
May 23, 2021 Rev. Katheryn McGinnis
Let us pray,
Lord God,
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight O lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.
Our scripture for this morning comes from the book of acts, chapter 2, verses 1 
through 21. Listen now for the word of the lord.
 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 And 
suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it 
filled the entire house where they were sitting.  3 Divided tongues, as of fire, 
appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4 All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 
gave them ability.  5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under 
heaven living in Jerusalem. 6 And at this sound the crowd gathered and was 
bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of 
each. 7 Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking 
Galileans? 8 And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native 
language? 9 Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea 
and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the 
parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and 
proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs — in our own languages we hear them 
speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 12 All were amazed and perplexed, 
saying to one another, “What does this mean?” 13 But others sneered and said, 
“They are filled with new wine.”  14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his 
voice and addressed them, “Men of Judea and all who live in Jerusalem, let this 
be known to you, and listen to what I say. 15 Indeed, these are not drunk, as you 
suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. 16 No, this is what was spoken 
through the prophet Joel: 17 ‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters 
shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall 
dream dreams. 18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I 
will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy, 19 And I will show portents in the 
heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20 The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the 
coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 21 Then everyone who calls on the 
name of the Lord shall be saved.’
The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.



A few weeks ago, I was at the San Fransisco airport, just waiting at the gate to 
board my flight. And as the time to board the plane drew nearer, an airline agent 
at the desk made the typical announcement that we were about to board. She 
went over the procedure, which groups would board first, all about luggage, etc - 
the typical pre-boarding speech we’ve probably all heard.
The airline agent making the announcement was an Asian woman, and she 
spoke with a heavy accent. It was difficult to understand her, but I think I got the 
gist, and to be honest, like a lot of us at airports, I was not really paying attention 
anyway. But about half way through the announcement, a passenger, a woman, 
presumably American- rather loudly and with lots of sarcasm, called out, “are you 
speaking english???”
What is it about the power of language that can strike fear in our hearts? What 
we don’t know, what we don’t understand, causes us to be afraid??
Our scripture for this morning is the story of pentecost, the birth of the church. 
The holy spirit comes in fire and flaming tongues and everyone begins to speak 
each other’s language - and they all understand. The disciples, those early 
followers of Christ, knew that the Holy Spirit was coming. 
Christ ascended to heaven and promised that an advocate was to come and be 
in their midst in his stead: the Holy Spirit.
Yes, they knew she was coming, but they had no idea what to expect when she 
got there. 
This moment was revolutionary and defined the movement and heart of the 
church going forward to this very day, and the days to come, and so - there they 
are, the disciples, in anticipation of what is to come, anticipation of the guidance 
and spirit they desperately need - and when the holy spirit gets there. 
The revelation is shown through language. We heard a taste of it ourselves just 
minutes ago in our call to worship — what it might have sounded like to hear all 
the different languages being spoken at once. 
But it’s not as easy to replicate the understanding - hearing each language at 
once and knowing exactly what they mean.
It’s such an astounding moment because it would have been easier, and perhaps 
made more sense, for the holy spirit just to have everyone speak one language 
and they all understand - but no. 
She had them all speak each other’s language and understand. 



Doing so, the Holy spirit establishes the very heart of Christ’s church - a church 
that is built on unity amid diversity. Many languages are understood and valued, 
instead of just one. It’s the diversity of language that unifies them.
Here, at Pentecost, God shows us through language, that as the Gospel is 
spread from Jerusalem to the ends of the Earth and the church is formed - Christ 
translates to us - to our own mother tongue. We need not learn a new language 
to understand the Gospels.
In other words, we don’t have to give up our cultural identity and language - they 
are incorporated - no they are crucial to the unity in Christ. The Unity amid 
diversity that defines the church. 
Later on in the book of Acts, in chapter 15 - Paul shows us first hand how the 
Holy spirit’s charge of unity amid diversity is demonstrated in the early church. 
As the gospel was spread around the world - both Jews and gentiles were 
starting to follow Christ.  And while this was wonderful for the early church - it 
also prompted this issue: 
Since Christ was jewish, did the gentiles who converted need to follow Jewish 
laws - did the males need to circumcised, did they need to follow the food 
restrictions. Did they need to assimilate to Jewish culture? 
Paul says no. He says that we are all saved by the grace of God - just as we are. 
Both Jews and Gentiles. Unified in their diversity. 
Early Jesuit missionaries followed in Paul’s footsteps and the Spirit’s charge of 
unity amid diversity. When Jesuits first arrived to China in the mid 1500s - they 
spent years learning the language before they began evangelizing. They 
assimilated to Chinese culture. Chinese art from that time period depicts the 
Jesuits dressed in traditional Chinese robes. These jesuits understood that 
spreading the gospel meant translating the gospel to people’s culture and 
understanding - not the other way around. 
The gospel, Christ’s church, was made more full by embracing the diversity of 
culture and language found throughout the world. Language is power. 
In order to excel in certain places, certain settings, you need to speak the 
language. 
In pentecost - God dismantles that power. No one language, no one culture is the 
church - the church is comprised of them all. 



The dismantling of that power created the many dimensions of the church we 
know and love today.  The first dimension is the universality of the church. 
On this, Kristin Saldine writes, “The Holy spirit gifts the church to proclaim the 
Good News to the ends of the earth. Pentecost reminds us that, even though all 
our faith practices are rooted in local contexts, the church’s identity extends 
beyond every congregation, denomination and cultural tradition. Pentecost 
celebrates the face of Christ throughout the world in all its theological, cultural, 
and liturgical diversity.” 
The second dimension of the church is the local congregation. Us all, right here 
in this sanctuary. Though we are small, we play an important role in the work and 
worship of the entire church. Our unique gifts, our worship, our community, all are 
crucial of the unity of the church. 
How wonderful it is that Pentecost gives us the gift of both: a church connected 
around the world, and a church right here, beloved and important in its own 
unique identity. 
As Pentecost has drawn closer, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about that day in 
the airport. How much power the English language had in that setting: how those 
who could not speak it well were subjected to rudeness. And perhaps how that 
has all been exasperated in the recent shows of racism against asian Americans 
in the age of Covid.   
And Pentecost has shown me that if Christ were there in that airport, I think 
instead of helping the flight attendant speak better English, he would have simply 
helped the passenger understand. Christ translates to us. 
On this pentecost Sunday, we give thanks for the God that dismantles power, for 
the God that loves us as we are, for the God who lets us take part in a church 
that’s very unity is found in our diversity. And for that - thanks be to God. Amen.


