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“Spirit Unleashed” 

May 31, 2020 

Scripture:  Acts 2:1-18 

What sort of world do you want to be a part of?  What kind of world do we want to live 

in?   Now that, I know, sounds like a rhetorical question and this is a sermon after all, but it’s not 

entirely rhetorical.  In fact, I think that is the question that lies behind every Gospel account.  

And make no mistake; the story of Acts is part of a Gospel.  Acts is the second volume of the 

Gospel of Luke written by the same author and meant to be a continuation of that story.  It’s not 

some sort of isolated form of literature.  It belongs in the same category as the Gospels.  So 

behind Acts, behind every Gospel is this question:  What kind of a world do we want to live in?  

And it’s a question that I think begs an answer.  And in Acts that answer is given by the Spirit.  

The Spirit enters the world suddenly without any warning and infuses the disciples, brings them 

to a new understanding.  How that spirit interacts with the disciples, what it does in the world 

and causes them to do, and how that action is interpreted is an important way of answering this 

question. 

So what happens?  I’m not going to worry too much about the event itself and all the 

theatrics that surround it:  the rushing wind and the tongues of fire.  That’s all exciting and a 

wonderful light show for the people gathered in that house.  But I don’t think really that’s the 

point of this story.  The point of this story is what follows.  And what follows is this amazing 

experience of hearing this message in a variety of languages, in all kinds of dialects, and through 

the media of a variety of ethnic heritages.  That list of all these nations where people were from.  

It’s really pretty remarkable to imagine that people identified with so many different forms of 

ethnicity there in Jerusalem.  They weren’t obviously all Judeans but they all weren’t Romans 

either.  And that is, I think, a key facet to this story.   

These were people who understood themselves as separate from the dominant Roman 

culture. They didn’t see themselves as fully integrated even though they did share a language.  

They all had a common language.  They had to communicate somehow, right?  They all spoke 

Greek.  They all spoke the form of Greek that we find the New Testament written in, a common 

Greek that was spoken all over the Roman Empire because the Roman Empire essentially 

encompassed the former Greek Empire.  Alexander the Great managed to conform a variety of 

nations and had them speaking Greek and adopting Greek culture for a long, long time, hundreds 

of years before the Romans made their appearance.  So you have already a common language 

that they could all hear and understand.  But this is being understood and heard in different 

languages.  Languages that the disciples themselves had never learned, languages that perhaps 

some of these people gathered in Jerusalem had not heard from other people for a long, long 

time.  They might be languages they were raised speaking in their homes as children but now are 

hearing again with new ears it seems.   

It kind of reminds me of one of my favorite sci-fi programs, Star Trek.  Because on Star 

Trek they have a universal translator so that when an alien is speaking, it’s heard in English no 

matter what the language that the alien might be using.  (You can’t see it, but my daughter’s 

beaming that I’m making a Star Trek reference.  Actually, she thinks I’m kind of a nerd, but 

anyway…) This is what’s happening in this city.  The people are all gathered and they’re hearing 

things in languages they never anticipated or expected to hear.  Now what is the significance of 
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that?  Why different languages all of a sudden?   Well, think about what happens when a person 

loses their first language.   

My great-great grandfather was from Ireland as I’m sure I’ve told you before.  He 

immigrated to the United States when he was only 18 years old.  He was born in the early 1800’s 

and at that time England was, of course, in possession of Ireland and made great efforts in the 

19
th

 century to wipe out Gaelic.  Irish Gaelic and Scottish Gaelic, any form of this language the 

English wanted wiped out and replaced with, obviously, English.  I don’t know whether my 

great-great grandfather was raised in home that spoke Gaelic.  When we visited Ireland a few 

years ago, in West Clare, which is the part of Ireland where he lived, they still speak Irish.  

About 80% or more of the population there still speaks Irish and today in the Republic of Ireland, 

Irish language is a requirement for students.  But there are other pockets of Ireland that maintain 

the language that were cut off, like the Blasket Island off the coast of the Dingle Peninsula, 

where the language of Ireland was preserved and spoken, I think, exclusively.  Some of those 

folks may not even have known English or known it very well.   

The language of origin that people have is a language that shapes how they think.  It 

really is a way of deeply forming a person in the way they look at the world, and that’s why 

conquerors want to change the language of the people they conquer.  That’s why when Western 

Europeans came to this country and encountered the natives, the indigenous population here, 

there were great efforts made to wipe out the Native American Indian languages and the result of 

that was generations of people who grew up not having a place in this country any more.  They 

really didn’t fit in.  They weren’t accepted among the white population no matter how good their 

English might have been.  And yet they also no longer really fit in the native population because 

they had lost touch with their original language.  It was an effective way of creating division 

within the indigenous population.  That’s what empires do.  They want to enforce uniformity in 

the world in which they rule.  And this is what Rome would have done in the various nations that 

it took over.  It would insist that the people there learn a new language, a language which was 

foreign to them, which would have been a source of, I’m sure, great discomfort for them.   

The Spirit moves into Jerusalem in the midst of all that diversity pretending to be uniform 

and begins to celebrate the diversity, embraces the variety.  Essentially telling these people from 

all these different nations, you are accepted as you are.  God wants you as you are with all that 

rich diversity.  No longer having to hide behind a language they barely knew, but could embrace 

the language in which they had been raised, their language of origin.  The Spirit shatters 

uniformity, shatters the Empire’s attempt to force people to conform.  So the Spirit 

automatically, immediately is an opponent of Empire and everyone gathered there knew it.  So 

that’s one facet of this story.  

A second facet that I think is important for us to lift up is the indiscriminate nature of the 

Spirit.  When Peter stands to interpret what’s going on around them, he refers to Joel, the 

prophecy where we learn that God’s spirit will be poured out on everyone, men and women, 

young and old, slave and free, all the divisions that once were used to define various groups in 

that society, whether it’s gender or age or status--all of it is eradicated.  The Spirit comes and 

lavishly throws open the door for everyone to be included.  No one is left out.  All are welcome 

to experience the Spirit of God moving within them and to prophesize, that is, to attest to God’s 

presence in the world.  When we do that, when the Spirit collapses those divisions, well, 

suddenly justice takes on a very different contour.  Suddenly it makes no sense that a person who 
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was born in a lower status is treated poorly whereas people born in a higher status are treated 

better by a justice system.  Suddenly it makes no sense that some people would have access to all 

the food they need and all the healthcare they need, and others are cut off from it.  If the Spirit is 

going to be available to everyone regardless of who they are, then why isn’t everything available 

to everyone regardless of who they are?  The time had arrived and this sort of pipe dream that 

some of them may have carried with them, well, suddenly it’s a reality.  It’s unfolding right in 

front of them.  That’s what this story is all about.  It’s not only about the birth of the church but 

it’s about the crucible in which the church is born.  The church is born within this crucible of 

justice.  A justice poured out on all; a spirit who is inclusive of all.   

So what kind of world do we want to live in?  I think God’s Spirit has made a choice.  It’s 

a world where things like healthcare, such as we’re experiencing today, is available to everyone 

and it doesn’t matter where you happen to have been born, in what zip code perhaps or what 

color your skin might be, but healthcare is available to everyone in need.  It’s a world where a 

pandemic like the one we’re experiencing today doesn’t have a harder effect on poorer people 

than on wealthier people but can be experienced in a way that’s equitable, if that’s possible.  It’s 

a world where a man isn’t murdered by the authorities because the color of his skin dictates how 

they treat him.  It’s a world where black lives matter, where Hispanic lives matter, where Asian 

lives matter, where Native American lives matter.  And we’re no longer trying to or working 

towards this society that separates and divides.  We’re seeking to unify, seeking to include 

everyone in a just world.  It’s a world where vulnerable voices are no longer silenced.  That’s 

what happened in Jerusalem, voices were suddenly heard that had been silenced before.  But how 

do we get to that?  

You know, the birth of the church was the beginning, but every generation is called upon 

to respond to the work of that Spirit.  Because the kind of world we want to live in does not 

happen on its own.  It requires our cooperation.  It requires our willingness to embrace the 

message of the Spirit and carry it out into the world, to embody it in what we do, to change our 

practices, to see one another in a new way, to become committed, committed to the world God 

intends, a world where there is justice for all people, a world where the color of one’s skin, the 

background of one’s ethnic heritage, the educational level one has, the people a person loves 

don’t determine how they’re treated by society or by the church.  That’s the world we’re invited 

to embrace, where the Spirit is available to all.  When the Spirit is unleashed, all we have to do is 

be willing to cooperate.  If we want that world to emerge, we have to walk through the door the 

Spirit opens to us.   

So I invite you as you begin this journey into the season of Pentecost, as we make our 

way into summer months continuing to be separated from one another because of pandemic, I 

invite you to find ways to embody the Spirit’s movement in your life.  Let yourself carry into 

world the unleashed Spirit of God, to invite, to accept, to embrace, and to love as you are loved.  

Amen. 


