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Sermon for Day of Pentecost Year C 2022 
The Power of Language 

 
 
One of the abilities I admire most in my husband and my daughter is 
their ability to speak another language. 
After a good amount of study, I am not bad at reading a language— 
I studied French and Latin in middle school and high school; 
in college I took one German class but learned how to read and 
pronounce German and Italian in order to sing arias and art songs. 
Of course in seminary, I studied ancient Hebrew and Greek. 
I am able to pronounce these languages fairly well when I see them 
written on a page—but I am not able to hear and understand nor speak 
fluently in another language other than English. 
The only language related ability I have which exceeds my husband’s 
linguistic accomplishments is that I am able to navigate heavy 
British, Scottish and Irish accents better than he does. 
(This is thanks to all the British detective shows  
I’ve watched through the years.) 
But I love languages—I love hearing various languages spoken— 
even when I’m frustrated that I can’t understand what’s being said. 
To hear a person speak in their native language—even when you can’t 
understand them—is to glimpse or taste life and the world around us  
in a different way, a different flavor. 
Languages put our worlds in focus. 
Languages give structure to our thoughts and, if we are willing to try, 
knowing something about another language deepens our communication 
with others around us—even within us. 
As others have pointed out—knowing something of other languages help 
us to know our own language better. 
Above all . . . as our own bible tells us . . .  
language is a process of creation – of free creation. 
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The day of Pentecost we celebrate today is not just a birthday story. 
It is a story of “creation”—new  creation. 
A story full of wild details that challenge our imagination. 
Tongues of fire. 
Rushing winds. 
Accusations of drunkenness. 
To put it bluntly—God shows up fifty days after Jesus’ resurrection and 
threw the world an unforgettable party. 
 
But God did more than that. 
God gave to those who gathered and waited a clear and startling picture 
of what Christ’s body on earth should look like. 
All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 
languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 
At this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, 
because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 
 
Christians sometimes speak of Pentecost as the reversal of the story of 
the Tower of Babel—from the book of Genesis in the Hebrew bible. 
You may remember this story about the time God divided and scattered 
the people by multiplying their languages so that they could not easily 
communicate and work together. 
But, in fact, Pentecost doesn’t reverse that story of Babel. 
It perfects it and blesses it. 
When the Holy Spirit came,  
God doesn’t restore humanity to a common language. 
God declares all languages holy and equally worthy of God’s stories. 
God wove diversity and inclusiveness into the very fabric of the Church. 
The Spirit calls the people of God to be at once the One and the Many. 
 
Those who speak more than one language or at least those who have 
studied and tried to speak more than one language may be the best 
equipped to grasp the importance of this divine declaration, 
this miraculous weaving. 
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Those who know more than one language understand that a language 
holds far more than the sum of its grammar, vocabulary, and syntax. 
Languages carry the full weight of their respective cultures, histories, 
psychologies, and spiritualities. 
To speak one language as opposed to another is to orient oneself 
differently in the world—to see differently, hear differently, 
process and punctuate reality differently. 
I’ve been thinking about this aspect of language especially as I find 
myself using words and expressions of endearment to Maddie 
that my Norwegian grandmother first said to me when I was a child. 
Now she was born in Hoboken, but her parents were both Norwegian 
immigrants and she learned to speak Norwegian along with English. 
Though my grandmother didn’t teach us to be fluent in Norwegian, 
she did teach us a prayer and these phrases and words that 
contained even in a small way our Norwegian ancestry and 
the experience of our great-grandparents. 
And now . . . I use them and share them with Maddie who, perhaps, 
may one day share them with her children and grandchildren. 
This is the power of languages—they help us to know something 
more than our own experience. 
But the catch is that language is nuanced and meaning often has context. 
Which is why there is no such thing as a perfect translation. 
(Anyone who has ever taken a bible study class with me has heard me 
make this point many times. 
Which is why we need to be humble students of the bible—even if you 
can read the words in their original languages.) 
 
If this is true, then what does it mean that the Holy Spirit  
empowered the first Christians to speak  
in an unmatched diversity of languages? 
Was God saying, in effect, that the Church—the body of Christ— 
from its very inception, needed to honor the boundless variety  
and creativity of human voices? 
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That the Spirit was calling the church  
to proclaim the great deeds of God in every tongue— 
not because multiculturalism is virtuous or fashionable— 
or because the church is a “politically correct” institution— 
but because God’s deeds themselves demand such diverse tellings? 
Could it be that there is no single language on earth  
that can capture the deeds of God? 
 
Here’s a detail I cherish about the Pentecost story— 
When the disciples and their friends  
began to speak in foreign languages,  
the crowds gathered outside their meeting place understood them. 
And this—that is, the fact of their comprehension— 
was what confused them. 
They were not confused by the message itself; 
the message came through  
with perfect clarity in their respective languages. 
No, what baffled the crowds was that God would condescend to speak  
to them in their own mother-tongues. 
That God would welcome them so intimately, 
with words and expressions hearkening back to their birthplaces, 
their childhoods, their beloved cities, countries, and cultures of origin. 
As if to say, “This Spirit-drenched place, this fledgling church, 
this new creation—the body of Christ is yours. 
You don’t have to feel like outsiders here. 
We speak your language, too. 
This message of the love of God in Christ is for you.” 
(As if, in a way, God was saying like a loving parent or grandparent, 
“You gupsie little girl. How I love you.”) 
 
As Christians, we place great stock in language. In words. 
Like our Jewish and Muslim brothers and sisters, 
we are “people of the Book.” 
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We love the creation stories of Genesis, 
in which God births the very cosmos into existence by speaking— 
And God said— 
In the beginning was the Word— 
we read in the opening of John’s gospel about the Incarnate Christ. 
On Sunday mornings, we profess our faith in the languages of liturgy, 
creed, prayer, and music. 
In short, we believe that language has power. 
Words make worlds. 
And words unmake them, too. 
 
To attempt one language as opposed to another  
is to make oneself a learner, a servant, even a supplicant. 
To speak across barriers of race, ethnicity, gender, religion, culture, 
denomination, or politics is to challenge stereotype and risk ridicule. 
It is a brave and disorienting act. 
Sadly, we don’t engage in it often enough as the church. 
 
But, whether we like it or not,  
this is what the Holy Spirit required of Christ’s frightened disciples 
on the day of the birthday— 
or “new creation” of the Body of Christ, the Church. 
The Spirit was moving them away  
from huddling in their version of sameness and safety. 
Windows and doors were being thrown open. 
They began to feel the pressure of God’s hand against their backs 
and they poured themselves into the streets and spoke. 
When the Spirit came—silence was no longer possible. 
They were on fire. 
 
In the end, the Pentecost story required surrender on both sides. 
Those who spoke had to brave languages outside of their comfort zones. 
They had to risk vulnerability in the face of difference— 
with no guarantee of welcome. 
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They had to trust that no matter how awkward, inadequate,  
or silly they felt, the words bubbling up inside of them— 
new words, strange words, scary words— 
were nevertheless essential words— 
words precisely ordained for the time and place they occupied. 
 
Meanwhile, the crowds who listened had to take risks as well. 
They had to suspend disbelief, drop their cherished defenses, 
and opt for wonder instead of contempt. 
They had to widen their circles and welcome strangers with odd accents 
into their midst. 
Not all of them managed it—some sneered  
because they couldn’t bear to be bewildered,  
to have their neat categories of belonging and exclusion  
explode in their faces. 
Instead, like their ancestors at Babel, who scattered at the first sign of 
difference, they retreated into the well-worn narrative of denial— 
Nothing new is happening here. 
This isn’t God.  
These are blubbering idiots who have had too much to drink. 
(And I have to say, I think this is what many people today think about 
the church—though most would probably not accuse of having too much 
to drink—they’d probably just leave it at blubbering idiots.) 
 
And yet . . . even in that atmosphere of suspicion and cynicism, 
some people spoke, and some people listened. 
And into those astonishing exchanges, God breathed fresh life. 
 
Something happens when we speak each other’s languages— 
be they cultural, political, racial or liturgical. 
We experience the limits of our own perspectives. 
We learn to be curious. 
We discover that God’s “great deeds” are far too great  
and nuanced for a single tongue, a single fluency. 
And we experience new creation. 
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God’s word speaks to us anew and rekindles a place in our hearts. 
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about the “new creation” of language— 
especially these days as our granddaughter’s ability to speak is 
exploding every day with new words and phrases and 
she is able to communicate with us and we can communicate with her. 
All kinds of new perspectives, curiosity and “newness of life” are part of 
every moment as we experience this development of language. 
I think this is something God wants us to experience as the church. 
 
And so, dear church, my question is: 
are we listening to what the Spirit is saying to us? 
Have words become too toxic in our world  
because languages of our cherished “isms”  
threaten to divide and destroy us? 
Or are the troubles of our day—local, national, and global— 
crying out for the balm of a bold and creative church willing to step out, 
to learn, and to speak across barriers? 
 
What happens if we don’t learn the art  
of speaking each other’s languages? 
Will we die in an icy silence or burn ourselves down to cinders? 
 
It is no small thing that the Holy Spirit  
loosened tongues at the creation of the Church. 
In the face of difference, God compelled the faithful to engage. 
From day one, the call was to press in,  
linger, listen, and speak. 
Can we hear what the Spirit is saying to us, the Church? 
God is always doing something new and 
God wants us to be part of it. 
Can we dare to hear what the Spirit is saying and then speak? 
It seems silence is no longer possible. 
The world needs us to be on fire with the love of God in Christ. 
May we the church sincerely pray: Come, Holy Spirit, come! 


