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This morning’s second lesson brings us back to the book of Acts. The setting is
Jerusalem, only seven short weeks after Jesus’ death and resurrection. As you may recall,
scholars believe that this book is written by the same person who penned the gospel of Luke.
In the first chapter we hear Jesus offer one more charge to his eleven apostles when he tells
them that they will be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of
the earth.”! He tells them to stay p.ut, to wait in Jerusalem for their baptism by the Holy Spirit.
The Spirit has been at work before this scene, of course. From the beginning God’s Spirit has
been busy brooding over the waters of chaos at creation, inspiring Mary to sing the Magnificat
with Jesus still in her womb, and descending upon Jesus himself at his baptism. That said, it is
difficuit to know what exactly the apostles are expecting as they stick close together and wait
for this “gift from the Father” that Jesus has told them to anticipate. | imagine they are a
bundle of emotions and confusion after Jesus’ ascension. They have endured his arrest and
crucifixion. They have grieved the horrible silence of Holy Saturday. They have been stunned
and baffled and ecstatic over his resurrection. And they have spent almost fifty days in the
presence of this Risen Christ. Now he is gone from their sight. And lest we forget, the Roman
authorities are still as menacing as they were at the time of lesus’ death. So now they wait,

making their way as best they can in their home away from home, sorting through all that has
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happened in the previous days and weeks, not knowing when this promised pouring out of the
Spirit will happen or what that experience will even look like. [Read Acts 2:1-17]

I have long been fascinated by the Way the United Nations translates speeches
instantaneously. As you may know, every speech, along with every statement is translated by
language professionals into all six of the UN’s official languages—Arabic, Chinese, English,
French, Russian and Spanish. This translation work is central to the UN’s mission. As stated on
the UN’s web site:

The correct interpretation and translation of these six languages, in both spoken and

written form, is very important to the work of the Organization, because this enables

clear and concise communication on issues of global importance.?
That said, these six languages do not begin to cover every tongue or dialect spoken. And in all
honesty very few of us could consider ourselves language professionals, even in our mother
tongue. A friend and mentor recently shared that when he began teaching at Union seminary,
he struggled to understand a colleague when he spoke. They weren’t from different countries.
This friend grew up in New Jersey, the son of Brazilian and talian immigrants and studied in
Philly and Chicago. His colleague hailed from Waynesboro, Virginia, a son of Appalachians from
the Shenandoah valley and studied at W&L and Vanderbilt. One played soccer and was an avid
Cubs fan. The other played basketball and cheered for UVA and Vandy. One spoke rapidly; the
other had a bit of a drawl. They had to work to understand and be understood. It helped that

they both loved scotch, as well as the church and the shared mission of training pastors to
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serve that church. And now, my friend from New Jersey says y'afl as easily as anyone else born
south of the Mason-Dixon line and preached about the astounding grace of God at his Virgina-
born friend’s memorial a few years back.

This morning’s passage from chapter 2 is a familiar one. Those of us who have been in
worship on other Pentecost Sundays have heard the nations with unfamiliar and difficult to
pronounce names read well and stumbled over more times than we can count. The wind and
the fire grab the headlines and all but overshadow the stunning fact that the apostles suddenly
begin speaking foreign languages all at once. It is this chorus of languages that passersby
overhear. It is this sound that stops them in their tracks. No one expects to hear anything
worth listening to from this band of ragtag disciples from the boonies. And yet the Spirit has
faillen on them and enabled them to tell of “God’s deeds of power” so that everyone within
earshot can hear and understand. This is no party trick, no publicity stunt done for shock value.
No, in this moment God once again decides to work through ordinary human beings to share
the great good news of God’s work in raising Jesus from the dead. In Christ’s resurrection, God
breaks the grip of sin and death and destroys all that separates humanity from God and from
one another. And God wants everyone everywhere to know this. So God decides to make this
great good news known not through a neon sign or a viral ad campaign but by giving a room
full of backwater Galileans the power to be withesses and a voice to tell what they have seen
and lived in words that can be heard by people from across the known world.

Not everyone embraces their message. At least a few write the episode off to the rag tag

bunch being overserved, certain that their language prowess is more about spirits than the



Holy Spirit. And yet there are those who are captivated by what they overhear, those who long
to know more. And Peter begins preaching, telling the bewildered and curious that they are
part of a pivotal moment in the love story between God and God’s people, the moment when
the sharing of the gospel comes not from one divine voice but from a chorus of human ones.
This moment is when the church becomes the church, taking{on the role of living, sharing and
embodying the work of God in the world. And as Peter quotes the prophet Joel, he paints a
picture of people of all sorts, humans of all ages taking part. No one is written off; no one is
obsolete or redundant or excluded from the call. He boldly proclaims that the Spirit empoWers
young people with the gift of prophesying and gives senior citizens the gift of dreaming. Peter
lifts up God’s determination to expand and explode fixed ideas about who should be listened
to and who can be trusted to preach the good news. Prophesying is not fortune telling,
narrowly concerned with reading tea leaves about the future; when young people prophesy,
they are given the power to name God’s redeeming work here and now. And older people are
not relegated to nostalgic sidelines to pine away for days gone by. They are instead given
visions of what can and will be in God’s redeemed and re-created world. This is what it looks
like and sounds like when the church becomes the church, the Body of Christ in and for the
world. There are those who overhear the church being the church and write it off, but there
are others who catch a word or a phrase in their own mother tongue that resonates deep in
their souls and they want to know more.

As a getting-older-by-the-moment woman, on my good days, my hope-filled days | find

myself dreaming about what God’s church is and can be, and | wonder what those who pass



our way overhear from us. What do we offer in God’s name that speaks to our neighbors’
deepest hopes or longings? I’'m not talking about crafting a message that caters specifically to
everyone’s whims and wants. I'm not interested in our being slick or skiliful spin doctors for
Jesus. No, I’'m wondering how we share the great good news of God’s loving and saving ways
so that others can hear and overhear the glorious and gracious promise that someone spoke to
us. In a world gone mad, in a storm of doubt, vitriol, and despair, by the power of the Spirit and
the persistent grace of God, I've caught whispers of gospel truth through this place and these
people, and I'm guessing you have, too.

| for one have heard young people prophesy, speaking holy and honest truth about the
challenges their generation faces. Just a few weeks ago, Adeline and Mary Stanton gave us
powerful testimonies when they stood in this very spot and preached with eloguence from
their hearts. Both told the truth about their struggles with crippling anxiety and about the
hope they have found with the help of God who has enabled them to survive and thrive. In
that moment | knew the Spirit was on the loose and | witnessed the church being church.

| have heard some of you who sport just a tad more gray in your hair than |1 do dreaming
about and working for a more just world where children are safe, where families are
strengthened, where neighbors of every background are welcomed, and where curiosity is
celebrated. In those moments | know the Spirit is on the loose and | have withessed the church
being church.

But | aiready speak this language. | am primed to hear words of grace and gospel truth.

And | recognize that there is still quite a bit of translation work to be done in Jesus’ name. It’s



not about my words or our words being heard on our terms. It is about God’s Word being
heard and overheard in ways that others can understand. Because, as you well know, there is a
lot of noise out there. The larger world hears and overhears quite a bit from those who claim
to be speaking on God’s behalf these days. Some speak of hatred in God’s name, while others
invoke God’s name to speak of exclusion, intimidation, superiority, or terror. But hatred is not
among God’s official or unofficial languages.

Notice that we do not hear any mention of hatred, exclusion, intimidation, superiority,
or terror in this moment from Acts when the Spirit rushes in gives birth to the church. Nor is
that what | hear when hear the true church speaking now. On our best, most faithful days, by
the grace of God, our testimonies, our stories, our dreams recall the Spirit who rushes in and
teaches a small band of befuddled Galileans to speak languages they had never heard to
proclaim the saving work of the one true God. That same Spirit swirls among us even now,
teaching us to speak courage, faith, justice, compassion, humility, hope, and joy. There are
countless voices who want to teach us to speak their language, to dictate what we say about
God, about who God Is and what God wants. It is my prayer that we will look not to them but
to the Spirit as our teacher and our guide, that we will offer testimonies and dreams that tell
the truth of the God we have met in our Risen Lord in words and ways that others can hear.
May all that we offer point not to our works or our wants but to God’s mighty and gracious
deeds in Jesus Christ. And with the guidance of the Spirit, may our witness speak hope and
grace to the deep needs of any who come our way and all who cross our path.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.



