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There are moments in each of our lives when we begin to hear a new 
language. Perhaps it’s not exactly new because it echoes with familiarity. We 
feel as if we know it through our deepest longings and desires. It fills us with 
hope, with life, and with peace. And it lies hidden deep within us. In truth, it has 
always been there but then one day we hear it in a new way, as if for the very 
first time. On that day, we hear in our “own language.” This language describes, 
reveals, and connects us with God’s presence, God’s grace, God’s immanence, 
and transcendence. 

We may know this new language when we fall in love and find our lover’s 
voice does not just communicate information, but speaks presence, union, 
and oneness. We may know it on a day when all of creation speaks, when the 
birds no longer chirp but sing a song we know and the wind doesn’t just blow 
through the trees but now whispers stories of our future. It happens when we 
discover our vocation and we know that we are living the life to which God has 
called us and a voice reassures us, saying, “This is your place.” 
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This language is in moments of joy-filled 
creativity, and we wonder, “Where did that 
come from? How did I do that?” It is known in 
the soft voice during sorrow and loss that says, 
“I am here. It won’t be easy, and you will be 
ok,” and because of that voice, we somehow 
have the strength to get up and meet the 
next day. It is the voice of compassion that 
enables us to care for another. It is a word of 
encouragement that points the way, a word of 
truth that causes us to turn around, a word of 
peace we embody as a reconciled relationship. 
These, and hundreds of others like them, are 
the moments when we know God is near, 
in the very breath we breathe, and we are 
somehow different, more real, more alive,  
more whole. 

These, however, are often not the story of 
Pentecost with which we are most familiar. 
Instead, we listen for a sound like the rush of 
a violent wind to come from heaven and fill 
our entire house. We look for tongues of fire, 
to appear and rest on us. We wait to speak in 
another language.

Sound, tongues, and languages are how Saint 
Luke describes the day of Pentecost. These 
are the images we most often associate 
with Pentecost, but they are not the story of 
Pentecost. We sometimes confuse the two, the 
images and the story. It’s easy to do because 
the images are so vivid, so powerful, so 
different from ordinary, everyday life. With their 
power, however, comes danger.

The danger is that we look at these images but 
fail to look beyond them, to look through them. 
Instead, we make the images literal, opaque, 
and closed rather than symbolic, transparent, 
and open. We allow the images to define and 
identify rather than point and invite. When that 
happens, the images can lose their power 
and purpose. They can take us nowhere and 
Pentecost becomes a single event in history—
unique, limited, and seemingly unavailable to 

us. Sound, tongues, and languages are not the 
keepers of Pentecost. They are the pointers  
to Pentecost.

When we see through these images, we find 
that Pentecost is happening in all times, all 
places, and all circumstances. We hear in our 
“own language.” We realize that Pentecost is 
not limited to a sound like the rush of a violent 
wind. It is not defined by divided tongues of 
fire. It is not even speaking in other languages. 
In and of themselves sound, tongues, and 
languages have no significance. They are 
meaningless. Their meaning is found only  
in hearing.

Hearing is what “amazed and astonished” 
on the day of Pentecost. People were not 
amazed and astonished at the sound of wind, 
the flaming tongues, or even with the foreign 
languages. Did you catch it in the reading from 
Acts? They were amazed and astonished, 
asking, “How is it that we hear, each of us,  
in our own native language?”

Might this mean that Pentecost is more than 
the images of sound, tongues, and languages. 
I’m not suggesting the images of Pentecost are 
not real but rather, I am saying that they are 
more real than we know. They are the gateway 
to our own story of Pentecost. They empower 
us to open ourselves to an invisible world, to 
cross old boundaries, to be a different way, 
and to live a new life. 

On the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit of God 
fills the Galileans so that they speak diverse 
languages recognized by the cosmopolitan 
crowd thronging the streets of Jerusalem. 
People in the crowd are bewildered to hear 
folks from nearby Galilee talking in languages 
from all around the Mediterranean basin.
These very ordinary people speak out in 
ways that moments before were unfamiliar to 
them. Yet what happens on this first Christian 
Pentecost has to do not only with language, 
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but also with content. The Galileans are not 
making small talk. They are announcing God’s 
latest deeds of power. They are declaring that 
Jesus, the Messiah, has conquered death.
Yet even more is going on. Each member of 
the original Christian community has found 
their own voice. Below the language spoken, 
below the content of what is said, this is the 
foundation for this extraordinary day.
Because each life was open and waiting for 
the Spirit, because the Spirit’s flame touched 
each person, each one shares now with new 
authenticity. Each one has found their own 
voice. What they speak cannot stay inside 
the confines of conventional language. New 
languages are required. The divine reality 
shatters the containers of human speech, 
demanding fresh expression, new words,  
new syntax.

Both sides are blessed. Speakers are shocked 
to find their true voices, a gift to them from 
God. Listeners are shocked to hear firsthand a 
message from heaven, that God is active here 
and now.

That is not our doing. It is the Holy Spirit’s 
doing. The Holy Spirit helps each of us hear in 
our own language. The Holy Spirit helps each 
of us share with others so that they can hear 
in their own language. There you will hear 
the stories of God’s presence filling your life. 
There you will hear stories of love, hope, and 
joy; stories of patience, gentleness, courage, 
and peace; stories of mercy, forgiveness, 
reconciliation; stories of wisdom, creativity, 
and wonder; stories of healing, life, and 
resurrection.

These stories can only be heard in our “own 
language” for that is the language of God. 
Each one describes the deeds of God’s power 
in our lives. They are the lived stories of our 
Pentecost as we see beyond the images and 
share how God through Jesus Christ is at work 
reconciling all creation to God’s love.


