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Today is Pentecost! It’s the birthday of the Church!  Earlier this week, when I filmed the welcome at the 

beginning of our service, I had planned to remind us how in other years we’d all be gathered out on the 

front lawn at our Birmingham campus with our cupcakes, wearing red, and celebrating this sacred day in 

our lives together. We’d take our photo together and cause quite a stir in the community for anyone 

passing by. They’d be wondering what in the world was going at Birmingham First. Some would even 

stop to ask that question. We’d share a cupcake and tell them why this day was unlike any other day for 

us. In fact, it’s such a special event for us at Birmingham First that we’ve often moved the day on our 

church calendar because annual conference conflicted with our celebration in a number of years! We 

celebrated Birmingham Pentecost! 

This week, however, it’s not just a pandemic that has hit up against our celebratory tone. As we surpassed 

over 100,000 lives lost earlier this week since the Covid pandemic began, there seemed to be no national 

day of mourning. There was no pause to reflect on the impact that a virus has had on so many families, 

friends, and loved ones. In similar manner to so many families who’ve had to put off funerals and 

memorial services until another day when more can gather to grieve and mourn together, the numbers 

passed us by without much marking of time. 

On the other hand, while pandemics of this scale may only come every 100 years or so, there has been a 

daily pandemic of another nature that so many of us fail to see or acknowledge on a daily basis. And 

today, my heart breaks; my soul is convicted; and my spirit cries out for the many in our land and 

throughout our world who still experience the pain and injustice of racism to this very day. It is the 

pandemic among us that we’d prefer to brush under the rug and hope that it goes away. It does not come 

and go every 100 years or so, but rather has continued to infect the very core of civilization for far too 

long. 
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And this week, for so many of us in the United States, a silent reality that others live with each day has 

come to the forefront of our lives as we watched the brutal death of George Floyd as a group of police 

officers, who were sworn to serve and protect life, chose instead to take George’s life as one knelt on his 

neck for almost nine minutes. Despite George’s repeated pleas that he couldn’t breathe, this is how they 

chose to arrest a man for allegedly trying to pass a $20 bill that someone thought to be counterfeit. Oh, 

Jesus, what have we come to when $20 is worth more than a man’s life, a black man’s life and breath? 

The words, “I can’t breathe,” are forever etched into our memories as we gather together this morning. 

The Pentecost images of wind, breath, and fire suddenly take on new meanings for us as we hear the 

Spirit speak to us in the voices and language of the oppressed. 

Friends, today our celebrations are tempered with our lament at the injustices we continue to see in our 

world. How could we gather and celebrate when our black and brown sisters and brothers just a few miles 

down the road from us fear for their own lives; when they wonder about the safety of their own children? 

It would be so easy for us to want to go back into our sanctuaries, into our safe spaces, and hide out while 

we want to wait for this storm to pass us by; to simply blow over. 

Yet, racism is not a storm that passes by. It’s not a wind that blows over. And how can we simply hide out 

in safe spaces when sisters and brothers, children of the Living God, have no safe spaces in which to 

reside? The effects of the sin of racism are a pervasive reality for too many. When we stay silent and let 

another story pass by unspoken, we participate in its continued threat to humanity and all that God has 

called, “good,” in creation. Racism is grounded in an evil dehumanization of people and persists 

whenever and wherever we fail to recognize the common humanity that we share as children of God; 

whenever and wherever we fail to resist its grip on our world; whenever and wherever we fail to name 

this evil when we see it, especially for those who cannot speak; whose breath has been taken from them. 

I must confess that like too many of us, words are difficult to come by in moments like this. Too often, 

we just don’t know what to say. We want to rush to find the perfect words because it’s hard to listen to 

pain this deep. 

This past week, I was thinking of my good friend and colleague in ministry, the Rev. Eric Kieb, his wife, 

Lisa, and their beautifully diverse family. Early in the week, Eric wrote, “I can’t breathe,” on his 

Facebook page and sparked a lot of conversation. Many asked if he was okay. Others, knowing that his 

father has been living with cancer, asked if his dad was all right. One after another, friends reached out to 

check on him. 

Years ago, when I moved to Marquette to serve as the senior pastor at Marquette: First UMC, Eric and 

Lisa were living the next town over in Negaunee. Shortly after we arrived in town, they adopted their 



second child, Calvin, a beautiful African-American baby from downstate. I’ll never forget the day that 

Calvin came home to the Upper Peninsula. We gathered at Presque Isle with friends and colleagues and 

had a grand picnic to celebrate with the Kieb family. 

As we took turns holding Calvin that day, there was a light that gleamed in the eyes of that young man 

like none other. As he grew up, his playful approach to life and his unconditional love and generosity 

towards everyone was unmatched by anyone we knew. At 15 years old and 6’ 2” tall, it still seems like 

only yesterday that he was the innocent baby that we watched as he learned to crawl, walk, and talk. 

Following a day of letting his post sit on Facebook and collect inquiries, my good friend, Eric, wrote 

these words: 

As someone who is the parent of an African American child we have had to have 

numerous conversations that break my heart. 

Conversations like why he can’t walk down the street carrying his airsoft guns like the 

rest of his friends do because people make assumptions. 

Listen friends, whether we like it or not, whether we’re ready to admit it or not, racism 

and prejudice are alive and well. Until we’re willing to turn and face this ugliness, the George 

Floyd’s, Ahmaud Arbrey’s and the Calvin Kieb’s will have to live in fear. My heart is heavy. 

Sisters and brothers, my heart is heavy with Eric’s today. My heart is wearied with so many of yours. At 

times, it seems like we struggle to find the words to say in moments like these. Yet, words do little to dull 

the pain of years of oppression, violence, and hatred that have been experienced by too many sisters and 

brothers who have been treated as less than human. Apologies without accountability and action are 

insincere and meaningless. What can we do to address this pandemic that we have faced for centuries 

more than the few months that we’ve had to stay inside because of a virus? Is there any hope to bring 

healing and an end to this evil that has so invaded our world and continues to destroy the very lives that 

God has named, “Beloved”? 

Luke tells us that when the feast of Pentecost came, the disciples were again gathered together in one 

place. Without warning, the Spirit came upon the disciples like a gale-force wind. No one knew where it 

came from, but suddenly it was there. As fire rested above the heads of each of the disciples, they began 

to speak in other tongues. 

What was happening in that moment was so powerful that people came from all around to see what in the 

world was going on! As they approached, they could hear the disciples speaking about God’s works. Yet 

what they heard was in their own languages. Jerusalem was filled with people from all over the known 



world. Yet, these “Galilean” disciples were able to speak the many languages and dialects that were 

gathered together in the city that day. Language, the very thing that had divided people for millennia, no 

longer stood in the way of God reaching out to draw us together once more. 

In fact, Peter would later describe the experience in the words of the prophet, Joel, saying, “I will pour out 

my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your 

old men will dream dreams.”1 

Everyone was amazed at what they were hearing as they noted, “They’re speaking OUR languages, 

describing God’s mighty works.” Oh, friends, have you ever been somewhere in your life where no one 

speaks your language? Do you know how lost and alone you feel in those moments as you’re trying to 

communicate? Do you remember the sudden relief you experienced when someone finally comes up and 

speaks your native tongue? To understand and to be understood is powerful in those moments. 

On the day that the Church was born, the Spirit of God came and broke down the barriers of language and 

culture that humans had used to divide and separate themselves, one from another. The languages spoken 

were from all parts of the known world. Jews and Gentiles alike heard the message and were united in 

what God was doing. It caught the attention of everyone in town. 

When the Spirit of God flowed at Pentecost, the Spirit drove those disciples out of the house where they 

were gathered, out of their safety net, beyond their place of sanctuary. The Spirit pushed them out into the 

world. They weren’t expecting it! The walls of a building could no longer contain them. They were driven 

into the world to be like Jesus; just like Jesus; the very Jesus who once proclaimed, “The Spirit of the 

Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year 

of the Lord’s favor.”2 

Now that’s a dream to believe! That’s a vision to cast! 

When the Spirit fell upon Jesus, he had work to do in the world. When the Spirit fell upon the disciples, 

there was work to do in the world. When the Spirit of God falls upon us, there is work to do in the world. 

We cannot stay inside a building no matter how much we long to do so. We’re moved outside the walls 

because there is work to do in the world that the world might become the sanctuary for the presence of 

God. There is work to do in the world when the Spirit falls upon us so that the world might reflect God’s 

love, God’s justice, God’s peace, and God’s vision for all, but most especially for those who suffer. Even 

Jesus call out that the good news he brought was for some folks who needed to hear it most. 

 
1 Acts 2:17, NIV. 
2 Luke 4:18-19, NRSV. 



In our baptismal vows, we promise “to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they 

present themselves.” Every time I hold that baby at baptism, I recommit myself to living out every vow I 

make, including this one. When I hold that baby and walk into the center of our sanctuary, you reaffirm 

your vows and your promise to help that child grow to know that he or she is loved. You promise to live 

out those vows as a witness that child. You, too, promise to resist evil, injustice and oppression in 

whatever forms they present themselves. 

Could it be that part of the struggle for the Church’s relevance in the world today is that we have lost 

touch with our ability to hear the language and the culture of the oppressed? We make our vows, but how, 

O Lord do we live into them in a world where people are dehumanized? How, O Lord, do we live into 

those vows in a world where we become so entrenched in our own languages, cultures, and ideologies 

that we cannot hear or understand the pain of others? 

“Spirit, Spirit of Gentleness,” sang our young adults today. “You swept through the desert, you stung on 

the sand,” they sang. “And you goaded your people with a law and a land. And when they were blinded 

with idols and lies, then you spoke through your prophets to open their eyes.” Oh, sisters and brothers, 

this Spirit that falls upon us can catch us just a strongly as the Spirit caught those first disciples. Spirit of 

Gentleness, who comes like a gale-force wind, how we need your breath for all those who find 

themselves unable to breathe in this day. 

At Pentecost, might the Spirit stir so deep within us that we are moved beyond our walls yet again and out 

onto the front lawn, to live as authentically as the disciples who resisted evil and proclaimed the reign of 

God’s love in Jesus Christ in the face of Roman oppressors. 

Might the Spirit move among us that we may hear the language of oppressed and all those who 

experience injustice. May we be moved to their side and stand in their defense against any oppressor that 

seeks to dehumanize any child of God. May our words and our actions be spoken in such a way that they 

may understand that we will not abandon them again, but will walk this long road with them. 

Black and brown lives matter, my friends. I know that saying that very statement this morning will ruffle 

some feathers as some respond, “All lives matter.” The reality, however, is that until the lives of the 

oppressed really matter, until black and brown lives matter, until their lives are honored as sacred, all 

lives will not matter. 

It should be no surprise that even Jesus spoke this language of the oppressed as he read from the scroll of 

Isaiah in the synagogue one day. He called out to those who were hurting most. 

Might we speak in the language of hope that might be heard by those who mourn.  Might we speak in the 

language of the prophets when economies and political scorecards become our idols. 



Might we speak in the language of peacemakers when politicians and our favored parties wage war on 

one another until our swords are beaten into plowshares and we learn war no more. Might we recognize 

again that a monetary value can never be place on a human life that God has claimed as “Beloved.” 

Might we speak anew the language of truth when too many are focused on our own versions of truth and 

lies. May we have ears that are open to hear the truths that others experience even when those very truths 

hold us accountable and make us feel uncomfortable. May we discern the language of humility when we 

have erred that we might do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God yet again. 

Might we beat our breasts and share in the language of lament when we have lost our way thinking yet 

again that violence is the only way. May we lose the language of fear: the fear of accountability, the fear 

of failure, the fear of confession because we fear showing any weakness or vulnerability. Might we lose 

the fear of those who are different, who think differently than we do, or whose life experience is different 

from ours, that we might speak anew the language of faith, of hope, and of love. 

O Spirit of Gentleness, blow fresh upon your Church again, and move us beyond our walls in which we 

have grown complacent and lost our voice and our ability to speak a transforming word to oppressors that 

we might also speak good news, love, and hope into the world of hurt in need of your healing touch in 

Jesus Christ! 

So many of us are asking, “What can we do? We don’t know what to say? How can we make a 

difference?” I thought about that same thing this past week. Then I picked up the phone and called a 

friend and listened as he shared the fear of difficult conversations with his black son that differ from those 

others might have with their sons. I called and texted an African-American colleague to say, “I’m praying 

for you this week as you preach to your congregation.” If we’re going to speak the language, we must 

begin by listening to the stories. Who have you called so that the Spirit might blow fresh among you, 

among us, upon the Church once more, with a second-gale force wind this day. Spirit of the Living God, 

fall afresh on us! 

 


