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One night at the dinner table, a young girl turned to her parents and asked, “Where did I come 

from?”  The parents looked at one another, looking for the other to take the lead in answering.  

They knew this question would come, but they didn’t think it would come at such a young age.   

 

But these were wise and thoughtful parents so they took turns explaining the birds and the bees, 

the differences between boys and girls and how babies were born using age appropriate terms 

and language.  Wanting to make sure their daughter had understood, they asked, “Does this help 

you understand where you came from?” 

 

The young girl replied, “I guess so.  I just thought I came from Pittsburgh.” 

 

Our origin stories.  How did we get here?  In many cases, these are joyful stories as we tell about 

how two people met and fell in love.  They are stories that tell about the day a child was born or 

the day you brought them home from the adoption agency.  They are important stories that 

explain the starting point of our journeys together.   

 

Today is Pentecost Sunday, which is the birthday of the church.  This is where it all got started.  

In some cultures, Pentecost Sunday is celebrated with cake and candles giving thanks for the 

birth date of the church.  In many churches, worshippers will wear red for the remembrance of 

the Holy Spirit which filled the people on that first day of worship.  Today here at First UMC we 

have changed the banners and paraments to celebrate this special day.  Our children and families 

have made a collage which is on display here in the front of the sanctuary, commemorating this 

holy day.  Pentecost is our origin story.  This is where it all began.  This story is important in 

telling us something about who we are. 

 

Before I delve into that story, however, I need to take you back to another story.  This comes 

from Genesis 11.  It is a story you may recall from your Sunday School days or Vacation Bible 

School.  It too is an origin story.  According to Genesis 11, the people began to build 

communities.  They gathered in ways that provided mutual support and care for one another.  

And then they expanded to create the first cities.  Again, this provided mutual protection and care 

for one another.   

 

But the people weren’t satisfied with creating communities and cities.  They wanted to show 

their importance.  So they began to construct a huge tower.  The plan was for this tower to 

stretch high into the sky, to reach up to the heavens.  From miles around people would see this 



tower and know that they were great people.  The tower was not intended to be low-income 

housing or condominiums for seniors.  The sole purpose was to show their own self-importance. 

 

This was not pleasing to God.  According to the story, God foiled their plans by changing their 

languages.  The people no longer understood one another and the construction came to a halt.  

This is known as the story of the Tower of Babel.  Still to this day, the word babble refers to the 

inability to understand what another is saying.   

 

As I mentioned, this is an origin story because it is an attempt to explain why there are so many 

different languages and cultures.  Why is it that people living side by side are unable to 

understand one another because of the language barriers.  This story offers an explanation of this. 

 

Unfortunately, the story also suggests that God was the one to confound the languages.  God is 

responsible for our inability to understand one another.  That seems contrary to the God who is 

always seeking to bring peace and stability and understanding between people. Why would God 

not want people to understand one another? Why would God be disappointed to see people 

working together for a common goal. Although this is not specified in the text, one possible 

answer would be to say that God wasn’t disappointed to see the people working together, rather 

God was disappointed to see humans working together on such a meaningless goal. One might 

also argue that the issue wasn’t that they were cooperating, but that their intent was to draw 

attention to themselves and their own accomplishments. If this story were to stand alone in the 

canon of scriptures we might conclude that God doesn’t want us to understand one another or to 

work together. But the Pentecost story, thousands of years later, gives us better insight. 

 

When last we left the disciples, they were instructed to wait for further details. They remained in 

Jerusalem waiting to see what God had in store for them. And from our modern experiences we 

can understand that this would have been a difficult task.  Wait for what?  How long?  What will 

the end of our waiting look like?  It is hard to wait when we don’t know the details.  And that is 

what the disciples faced.  We don’t know what their waiting looked like, whether they became 

impatient, whether they were tempted to give up, whether they argued about how to proceed, but 

they waited.  And their waiting was rewarded.   

 

On that Pentecost day, they were all in one place when the Spirit of God came upon them.  It 

came like the rush of a mighty wind.  It came upon them in ways that only metaphors could 

begin to describe.  They were filled with God’s Spirit and began to share the good news of God’s 

love with people from all over the world.  Parthians, Medes, Elamites, people from 

Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappodocia, Phrygia and Pamphylia.  In spite of three years of seminary 

and lots of classes in Biblical studies, if you were to put a map in front of me, I could not begin 

to tell you where these places were located.  For the life of me, I couldn’t tell you one thing 

about the Elamite culture.  And to begin to speak their language, I daresay we would all be at a 

loss.  But somehow, amid this diverse gathering, the disciples began to speak and all the people 

heard and understood it in their own language. 

 

Whereas the story of the Tower of Babel explains why there are so many different languages and 

cultures, it is the Pentecost story that brings the people together beyond their differences.  This is 

the origin story of the church.  This is where we begin.  We are a people dedicated to breaking 



down those barriers, through the Spirit of God which dwells within us all.  Our purpose is the 

honor the differences, but find ways to share love and peace with all people.  The first mission of 

the church was to reach out beyond our comfort zones, to reach out to people of all nations, all 

languages, all cultures. 

 

A great example of this in modern days is the international humanitarian group, Medecins Sans 

Frontieres (Doctors Without Borders.)  This organization will celebrate their 50th anniversary 

next year.  They were created to bring medical care to people around the world.  Medical 

professionals volunteer their time and expertise to offer care to those in need.  They don’t limit 

their work to those who are native to their own country or those who speak the same language.  

Wherever there is a need, they will be there.  Throughout their history they have been 

particularly involved in the fighting of diseases, providing nutrition and safe drinking water and 

offering affordable medical care to those in need.   

 

In the same way, the church is called to reach beyond our own borders, beyond our own 

communities, to step out of our comfort zone in extending God’s love and care to all. This 

shouldn’t come as any surprise to the church.  If we pay attention to Jesus’ example, he was 

often reaching out beyond the acceptable boundaries of his time. 

 

When there was such animosity between Jews and Samaritans, Jesus chose to bridge those 

differences by treating the Samaritans with love and respect.  So much of Jesus’ ministry was 

predicated on reaching out across the acceptable boundaries of his society, it should not come as 

any surprise that this would be the first task of the church. 

 

What this means for the church today is that we treat everyone in that same loving fashion.  We 

don’t treat anyone better because they have wealth or status or power.  When there is an 

earthquake in some distant land, we don’t ask whether they are Christian or whether they speak 

our language or whether they look like us.  Our mission calls us to reach out without hesitation, 

to follow that golden rule of treating others in the way we would want to be treated.   

 

It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon in February when 25 year-old Ahmaud Arbery went for a jog 

in his neighborhood.  Two armed men chased him down in a truck, shooting and killing him.  No 

charges were filed against the men who killed him until a video of the shooting brought national 

attention to their actions.  Were it not for that video, charges might never have been filed against 

the men who shot the unarmed Arbery three times and left him in the street to die.  On May 13th, 

26 year-old EMT Breonna Taylor was at home in bed when police forced their way into her 

home.  They were serving a warrant at 1 a.m.  They were at the wrong home.  Hearing the 

disturbance, Breonna and her boyfriend assumed it was a burglary and he began to shoot.  

Officers fired back and Breonna was shot eight times.  She died in her home.  On Monday of this 

week, Christian Cooper was walking through Central Park in New York City.  He enjoys 

birdwatching.  He saw Amy Cooper playing with her dog in an area where dogs are required to 

be leashed.  Hers was not.  He asked her to put her dog on its leash.  She became defiant and 

threatened to call the police and tell them that an African American man was threatening her.  He 

had not threatened her and the encounter was recorded.  And then on Tuesday, 46 year-old 

George Floyd was arrested in Minneapolis.  While handcuffed and on the ground, an officer 

persisted to keep his knee and the full force of his body on Floyd’s neck for over seven minutes.  



Floyd cried out that he couldn’t breathe and then his body became limp.  Bystanders pleaded 

with the officers to stop, pointing out that he wasn’t moving.  They did not relent.  The incident 

was videotaped.  Floyd was without a pulse when the ambulance arrived and pronounced dead at 

the hospital. 

 

These are three funerals that should not be happening.  Three families mourning the unnecessary 

deaths of loved ones.  These are instances of violence and intimidation against our brothers and 

sisters that cannot be tolerated.  These are the stories that are in the headlines because someone 

happened to videotape the moments.  But if we listen, what we will learn is that these are not 

isolated.  These just happen to have been videotaped and shared for the world to see. To be 

African American in the United States is to know that these incidents and countless others like 

them happen every day.  To be African American in the U.S. means having to sit down with your 

children at a young age and have that difficult conversation…not the conversation about the 

birds and the bees, but the conversation about race and violence and caution.  It means warning 

your children about how they will be perceived in a society that treats people of color differently.  

It is a conversation that white parents don’t have to have with their children.  But it is the reality 

of hatred in our modern society. 

 

As the winds of Pentecost blow through the church once again, we are reminded that there are no 

boundaries, no separations.  They are us.  We are them.  What happens to one, impacts us all.  As 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “We are caught in a network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”  Ahmaud Arbery is our 

brother.  Breonna Taylor is our sister.  Christian Cooper is our neighbor.  George Floyd was a 

member of our family.  Empowered by the Holy Spirit, we cannot remain silent.  We cannot 

remain on the sidelines and hope that this violence and hatred will stop on its own.  Pentecost 

means that the time of waiting has come to an end.  We must be engaged. 

 

 With regards to racism in our society, there are things we can do as a church.  We can become 

informed, listen to our sisters and brothers, pay attention to the concerns they raise.  When 

athletes brought the inequalities to national attention, their actions were demeaned and 

condemned.  We have to be willing to listen and understand the concerns that are raised.  The 

church needs to confront racism and discrimination wherever we find it.  When local leaders post 

racist memes on social media, we need to condemn these actions.  When racially insensitive 

symbols are displayed in our community, Confederate flags and racist bumper stickers, we need 

to speak with a singular voice calling these symbols by their true names…racism.  The church 

needs to speak out against bigotry, hate speech and racism disguised as jokes to recognize that 

this is not how Christians behave.  And we need to examine our own lives and recognize the 

unseen places where racism hides in the recesses of our thoughts and actions.  Instead of saying, 

“I don’t have a racist bone in my body,” we would be better to reflect upon those unconscious 

places where we fall short.   

 

The story of Pentecost is an origin story.  It is about the founding of the church and the principals 

upon which our faith was established.  We were not called to a spirit of timidity.  We are called 

to be a people of action.  We are called to reach out beyond all recognized borders, to minister in 

love with one another.  We are called to hear the cries of those who are treated unjustly and to 

respond in solidarity.  And the thing about origin stories is that we return to them from time to 



time to remember who we are, to recall our purpose, to be renewed in our faithfulness.  The 

winds of the Spirit come upon us once again and to remain silent or sidelined is to ignore our 

calling and our origin.  May the new day that is emerging be based upon a spirit of love, equality 

and justice for all people. 


