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Acts 2:1-21 
 
In New Testament times, the Festival of Weeks, also called Pentecost,  

was celebrated fifty days after Passover. 
People came from hundreds of miles away  

because this feast was held in Jerusalem. 
“Each and every one was invited. No one was to be excluded.  

The guest list was God’s guest list  
and was clearly stipulated in the Scripture for all to read.  

Listen, the following are invited: You, your sons and daughters,  
your men servants and maid servants, the Levites in your town, the aliens, 
the fatherless and the widows living among you. What a guest list!”1 

And they all have come to the party. 
Jerusalem is a holy mess. 
 People everywhere, livestock in the streets, children running wild,  
 the place filled with foreigners. 
  There are more languages than you can shake a stick at— 

if you had room to shake a stick.  
 
It is into this mess that the Spirit comes, 
 in surprising ways and with surprising outcomes.  
After the violent wind and something like flames, 
 we are told that the disciples began to speak in other languages— 

languages they had not known. 
And the people around them began to hear in their own native tongues.  
 
Now, Americans are known around the world for our limited language skills. 
 People who grow up in other countries often know multiple languages, 
 and although they probably have a native language  

that is most comfortable, 
  they are able to understand other predominate languages. 
The same would have been true in Jesus’ day and setting. 
“Latin was the official language of the Empire;  

 
1 Imathiu, Rev. Grace. “The Day Heaven Burst Open.” {HYPERLINK "about:blank"}, May 23, 1999. 
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however, most of Roman daily affairs were likely conducted in Greek.  
Likewise, Hebrew was the religious language of the Jewish religion,  

but many of the Jews in Israel at that time conversed in Aramaic. 
Of course, in Jerusalem itself, as a cultural center,  

there were multiple other languages 
from the reaches of the empire and beyond as well.”2 

Residents and visitors would not know all of these languages, 
 but most of them would have known some. 
  If they didn’t know Aramaic, they would have known Hebrew; 
  if they didn’t know Greek, they would have known Latin; etc.  
 
This means that the miracle of the Holy Spirit’s gift of languages  
 may not have been necessary— 
  at least not to share the message.  
If the message of Jesus had been offered in several predominate languages— 
 let’s say Greek, Latin, and Hebrew— 
  it would have been understood by most, 
 even if the person was from a small area with a more obscure language. 
“Given this, the real miracle of Pentecost seems not to be so much the fact that  

the apostles were able to communicate,  
but rather, that the ‘devout Jews from every nation under heaven’  
were able to hear in their ‘own native language.’”3 

  Not the language of the powerful. 
Not the language of the Empire. 

  Not the language of religion or the language of the church. 
The people heard in the language of home; 
  in the language of their father’s best stories 
   and all their mother’s lullabies.  
The Spirit empowers us to speak and hear in the native language of each. 
 
Many of you are probably familiar with the concept of “The Five Love Languages.” 
The author and creator of the concept has identified five love languages,  

five ways that we express and receive love: 
• Words of affirmation 
• Quality time 

 
2 Allen, Amy. “The Politics of Language.” Political Theology Today. May 2016. 
3 Ibid. 
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• Receiving gifts 
• Acts of service 
• Physical touch 
 
Based on a combination of how we were raised and our own unique personalities, 
we all tend to have one or maybe two primary ways that we receive love— 
 ways that help us to feel and experience love. 
Sure, we’d love to have all five—but there’s one or two that are core. 
 The author calls these are native tongue, our native love language.  
But here’s the kicker: we tend to express our love to others  

in the way we like to receive, 
and that may not be our loved one’s primary language. 

 
For example, let’s create an imaginary husband we’ll call Michael. 
 The primary way that Michael feels love is through acts of service. 
  Someone who loves him needs to do things for him to show him that. 
So he assumes that doing things for his wife Lisa will show her that he loves her. 
 So he washes the car before they go out to dinner. 
 He spends Saturday working in the garden  

because he knows she likes flowers. 
But if Lisa’s primary love language is quality time, 
 she sees Michael’s work in the garden as taking time away from her, 
  and she thinks she rates somewhere below compost.  
They’re speaking different languages. 
We all have a love language that communicates most naturally to us.  
 
I have come to realize that we also have a spiritual language, 
a “native tongue” through which we most often experience God. 
For some people, it’s nature. 
 The nature folks feel closest to God  

when they are hiking or out on the water. 
For others, it’s service. 
 Their faith becomes real when they are in service to others. 
For some people, their spiritual language is justice. 
 Their faith becomes real and authentic  

when they speak for those without a voice. 
Some people experience God through solitude, and others through community. 
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There are very few times I believe I have heard the voice of God. 
One time was many years ago, in my first pastorate. 
I’d had a busy, difficult week, and it was Saturday afternoon  

and I didn’t yet have a sermon.  
I sat down and tried to write,  

and after a few hours I had a whole lot of nothing. 
 Even I was bored. 

   I scrapped it and started over.  
 I worked for several more hours  

and still didn’t have anything near a cohesive sermon. 
 It was getting late and I was getting desperate.  
 Finally I called it quits at maybe 1:00 in the morning, 
  because I was exhausted and was just staring at my screen. 
I set my alarm for 6:00, and when I woke up I prayed so hard— 

not even knowing if I believed God could or would answer. 
 I prayed, “Please God, my people deserve more than what I have to offer. 
  Please, please, give me something to say.” 
An hour and a half later, I had a sermon. 
 It wasn’t my best, but it had a point and some substance, 
  and it was better than any of the drivel I’d written the night before. 
As I was showering to get ready for church, I prayed again, 
 thanking God for speaking to me, for helping me. 
And I heard, clear as day, a voice in my head answer, 
 “Well, if you’d asked sooner….” 
 
When I told Jackie about my “divine encounter,” she said, 
 “Wait, God speaks to you in sarcasm?” 
I responded, “Well, God does come to each of us in our own native language.” 
 
In what language does God speak to you? 
 The language of nature—in bird song and soft breezes on the lake?  
 The language of science—in reason and logic and probabilities? 
 The language of music—be it Bach or Beyonce or Joan Baez.  
 
And in what language does the church speak?  
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Yesterday we spoke in the language of rainbows. 
Yesterday was, of course, the second annual Pride in the Park event in Northfield. 
 We gave away photo frame magnets that said “Be bold! Be you!”  
  And we offered people the chance to put on some props  
  and have their photos taken with a big rainbow photo frame 

with the same message.  
 People had fun with it, and we made some nice connections. 
But none of them were as important as people’s response to our sign that says: 
 Our church is sorry for all the hateful things done in the name of God. 
People took pictures of the sign, thanking us for it.  
 One woman with tears in her eyes took my hand and just held it 
 as she talked to me about her own upbringing in the Catholic church, 
 and now about her gay son having no use for the church at all.  
  “It’s important, what you’re doing,” the mother said. “Thank you.” 
Another person with tears in her eyes asked one of our members  

if we really meant it, if she would really be safe with us. 
 When our member answered in the affirmative, 
 the woman pushed. “Really? Really?” Really.  

 
Yesterday we spoke in the language of rainbows— 
 or more accurately, we spoke in the language of acceptance, welcome,  
  and openness to all.  
Given the vile speech of a protestor nearby, our message was crucial.  
 
What other languages do we need to speak?  
 The language of technology? ecology?  
 The language of protest and praise?  
How do we speak to those whose native tongue is exclusion?  
How do we speak to those whose native tongue seems to be  

isolation and despair?  
 
On the day of Pentecost, when Peter was responding to the people’s accusations 
 that they were drunk on new wine, 

he assured them that what they were seeing  
was the fulfillment of what the prophet Joel foretold: 

‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
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    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, 
    and your old men shall dream dreams. 
 
The Day of Pentecost has come.  
We have a story worth telling.  
 We have a dream worth bringing to fruition.  
May we speak with urgent fire.  
 


