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“The Language of the Spirit” 
Text: Acts 2:1-21 

 
Let us pray together: Gracious God, pour out your Spirit upon us in this time together, that 
like our spiritual ancestors, we may be refreshed and renewed and restored in the ways 
that lead to life eternal.  This we pray in your holy name.  Amen. 
 
A United Methodist and Baptist pastors were friends and would often meet on Mondays to talk 
about their respective worship services the day before.  In one conversation they talked about 
how long it took to prepare the morning sermons.  The United Methodist pastor said that he read 
the texts all week, prayed about the message he was to deliver, read several commentaries and 
then spent much of Saturday night compiling it all into the sermon. 
 
The Baptist minister said, “That is a sign you are working too hard.  You need to do what I do.  
Depend upon the Holy Spirit.  Choose your text.  Pray and meditate on it.  Spend time in 
relaxation and play with your family and friends.  Then, when you step into the pulpit on Sunday 
morning, the Spirit will give you the right words to say.”  The United Methodist pastor decided 
to give this a try. 
 
The next week the two pastors gathered once again and the Baptist asked how things had gone.  
“I did exactly what you suggested,” said the United Methodist pastor.  “I chose my text and 
prayed about it.  On Saturday I spent a refreshing day with family and friends, went to bed early 
and all in all had a very relaxing and enjoyable week.” 
 
“Excellent,” replied his friend.  “And how did things go on Sunday morning?” 
 
“Again, I did exactly as you told me.  I was calm, rested and relaxed.  I stepped into the pulpit, 
offered a prayer and waited for the Spirit to speak.” 
 
 
“Excellent again,” said his friend.  “And what message did the Spirit give to you?” 
 
“I heard the Spirit speak distinctly to me.  It said, ‘Pastor, you are not prepared.’” 
 
It would be quite an act of trust to step into the pulpit with no expectation of what one was going 
to say.  I have known a few preachers who can pull this off and do it well, but their number is 
very few.  I prefer to have the text in front of me, having some sense of where I am going, and 
then ability to improvise as needed depending upon the movement of the Spirit.  But when I 



deviate too far from the written text, I often find myself wondering, “How did I get here and how 
do I get back to what I intended to say?” 
 
The truth, however, is that quite often in life we don’t have the opportunity to plan for what we 
are going to say.  We don’t get any advance notice for the topics that will face us in this week 
ahead.  God will not send a message saying that on Tuesday morning a friend is going to speak 
with you about a family member struggling with mental illness in the hopes that you might have 
some wisdom to share.  It will just happen.  Nor will you receive a text message this week saying 
that someone you know is going to face an unexpected loss and you should prepare now for what 
you will say then.  It would be nice if we had that kind of advance notice, but most of the time 
we are left to our own devices, to speak from the heart and hope that we have something helpful 
to offer. 
 
That is quite challenging.  We tend to believe that if we had time to think about what we were 
going to say, our responses would be more thoughtful, more direct, more helpful.  It might be 
why we often second guess ourselves thinking of all the things we wish we had said.  But I want 
to reassure you this morning.  When you speak and when you act from the heart, even though it 
may feel inadequate, more often than not it will be just right. 
 
Last Sunday was Ascension Sunday, the day in which we celebrate Jesus’ final appearance to his 
disciples and his rising into heaven.  While all the disciples were together, Jesus gave them one 
last bit of instructions.  They were told to wait and pray in Jerusalem and God would show them 
what to do next.  It is an act of trust.  They have no training manual.  No study guide to prepare.  
All they are told to do is wait and pray. 
 
And then comes the day of Pentecost. This is the day they have been waiting for.  They will 
begin to share the things that they have learned, teaching about God’s love and forgiveness.  But 
the audience is a bit of a surprise.  There were people of all nations.  They came from all parts of 
the known world and spoke multiple languages.  Parthians, Medes, Elamites, people from 
Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Phyrgia and Pamphylia…all the kinds of people that make 
you glad you don’t have to read this text aloud in front of others. 
 
But here is the surprising thing that happened on that day of Pentecost.  In spite of such a diverse 
gathering, the scriptures say that everyone heard and understood the message in their own 
language.  Their differences are not a barrier.  When the goal is to communicate God’s love, we 
have a common language.  In spite of all the things that separate us, we find a unity in God’s 
love.  Pentecost is a celebration of that common language.   
 
Even more exciting is that this was not a one-time event.  This was not just something that 
happened for those disciples of old.  It was not exclusive to them or to that time and place.  It is 
what God is doing through the church still to this day. 
 
This morning we are asking you to pass around blankets that will be taken to Annual Conference 
this week.  They will be donated to a statewide ministry that cares for individuals and families 
struggling with addictions.  Along with the counseling and recovery provided, they also offer 
these blankets as a tangible way of surrounding individuals and families in love.   



When I think about the opioid crisis facing our community and the nation, I am often at a loss for 
words.  I don’t know what to say and I don’t know what actions to take.  To the family that is on 
that rollercoaster of addiction, I can say with all sincerity that I am praying for them and sorry 
for what they are going through.  And I mean it.  But in some ways, those words seem 
inadequate.  I want to do something beyond that.  I want to put my prayers into action in a 
meaningful way.  These blankets are a tangible way to do this.  Although we may not know what 
to say and may not fully understand the struggles that families are facing, we can offer this gift 
knowing that it will mean a lot. 
 
We do not know the names of those who will be recipients of these blankets, but we can pray for 
them, pray for their strength in difficult times, pray for the perseverance when they feel like 
giving up, pray that they know that they are loved when they feel lonely and isolated.  That is 
what these blankets mean.  That is what we offer.  That is the language of Pentecost. 
 
I appreciate a story told by Rabbi Harold Kushner.  There was a little boy who was very late 
coming home from school.  His parents were concerned and began to search the neighborhood 
looking for him, calling out to him.  They called the neighbors asking if anyone had seen him.  
Then he walked through the doors.  The parents were both relieved and angry.  They asked him 
where he had been and why he was so late getting home from school. 
 
The little boy explained that one of his friend’s bicycles had broken down and he stopped to help 
him.  The parents were surprised by this and said, “But you don’t know how to fix a bicycle.” 
 
“I know,” he said, “But I sat down and I helped him cry.” 
 
It may be that simple.  What we offer is the gift of our presence.  We may not be able to change 
the circumstances.  We may not even know how to make it better.  But what we can offer is the 
ability to let someone know that they are not alone.  We are with you in your time of need. 
 
A few weeks ago the church had a booth at the local Pride celebration here in town.  We were 
one of a few churches that were present.  There were several very interesting interactions that 
day.  Some of the folks seemed surprised that a church was there.  Throughout their lives what 
they have heard are the condemnations from the church.  They were surprised to see a church 
offering kind words.  One person even said, “You are the last folks I expected to see out here.”  I 
was saddened to hear that, because when it comes to sharing love and compassion, the church 
should be the first that you expect to see.   
 
To all those present, we offered a bright colored piece of paper that had a word of blessing on it.  
The blessings said things like, “You are created in the image of God, beautiful and worthy of 
love and respect” and “God believes in you and has entrusted great things into your hands.”  As 
we offered these notes to folks, you could see a bit of hesitation wondering what they were 
receiving.  But then when they read the words, you could see their countenance brighten.  They 
smiled, thanked us, a couple even cried.   
 
There are many instances in which we don’t know what to say.  We pray for the right words.  
But when we speak the language of love, God’s Spirit is working through our lives.   



Let me conclude with a story from a visit to Greece.  As part of a trip to the biblical sites of 
Greece, I was able to stay for a couple of additional days to volunteer at a Kurdish refugee camp 
there is Athens.  Most of those living there had fled from Iraq in search of safety.  Their trip had 
brought them to this camp in Athens. 
 
While we were there, our group did a variety of tasks.  We organized a medical clinic, worked in 
the school house, prepared and served meals to the students and built a porch and clean the 
camp.  Unfortunately, the language barrier was difficult to circumvent.  Most of them were from 
rural villages and only spoke Kurdish.  A few knew some English.  Despite the differences, we 
did the best we could. 
 
At the end of our time there, the residents came to bid us farewell and to thank us for our work.  
On the table at the entrance to the camp, they had laid out fresh baked bread.  They had some day 
old donuts which they had picked up from a thrift store.  They had cold water and one man 
walked among us offering us cigarettes.  We shared the food and drink and celebrated our time 
together.  In spite of the language difference, we gathered around a table and laughed together. 
 
Jesus spoke of the kingdom of God and noted that it is among us.  But sometimes we see only 
the things that divide us from one another.  But God has taken those boundaries away.  In the 
eyes of God there are no Elamites, no Medes, no Cretans.  There are only beloved children of 
God.  When God looks out upon the world, the distinctions disappear.  God looks upon the world 
and says, “There is a child of God…and there is a child…and over there, and around the corner 
and down the block.”  Pentecost proclaims that all those boundaries are gone.   
 
Like those first disciples, we are encouraged to go beyond the safety of these walls and proclaim 
God’s love and kindness.  And when we do this, lives are changed.  Love is lived out.  Hope is 
lifted up.  The hungry are fed.  People are cared for.  God is at work among us. 
 
On Pentecost the church was given a gift.  It is a holy gift.  It is a bold gift.  It is a gift that 
enables us to move beyond the impossibilities that we face to share a beautiful message with one 
another.  It enables us to speak a language we never knew we possessed.  At times it is verbal 
and at other times it is expressed through our actions.  But at its heart, it is a powerful message of 
love. 


