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Pentecost 
 
Acts 2:1-21 (NRSV) When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 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. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in 
other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.  
Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the 
native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, "Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, 
Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both 
Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs--in our own languages we hear them speaking about God's deeds of power."  
All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, "What does this mean?" But others sneered and said, "They are filled with new wine." 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. Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o'clock 
in the morning. No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: '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. Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall 
prophesy. And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and smoky mist. The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the 
coming of the Lord's great and glorious day. Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.' 
 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be reflections of your word to us today, in Christ’s name we pray. Amen 

 

 On the day of Pentecost, an incredible thing happens. People who come from different places, who 

have different customs and speak different languages, they have an experience of oneness. The Holy Spirit 

enables them to bridge languages and create understanding between them. Suddenly they experience an 

intimacy that previously did not exist. On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit manifests, bringing 

possibilities, a light in the darkness, a way forward with greater connection, deeper intimacy, and clearer 

understanding. This morning I bring you three stories of the Holy Spirit’s work in the world; three stories of 

language bridging connection. 

 

We all remember watching the images on TV on 9/11, trying to comprehend what was happening. The 

people who found themselves in Gander, Newfoundland on that day, had a unique experience of the event 

and the musical, Come From Away, tells many of the stories that later emerged.  

After the planes hit the twin towers, all planes around the world were grounded, 38 of which were 

routed to Gander, NF. 38 planes translates to about 7,000 people, which in a few hours, doubled the size of 

the town. With the planes sitting at the airport, the people of the town, unable to sit and watch the news 

anymore, began mobilizing to help the visitors from all over the world. The people on the planes sat for 



hours, waiting for traffic controllers to give orders. The people on board didn’t have access to the news and 

had no idea what was happening. Late in the day they were allowed off the planes and were directed onto 

busses to take them to their accommodations. People from all around the world; they didn’t know why they 

were there and many didn’t speak the language. They’re tired, afraid, and angry.  

One bus pulls up to the Salvation Army Camp, where the hosts have dusted off their uniforms to 

welcome the people. An African couple look out into the darkness, rather than seeing eager Christians, 

ready to help, they see soldiers everywhere and are terrified. Instead of moving off the bus, they stand still. 

The host sees their fear. He notices the woman has a Bible in her hand and asks to see it. Of course it’s not in 

English, but wouldn’t the numbering system be the same? He finds Philippians 4:6 . . . “Be anxious for 

nothing,” and shows it to them, communicates the message with his body language. The couple look at one 

another and soften their stance. Suddenly they are all speaking the same language. There in the darkness, 

suddenly there is light and everything changes. They all understand they’re in this together and speak the 

language of the common good.  

 

While the next story is a work of fiction, it explores a more universal challenge of communicating 

between generations and even within our own families. The film CODA tells the story of Ruby, a hearing girl 

who is born into a deaf family. While Ruby, herself, bridges the hearing and deaf worlds, her family does 

not. In fact, she becomes essential to the family’s ability to navigate the hearing world around them. Ruby 

loves to sing and during her last year of high school, she develops skill and confidence through her school 

choir. It turns out Ruby is an amazing natural talent and has an opportunity to earn a music scholarship. For 

months her parents brush off Ruby’s love for singing, calling her a silly teenager and insisting she focus on 

the family business. How can they possibly understand? 

Through a series of events, Ruby’s parents begin to open themselves to her world. One night she and 

her dad sit on the tailgate of the truck and he asks her to sing a song for him. He touches her neck near her 

vocal cords and feels the vibrations of her voice. In the dark, a light starts to flicker. 



Soon after that Ruby finds herself on stage, singing Joni Mitchell’s “Both Sides, Now,” with her family in 

the audience. Somehow in that moment she realizes she doesn’t have to choose between languages; she can 

express both at once and signs the words as she sings, “Rows and flows of angel hair; And ice cream castles 

in the air; And feather canyons everywhere; Looked at clouds that way; But now they only block the sun; 

They rain and they snow on everyone; So many things I would have done; But clouds got in my way . . . 

Tears and fears and feeling proud; To say, "I love you" right out loud; Dreams and schemes and circus 

crowds; I've looked at life that way . . . I really don’t know life at all.” As Ruby stands in her vulnerability and 

performs this song about seeing the world with new eyes, she manages to bridge the gulf between herself 

and her family, and forges a connection with them that is entirely new.  

 

Our third and final story is about how language impacts our relationship with creation, and comes 

from Braiding Sweetgrass, by Robin Wall Kimmerer, a mother, scientist, professor, and member of the 

Potawatomi Nation in Oklahoma. One Christmas, Robin’s sister gave her a set of tiles for the refrigerator in 

Ojibwe, a language closely related to Potawatomi. It was a thoughtful gift, as Robin was actively studying 

her indigenous language. Though, when she set out the tiles on the kitchen table, her heart sank as she 

realized she only recognized one word.  

“I remember paging through the Ojibwe dictionary [my sister] sent,” she writes, “trying to decipher 

the tiles, but the spellings didn’t always match and the print was too small and there are way too many 

variations on a single word and I was feeling that this was just way too hard. The threads in my brain 

knotted and the harder I tried, the tighter they became. Pages blurred and my eyes settled on a word – a 

verb, of course: “to be a Saturday.” Pfft! I threw down the book. Since when is Saturday a verb? Everyone 

knows it’s a noun. I grabbed the dictionary and flipped more pages and all kinds of things seemed to be 

verbs: “to be a hill,” “to be red,” “to be a long sandy stretch of beach,” and then my finger rested on 

wiikwegamaa: “to be a bay.” “Ridiculous!” I ranted in my head. “There is no reason to make it so 

complicated. No wonder no one speaks it. A cumbersome language, impossible to learn, and more than that, 



it’s all wrong. A bay is most definitely a person, place, or thing – a noun and not a verb.” I was ready to give 

up. I’d learned a few words, done my duty to the language that was taken from my grandfather . . .” 

“And then I swear I heard the zap of synapses firing. An electric current sizzled down my arm and 

through my finger, and practically scorched the page where that one word lay. In that moment I could smell 

the water of the bay, watch it rock against the shore and hear it sift onto the sand. A bay is a noun only if 

water is dead. When bay is a noun, it is defined by humans, trapped between its shores and contained by the 

word. But the verb wiikwegamaa –to be a bay – releases the water from bondage and lets it live . . . In 

English we never refer to a member of our family, or indeed to any person, as it. That would be a profound 

act of disrespect. It robs a person of selfhood and kinship, reducing a person to a mere thing. So it is that in 

Potawatomi and most other Indigenous languages, we use the same words to address the living world as 

we use for our family. Because they are our family . . . [in English] our toddlers speak of plants and animals 

as if they were people, extending to them self and intention and compassion – until we teach them not to. 

We quickly retrain them to make them forget. When we tell them that a tree is not a who, but an it, we make 

that maple an object; we put a barrier between us, absolving ourselves of moral responsibility and opening 

the door to exploitation. Saying it makes a living land into “natural resources.” If a maple is an it, we can 

take up the chain saw. If a maple is a her, we think twice.”1 Robin reveals to us that language is not just a 

tool, it is a lens through which we perceive the world and interact in the world.  

What is it like to experience the world through Swahili or sign language or Island Hul'q'umin'um, the 

language of the Snuneymuxw First Nation? As far apart as we feel at times, we can count on the Holy Spirit 

to continue opening these access points to God’s Kin-dom, where we all speak and understand. 

 

 

 
1 Braiding Sweetgrass p. 54-57. 


