks after Passover, God had 

made them into a nation and they had committed themselves to serving God. Pentecost was a day 

for celebration and thanksgiving, and for the disciples, there was much to be thankful for. Jesus 

Christ, their Lord and Savior, was alive! For forty days and nights, he had walked among them, 

teaching them and performing miracles, until his ascension into heaven ten days ago. Their hope 

had been restored and lives would never be the same! 

So there they were, gathered together celebrating, when a sound like the rush of a violent 

wind suddenly erupted from heaven, filling the entire house where they were sitting. The sound 

raised them to their feet, where they watched as divided tongues appeared among and rested on 

them, tongues that set their hearts and minds on fire and propelled them outdoors. And when 

they went out there, the most amazing thing happened. They began preaching the good news and 
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everyone present could understand them in their own languages. Some of the crowd, amazed by 

what they had witnessed, began asking what it all meant, while others sneered and accused the 

disciples of being “filled with new wine.” In steps Peter. “Men of Judea and all who live in 

Jerusalem,” Peter began, “these men are not drunk. After all, it is only nine o’clock in the 

morning. No, what you are witnessing is the fulfillment of what the Prophet Joel prophesied so 

long ago. That the day is coming when the Spirit will come and make your children testify, your 

young men see visions and old men dream dreams, your slaves prophesy, and turn the sun into 

darkness and the moon to blood. Repent, believe, and be saved, for that day is at hand! 

During seminary and my doctoral program, I had to learn how to read Greek, French, and 

German. Learning to read these languages was difficult and filled with plenty of frustration, not 

to mention more than a few mistakes. I was glad, though, that I did not have to learn how to 

speak them. No matter how hard I tried in high school, speaking Spanish was a constant struggle, 

even after years of study and hours spent memorizing words, tenses, and conjugations. So when I 

read of how the disciples spoke in tongues, and how different and immediate their experience 

was, I must admit that I got a little jealous. Jealous that what is so difficult for me was so easy 

for them. I also began to wonder why. Why did God decide to give them this gift? 

According to many scholars, God gave them this gift in direct response to the Tower of 

Babel. You remember the story. There was a time, Genesis 11 begins, when the whole earth had 

one language and everyone spoke the same words. One day, while migrating from the east, 

everyone settled and began building a city in the land of Shinar. They were determined to make a 

name for themselves, so they began constructing a tower that would reach all the way to the 

heavens. But they did not succeed, because when the Lord learned what they were doing, he 

confused their language and scattered them abroad, causing the tower to be left unfinished and 
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the city to become known as Babel, the Jewish word for confused. According to these scholars, 

Pentecost is the reversal of this punishment. Finally, after so many years, the Spirit united the 

world once more and enabled us all to understand one universal language. Except, that’s not 

quite what happened, is it? 

In Acts, we do not hear that everyone heard the same language. Rather, we hear that the 

Spirit enabled each of them to hear the gospel preached in their own language. Somehow, 

miraculously, the disciples were speaking a multitude of languages at the same time. Languages 

that they had never learned to read or write. On Pentecost, God gave the disciples this gift so that 

God might meet everyone where they were, in the midst of their many differences. God spoke to 

them in words that they could understand, so that they all might hear and embrace the good 

news. And God’s desire to bring the good news to everyone, everywhere, did not end that day. 

God is calling each one of us to go out and spread the good news to all those around us. 

Not so that we can make others just like us—people who speak, look, act, and sound like us—but 

so that we all might proclaim that “Jesus is Lord.” I must admit, embracing this call is difficult. It 

requires that we go outside of our comfort zone and share God’s love with people who are not 

like us. And that was before the pandemic forced us to close the church building and maintain 

our distance from others, especially strangers. What does it mean to go out and spread the good 

news when going out is the exact thing that we are not supposed to do? I’m not going to pretend 

that I have the answer. Yes, I have spent time thinking and praying about it, wondering if online 

services and a “Contact Us” page on our website are enough. No, I am not going to pretend that I 

know the answer, because the more that I have thought and prayed about it, the more I have 

become convinced that there isn’t just one. There are many answers; as many as there are 

children of God.  
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In our first Scripture reading for today, Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, we heard him 

declare that we are all members of one body because we have all received one and the same 

Spirit. And yet, just because we are all members of the body of Christ does not mean that we are 

all the same. God has made each of us unique, with our own strengths and weaknesses, our own 

gifts and graces. I imagine that’s why we are all given different spiritual gifts too, because we 

each encounter our own unique moments when we are in need of the Spirit. Some of us are given 

the gift of wisdom, knowledge, or faith, while others are given the gift of healing, prophecy, 

discernment, or speaking in tongues. The Spirit gives us the gift we need so that we might meet 

our neighbor where they are, whether that is online, over the phone, or from a distance. And so 

that we might meet our neighbor as they are, no matter our differences. The question facing us is 

this: what will we do the next time the Spirit moves us like a violent or rushing wind? Will we let 

the Spirit set our hearts and minds on fire and send us where it will? On this and every day, let us 

pray that it be so. Amen. 


