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The story of Pentecost is a great story. It is the story of the start of 
something new, ushered in with special effects that would rival even 
the most accomplished special effects designer. How old were you 
when the first Star Wars movie was released? I was 11. I don’t 
remember ever going to the movie theater before the day I went to 
Star Wars with my older brother. I may have been to the theater 
before, but it didn’t leave an impression. Star Wars left an impression! I 
couldn’t believe what I was seeing on the screen. It was magnificent!  
 
The special effects of Pentecost came at a pretty tumultuous time for 
Jesus followers. The community that had gathered around Jesus had 
been through a lot. They had walked with Jesus from town to town, 
carrying the dangerous message of an alternative to the ways of 
Empire. There had been healing, miracles, stories, sarcasm, laughter, 
compassion, forgiveness, and love. And there had been 
death…specifically Jesus’ death. Scripture tells us Jesus tried to prepare 
his followers for his death, but really, who is ever prepared for 
something like that? His death caused them to feel desperate and 
afraid.  Any hope they had in justice, equity, and peace died with Jesus.  
 
We know, though, the story didn’t end there. There was resurrection. 
The followers of Jesus experienced Jesus’ presence in new ways. Where 
there had been despair, there was, once again, hope. Where there was 
doubt, there was belief. Maybe things really could be different. Jesus 
wasn’t physically with them, but maybe he was right. Maybe, just 
maybe, they really were everything he said they were. But, oh, how 
they wished Jesus was still there.  
 



He said he would be back. They wondered among themselves how long 
he would be gone. Maybe he wasn’t coming back at all. There they 
were on that day, gathered together, the day of Pentecost had come. In 
the Hebrew Bible, the Festival of Weeks, from which Pentecost 
originated, was an agricultural festival, celebrated 7 weeks after the 
beginning of the grain harvest. As most traditions do, though, this one 
morphed into something different. In the time period our story takes 
place, it was likely the disciples and the other Jewish followers of Jesus, 
saw this celebration as a celebration of the giving of the Law on Mt. 
Sinai. This annual observance pointed to a renewal of the covenant 
between God and God’s people.   
 
This rather ordinary gathering quickly turned into something 
extraordinary. The sound of wind filled the room. There were flames 
above them. The text says they were filled with the Holy Spirit and they 
could speak in the native languages of the Jews “from every nation 
under heaven.” Think for a minute, if you would, allow yourself to 
imagine what this moment was like. (Pentecost artwork on screen) 
 
From a literary standpoint, the author of Acts wants readers to 
understand that God was present in a big way. In the Jewish tradition, 
wind and fire represented God’s presence and power. The Spirit of God 
empowers God’s people to do extraordinary things. In this case, the 
Spirit caused those present to leave where they were and go out to the 
crowd, which had gathered at the sound of the wind, and they spoke to 
them, using words they could understand. 
 
This week, my point of reflection, regarding this story has been the 
question: What did this extraordinary event change? We know the 
presence of God’s Spirit was not new to the world, right? Genesis 1:2, 
“…the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the 
deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.” The 
same Spirit that hovered over all of this before it was “all of this” was 



the same Spirit that was breathed into the first human being, Genesis 
2:7, “…then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a 
living being.” This Spirit was the same Spirit that filled the prophet 
Micah with “power…and justice and might” and which blew through 
the room where Jesus’ followers were gathered that day.  
 
And miraculously, that same Spirit dwells with and blows through us as 
well. The Holy Spirit has always been and will always be. Perhaps on 
that particular day, the people became more keenly aware of the 
presence of God among them and in them, but God had always been 
present. So really, what changed that day? They already had a sense of 
community and belonging…after all, they were “gathered together in 
one place.”  
 
They were a group of people who shared a common belief in Jesus as 
the Messiah. This is the thing which set them apart from other Jewish 
people. They believed that Jesus was the one who would bring about 
the world God desired…who would put an end to their suffering---to 
the world’s suffering. But that hadn’t happened. On that day, in that 
place, there was still injustice, inequity, pain, sorrow…all of the things 
they desperately wanted to end. Yet, on that day, they took to the 
streets and were heard “speaking about God’s deeds of power,” and 
they, at last, spoke so the people could understand. 
 
Perhaps there it is…the answer to the question, “What did this 
extraordinary event change?” It gave them purpose. Maybe the way in 
which Jesus would bring about the world God desires isn’t through his 
physical presence, but through his followers. And maybe that starts 
with his followers communicating God’s message of justice, 
compassion, love, and mercy in ways the people, all people, can really 
understand. And this makes sense, right?  
 



We celebrate Pentecost as the birthday of the church. The church came 
to be, not for the followers of Jesus gathered in that room, but for the 
people outside that room. And we, Disciples Christian Church, exist not 
for us, but for the people who still have not heard God’s message of 
love in a way they can understand. I firmly believe the people in this 
room have grabbed on to the vision of God’s desire for this 
world…wholeness for all of creation. Our reason for being is to carry 
that vision to our neighbors and to spark in them the desire to grab 
onto that vision too.  
 
As I considered sharing God’s message of love to other people, in ways 
they can comprehend, I was reminded of a book I read a while ago. In 
1992, The Five Love Languages: The Secret to Love that Lasts, was 
published. It was written by Dr. Gary Chapman, who is a well-educated, 
theologically conservative author. I tell you this because, while I 
appreciate some of the ideas he presented in this particular book, 
theologically, he and I have very different world views. Anyway, this 
book introduced the idea that, in our relationships, we typically 
communicate love in the ways that we like to have love communicated 
to us.  
 
For example, my way of saying, “I love you,” is through doing things for 
other people. When my kids were growing up, that usually manifested 
itself in cooking Christopher and Andrew’s favorite foods or running 
their forgotten homework or gym clothes to the school. The reason 
these displays of love were easy for me is that those are the kinds of 
things that communicate love to me. For Mother’s Day, Christopher 
and Andrew would often give me gifts that were service 
oriented…planting flowers or detailing my car. 
 
In his book, Chapman describes 5 primary ways of saying, “I love you,” 
as the five love languages. They are: words of affirmation, quality time, 
gifts, acts of service, physical touch. The premise of the book is that if 



we can discover what the love language of another person is, we can 
communicate love to them in ways that truly say to them, “I love you.” 
As you look at this list of love languages, can you think of people in your 
life who respond strongly to each one? Is there someone in your life 
who lights up when you say, “Your report card showed you really 
worked hard this school year. Great job!”? Is there someone you know 
who just really wants to be hugged…all the time? 
 
I tend to believe this analysis is a little simplistic and there are probably 
other “love languages”, but I think there is some wisdom here for the 
church. If we want all people to know about God’s love for everyone, 
and for this world, we have to communicate it so they can really 
understand it. And clearly, we are still missing the mark. So, how can 
we share God’s love so other people get it? And here, I think, is the key: 
We may need to share God’s love differently---in a different love 
language than the one that convinced us the ways of Jesus; the love of 
God, were things worth holding onto.  
 
And so here we are near the end of the sermon…this is the part of the 
sermon when I like to talk about how we might live into what I’ve been 
talking about. And the thing is…loving other people into the ways of 
Jesus requires different things at different times. Sometimes it’s 
through acts of service or words of encouragement. Sometimes it’s 
walking in a Pride parade or showing up at the hospital. On social 
media, we post pictures and change our profile pictures to show love to 
others. We understand all of those things, though…and we do them.  
 
I think the loving that is harder is the loving that causes us (and 
sometimes forces us) to do things differently. Are we willing to do that? 
How far are we willing to go to demonstrate God’s love and welcome to 
all people? These questions made me think back through years of 
ministry and points in time when change was hard and tested each 
congregation’s commitment to unity. I know this congregation has 



experienced moments like that too. So what about us, in this time and 
place,…if it became clear we needed to make hard changes, would we 
do it? 
Would we change our worship time? Would we change our worship 
style? Rearrange our sanctuary? Spend our money differently? What 
wouldn’t we do to share God’s love? I hope the answer is 
nothing…there is nothing we wouldn’t do if it meant our neighbors 
would finally know how very much they are loved and how following 
Jesus’ ways might really change them and change this world. That 
purpose is truly worth doing anything. Don’t you think? 
 
So, Happy Birthday, Church! May this year be filled with more joy than 
these walls can hold and more love than our hearts can hold.  
 
Amen. 
 


