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The New Pentecost 
Acts 2:1-21 

                                      
 

1 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place.  2And 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.' 
                          ____   
 
‘Tis the season for graduations. Friday, I saw the Wolfson kids, (or shall I say, young adults?) graduate 
down at the arena. Yesterday, I attended Josiah Saunders’ graduation from the Florida Youth 
Challenge Academy. His mother tells me he’s got a job lined up at Winn-Dixie. Which is nice, because 
I’ll get to see him. I’m at Winn-Dixie a couple times a week. 
  
Winn-Dixie has four of those self-checkout machines. You know, where you scan and bag your own 
stuff? Remember when those first started popping up? It seemed like a good idea, a way for stores to 
keep their personnel costs low (if that’s a good thing). And a way for us introverts to avoid those 
awkward moments of chit-chat with the cashier. The lines were always shorter there, so I tried it out. 
And it was awful! Machines getting confused, people getting confused, the loud loud automated 
voice telling me to re-scan something. AGAIN! It led to the need for real human help. 
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Groceries have adapted to this enough that they always have someone stationed nearby. There is 
never a line in the self-checkout machines. 
 
And I wonder, is it because we need each other? I’ve grown to enjoy the chit-chat with the cashier. 
And I always enjoy working with the staff on the challenge of fitting all of my groceries into the one or 
two cloth bags I remembered to bring! Really, it’s just better to work with real people. 
 
In our society that seeks efficiency and exhalts the autonomy of the individual, have we forgotten that 
we were made for life together? That, more than machines or a quick checkout, we need to give and 
receive help? 
 
Adam couldn’t go it alone. Neither could Jesus, for that matter. And on this Day of Pentecost, the 
“birthday of the church,” we are reminded again that we are built for community. 
 
Terry preached about this last week. Of Jesus’ prayer for UNITY in his disciples. That they might be ONE 
in him. 
 
And in the Pentecost story today, as the Spirit rushes in, we are reminded that God’s desire for UNITY 
Is not the same as a desire for UNIFORMITY or even ORDER. 
        
Because the Pentecost story is CRAZY. It is loud and baffling and leaves folks from Jerusalem 
THUNDERSTRUCK! 
 
The Spirit comes WOOSHING in, with a loud, violent sound, filling the entire house. And God’s 
presence is felt and heard. 
 
Then the something that looks like tongues of fire rests upon their heads. And God’s presence is seen. 
  
Now, I need to steer off course here for just a moment. Because, when we hear the word “tongues” 
and we know the story continues as the people begin speaking different languages, we are reminded 
of the phenomenon of “speaking in tongues,” which Paul refers to as a spiritual gift in a totally 
different story. We are reminded of the incomprehensible utterings we have maybe seen in a 
charismatic church, or on a televangelist’s show. And while Pentecost is pretty wacky, and so is 
“speaking on tongues,” THIS is not THAT. 
 
The people at Pentecost do not speak in tongues. Something that looks like tongues of fire rest on 
their heads, and then they speak in languages. Clear, crisp, recognizable languages. 
 
The gift is mutual understanding. The Galileans of a sudden can speak of God’s power in many 
languages. And the melting pot of immigrants in Jerusalem can understand in their own ways. 
Unity, not uniformity. 
 
That first Pentecost, by the way, coincided with the Jewish festival of Shavuot. 50 days after the 
Passover, Shavuot commemorates, among other things, God’s giving of the Torah, and especially the 
10 commandments at Mt. Sinai. Those laws that shaped and formed the people for life together. 
Upon commemorating that significant moment in the forming of a community, the Spirit rushes in, 
with another significant moment in the forming of a community: The gift of understanding through 
difference. Unity, not uniformity. 
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The beginning of the church did not involve sameness. The inbreaking of the Spirit encouraged 
difference. The community, of one Spirit, did not have identical testimonies. They spoke of God’s 
deeds of power in varied ways, with different words, sounds, grammar, inflection, style. The Spirit 
enters the world with no requirement or expectation of uniformity. No one voice, race, culture, 
gender, or class speaks of God exclusively. And yet, we are called to understanding. Made for life 
together. 
 
In light of our need for one another, of Jesus’ desire for our unity, in light of the Spirit’s gift of 
understanding, it’s disturbing that people who call themselves by Christ’s name so often embrace the 
divisions of our world. 
 
And don’t we live in a world that feels deeply divided? 
 
Our nations go to war. Israelis and Palestinians can’t find a way to co-exist (and the rest of the world 
can’t seem to find a way to help, only to take sides). The rich and the poor live in vastly different 
realities. Our politicians seem to govern based on partisanship rather than the best interest of the 
people. Our ministers burn the holy books of other faiths. We decide if we want our news from FOX or 
NBC or CNN, or Jon Stewart, for that matter. And then we decide just how stupid those who made the 
other choice are. 
 
There is so much “us versus them” in our world, such a strong desire to win, that it seems we have 
forgotten about the oneness in which we were created. That we all come from the one and are part of 
the one. It seems that we have forgotten to speak and recognize the different languages of the other. 
All of which speak to the power of God’s mighty deeds. 
 
As the events at that first Pentecost baffled people, and questioned what exactly was happening, the 
Apostle Peter began a sermon with the ancient words of the prophet Joel. He reminded them of Joel’s 
prophecy for the last days: A new era was coming. 
 
A totally new way of life was coming into being. 
 
Not today, Pentecost is not just a Happy Birthday, church day. It is not just a moment of spiritual bliss 
or euphoria. It is not babbling confusion of speaking in tongues. Rather, it is a moment that changes 
everything. The ushering in of a new era, that stirs us to move from fragmentation to wholeness. 
From difference to understanding. 
 
How do we get there? I think it begins with acknowledging that the Spirit does some crazy things. 
Crazy things that allow us to let go of our own ideas a little bit. 
 
I think it begins with the words that the great Sufi mystic, Rumi wrote: 

 
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 

there is a field.  I'll meet you there. 
 

When the soul lies down in that grass, 
the world is too full to talk about. 

Ideas, language, even the phrase each other 
doesn't make any sense. 

 
From Essential Rumi 

by Coleman Barks 


