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Today we celebrate Pentecost, the third most important day in the Christian year, 
after Easter and Christmas.  Its name is simply derived from the Greek for “fiftieth 
day,” since it occurs annually fifty days after Easter.  The gathering for the original 
Pentecost was actually for the celebration of Shavuot, the traditional Hebrew 
harvest festival. 

In last week’s reading from Acts, before he ascended, Christ left his followers with 
these instructions: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father 
promised, which you have heard me speak about.  For John baptized with water, 
but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." (Acts 1:4-5)   

According to Jewish tradition, Moses awakened his people in the middle of the 
night in order to proclaim the Law of God to them. For this reason, in preparation 
for the Feast of Shavuot, the Jews would keep an all-night vigil during which they 
read the harvest and covenant themes from the Scriptures. The readings were 
interspersed by the singing of psalms and spiritual hymns. Some prophecies were 
also read, including the Prophecy of Joel, that said this: "I will pour out my spirit on 
all mankind. Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream 
dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on my servants will I pour 
out my spirit in those days." (Joel 3:1-2) 

Now, the scriptures don’t tell us about this, but we can imagine the Apostles at that 
all-night vigil. Perhaps they listened to these prophetic words with expectation. 
Maybe, down deep in their hearts, they sensed their imminent fulfillment.  And it 
happened, on the very next morning. 

Today we read again from the book of Acts, which scholars generally agree was 
written by Luke.  Luke relates that as they were all together, “Suddenly a sound 
like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house 
where they were sitting.  They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that 
separated and came to rest on each of them.  All of them were filled with the Holy 
Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.” (Acts 2:2-
4)  More miraculous still was the fact that those who heard them speaking were 
able to understand what they were saying, each one in his own language. 

The events of Pentecost hearken back in a very meaningful way to the Genesis 
story of the tower of Babel.  I’m sure you all remember the story we heard in our 
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Sunday school classes about how the people of earth decided to get together to 
construct the first skyscraper.  They wanted to build a tower that would reach up to 
heaven and rival the greatness of God.  But God put an end to their plans in a very 
clever way.  He confused their languages, so that the people could no longer 
communicate with each other. 

The history of humankind comes full circle from Babel to Pentecost, as the 
apostles are given the power by the Holy Spirit to speak in other languages.  
You’ve probably all heard about “speaking in tongues,” but that’s not what 
happened here.  The believers were given the power to speak in the native 
tongues of all the others who were present there.  The peculiarities of language 
and culture among the people there still existed, but in that moment, they ceased 
to be a barrier between them.  This event speaks powerfully of the promise that 
humankind might one day be united again in the spirit of God’s love.  We 
recognize this day as the beginning of Christ’s church. 

It is ironic that for all its importance in the life of Christians, I’m not sure too many 
people could give you a coherent definition of what the Holy Spirit is.  I don’t say 
this to criticize anyone.  It’s just a really complicated concept for anyone to explain.  
Perhaps it is particularly because we’ve all grown up in an age where we’ve come 
to think that science can explain just about anything. 

Maybe the best way to think about the Holy Spirit is in the same way that former 
US Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart once opined on the subject of 
“obscenity.”  Stewart said “I can’t define it, but I know it when I see it.”  In Scripture 
we find the Holy Spirit most clearly explained by metaphor.  That’s exactly what 
Luke does in the account of the Pentecost in Acts. 

The Holy Spirit is described as fire – tongues of fire that separated and came to 
rest on each one of the people.  If you look at the cover of your Hymnals, you will 
see the emblem of the United Methodist Church, the cross and flame.  The flame 
stands for the Holy Spirit, and its presence in the emblem of our church tells you 
how important we consider the Holy Spirit in a Christian’s life.   

Luke also tells us that they heard a sound like the blowing of a violent wind when 
the Spirit arrived.  Jesus himself used this metaphor for the Holy Spirit when he 
was talking to Nicodemus about being born from above: “The wind blows wherever 
it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it 
is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit." (John 3:8)  We know the wind is 
there, despite the fact that we cannot see it, for we see its work.  Like the wind, the 
Holy Spirit can caress your face like a cool breeze on a summer evening, or it can 
come with awesome and terrible power. 

I told you several weeks ago when we read about Ezekiel in the valley of the dry 
bones that this connection is so strong in Scripture that in both the Hebrew of the 
Old Testament and the Greek of the New Testament, there is a single word that 
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means breath, spirit, and wind.  In Genesis we read how, in the beginning, the 
breath of God moved across the face of the deep and began God’s act of creation.  
God breathed the breath of life into our bodies, and without it we have no life, even 
though we are scarcely aware of our breathing as we move through our days on 
earth. 

You may have been here several months ago when I used one of my favorite 
object lessons in children’s time.  We all made and flew paper airplanes, and I 
asked the kids what held them up.  They all answered, “the air.”  Then I ask them 
how they knew that, if they can’t see the air holding up the airplane.  The point, of 
course, is that we can’t see the Holy Spirit, either, but we see it work.   

Now, invariably when I do that lesson, someone raises their hand and says that it’s 
not really the same thing.  It’s true we can’t see air, but we can scientifically prove 
that it exists.  That’s true, too. On the one hand, this just shows that any metaphor 
has its limitations.  But on the other hand, does all the scientific evidence in the 
world that air exists make it any less an act of faith to get on board a million-pound 
aircraft and believe that it’s going to fly?  Do you find it interesting that we will trust 
our lives to the invisible power of moving air by getting on an airplane so big that 
all our senses tell us it shouldn’t be able to leave the ground, but trusting our lives 
to the Holy Spirit is often a different story? 

All right.  So, I admit I can’t prove scientifically that the Holy Spirit exists.  And I 
can’t readily define it.  But I do know it when I see it.  And I see it in two billion of 
the world’s population who today still claim a connection to the winds of Pentecost 
– the wind that continues to breathe life into places scarred by death.  I see the 
Holy Spirit every year at the New York Annual Conference, when hundreds of very 
different people come together at Hofstra to discuss, to argue, and pray, and 
worship, and struggle together to be Christ’s church – to figure out how to be 
vessels of God’s peace and love and grace to each other and to the world.  I see 
the Holy Spirit when very different people do the very same thing right here in this 
church. 

I know the Holy Spirit when I see it in lives transformed.  I see it when someone 
trapped in destructive behaviors accepts the power to try another way.  I see it 
when people whose lives are in crisis find the courage to hope. I see it when 
participants in a crumbling marriage begin to take the first halting steps toward 
restoring trust, and when a parent and a teenager somehow let the barriers down 
and begin to talk, really talk, to each other.  I know the Holy Spirit when I see it, 
alive and active – guiding, inspiring, directing, renewing, and re-making us in the 
very likeness of God. 

I feel it, too.  It’s right there in the quiet assurance that we have in our most lucid 
moments that with all the baggage we drag around, and all the things we’d change 
about ourselves if we could, in all our human imperfection, we are still loved 
beyond our ability to comprehend it. 
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Every year, on this Sunday, we say we tell the “Story of Pentecost.”  But the reality 
is that the story of Pentecost is still being written.  The hope that springs from the 
Pentecost story is that the division, the heartache, the violence, the ruptured 
families, the estrangements of Babel can be, and will be, overcome.  And friends, 
whether you can see it, or understand it, or not, there is no force on earth as 
powerful as the Spirit that lives in us today.  And in that Spirit lies the promise that 
one day all will be able to hear, each in a language that speaks to their individual 
hearts, of the love of God in Jesus Christ.  And we will be one.   

 

 


