
 
  
  
 You can hear the sneers, see the eyes roll, the sidelong knowing glances as the 
onlookers say, “They are filled with new wine.” 
 
 I’m sure it was not an unusual thing to see at the Jewish Festival of Weeks. It was a 
major holiday, and Jews made their way to Jerusalem by the thousands from surrounding 
countries to party. The festival was exactly fifty days after Passover, seven weeks, plus 
one day, and in Greek it became known as Pentecost to denote those fifty days. It was a 
celebration of the harvest and a generally joyous affair. For many of them, the same rule 
applied that applies to many of our own celebratory gatherings – “It’s five o’clock 
somewhere.” So, it is was not unusual to see spirits flowing well before lunch, and lots of 
strange, inebriated activities that would rival Mardi Gras. 
 
 So it is perhaps not a surprise that bystanders would hear a bunch of Galileans 
speaking in other languages, 120 of them hanging out the windows of a little room, 
carrying on like they were on fire, and assume, well, the Festival of Weeks has arrived 
and brought a bunch of rowdy out-of-towners in tow with new wine.  
 
 But what they see as chaos is really a remarkable order. What they hear as slurred 
speech is really one language, a new language, being spoken in the languages of many 
races and peoples – the language of the Spirit.  
 
 The sarcastic onlookers are more right than they think – the people are filled with 
new wine, for a new day, a day that still unfolds among us now. 
 
 The church is being given new words. They may sound like the old languages of 
all these different people, but the language is now being spoken through this diversity, 
each to the other, on all, and the young men see visions and the old men dream dreams 
and the women speak alongside the men. This is it, says Peter, the day the prophets saw 
long ago, when God would do a new thing, a new creation, an eighth day that overflows 
everything we thought we knew about God and God’s world and hurtles us forward into 
newness. This is a holy disruption.  
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 The late Shirley Guthrie used to say that the Holy Spirit is all about newness – 
about this day and all the days ahead, about the future. The fiftieth day is seven weeks, 
plus one overflowing day. It is on that day that stands outside the other weeks that a new 
thing happens. The church believed that in baptism, the Spirit created in the one baptized 
a new creation that steps out of regular time. That’s why most baptismal fonts have eight 
sides, including the font in this church – seven days, plus one. God creates in seven days. 
In the Spirit, there is a new creation, an eighth day, new wine. On this day, the people 
hear a new language that unites the many into one. 
 
 In The Lord of the Rings, J.R.R. Tolkien writes about talking trees, called Ents, 
who speak an unusual language, “a lovely language, but it takes a very long time to say 
anything in it, because we do not say anything in it, unless it is worth taking a long time 
to say, and to listen to.”1  
 
 In contrast with the popular image of Pentecost, with its violent wind, multiple 
languages, sneering bystanders, and tongues of fire, I want to suggest that it is really a 
day that introduces us to a patient, slow language, one that takes a long time to say, and 
to listen to, because the thing it intends to say is worth it. 
  
 That’s the thing about Spirit time – it cannot be coerced. It cannot be hurried. It 
cannot be predicted. It can seem to move at the pace of molasses one moment, and then 
the next it is rushing into the room and carrying everything forward like a mighty wind. 
 
 That is the way of the Spirit, and that is the way of the Spirit-led church of Jesus 
Christ. We can honor the past, but we cannot live in it. We can only let it inform us as we 
move into newness. We may feel the newness especially in these days. Many among us 
are eager to return to normal, to how things were before this worldwide pandemic. But it 
is also easy to see that what becomes normal after the pandemic will not look exactly as it 
did before. Frankly, I hope it doesn’t. As a follower of Jesus Christ, I am called, we are 
called, in every situation, to listen for the wind of the Spirit, to recognize the holy 
disruption the Spirit brings, to be taught by the Spirit, transformed by the Spirit.  
 
 If we are the same after this, it may be because we did not listen well. There is 
much to learn here, in this moment – about being more compassionate, about the courage 
of doctors and nurses, police officers and firefighters and paramedics, grocery store 
clerks and mail carriers, all putting themselves in harm’s way in order to serve. And there 
are other learnings out there. about recognizing the oneness of all humanity, about the 
value of life – all life – about paying attention to voices on the margins, especially when 
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they cry, “I can’t breathe.” About generosity, about love that transforms, about tearing 
down boundaries. The Spirit takes us as we are, but does not leave us as the Spirit found 
us. 
 The first time Pablo Picasso had someone sit for a portrait was when he decided to 
paint American writer Gertrude Stein. She posed for the portrait ninety times, but he did 
not actually finish her head until 1906, after an encounter with African, Roman, and 
Iberian sculpture. When he unveiled the painting, many told Picasso, including Stein 
herself, that she did not look like her portrait. Picasso replied, “Well, give it some time. 
She will.”  
 
 It was his personal vision, rather than empirical reality, that guided Picasso’s 
portrait. We live in the world, to be sure. But we are being guided by the vision of God 
into a future God has prepared for us. We listen beneath all the languages, all the noise of 
our day, for the language of the Spirit that has been speaking a long time and requires 
time and space and silence to hear. It is easy for us to look around and say, we do not yet 
look like this vision. God, through the Spirit, says, “Give it some time. You will.” 
 
 Here we are, together on Pentecost, filled with new wine. We are all carried by the 
wind of the Spirit, flames of fire dancing on our heads, we may find ourselves doing 
strange things – practicing reconciliation, loving the stranger, living generously, 
welcoming the outcast, partying with sinners, forgiving our enemies. People may talk; 
accuse us of being filled with new wine.  
 

If they do, there’s only one response needed. Yes, yes we are. So, cheers church. 
It’s five o’clock somewhere. Let’s celebrate this holy disruption. Amen. 


