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Sermon - June 9, 2019 

Acts 2:1-21 - Preached by Luana Uluave 

 

Title: Pentecost for Today 

 

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 

 

Wait, who are “they”?  And what “one place”? 

 

We are mostly familiar with the day of Pentecost as the birthday of the Christian church. But let’s review 

the events anyway, because they were both strange and lovely. 

 

The location is Jerusalem on a holiday called The Feast of Weeks, a wheat harvest festival—and the city 

is bustling with people from everywhere. On that day, the new band of Christ followers had gathered 

together to worship and be in community. There were about 120 of them present (according to Acts 1:15), 

and their party included the apostles and others, including Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of 

James and Joseph. 

 

The group had had an eventful previous fifty days. Their beloved leader, the one they thought would 

bring the revolution and liberate Israel, had instead been executed as a common criminal. 

 

But then he rose in resurrection. And according to present-day Google Maps, the resurrected Christ 

covered a lot of ground. Now it’s likely that there were some mix-ups in the records that explain the 

discrepancies about where Jesus showed up next, but personally I love the idea of the resurrected Jesus 

teleporting around Jerusalem and Galilee while his faithful followers raced back and forth.  

 

According to scripture he made at least ten appearances, in Jerusalem, in Emmaus seven miles away, and 

in Galilee, about 85 miles away. He appeared at the shoreline of the Sea of Galilee—but also, according 

to other reports, at a spot on a mountain near Galilee (Matt 28:16).  

 

Galilee is—at the very least—a walk of several days from Jerusalem. So the timeline and geography for 

this period are honestly a little chaotic. 

 

The story straightens itself out after day forty when Jesus ascended to heaven from the Mount of Olives, a 

couple of miles outside of Jerusalem. They all went back to Jerusalem, where Jesus had told them to stay 

put: “He ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. “This,” he 

said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the 

Holy Spirit not many days from now.” (Acts 1:4-5). 

 

Then they waited ten more days. I think we skip over those next ten days without realizing sometimes 

how terribly difficult they must have been. Jesus, their Lord, had ascended into heaven, with instructions 

that they should wait. But wait for what? Jesus came, died, and was resurrected. But then he was gone. 

What to do next? 

 

I imagine the disciples wandering around their lodgings in Jerusalem, wondering how things were going 

at home in Galilee, wondering if now that the revolution was over it was time to return to tax collecting or 

family life.  For those ten days, they just sort of waited. The disappointment must have been nearly 

unbearable. “I gave up everything to follow, Jesus,” more than one of them must have thought. “And then 

instead of liberating Israel, he died.” 

 

But then something new and unexpected happened. Because the next day was the day of Pentecost. 
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When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 

 

It was a day of miracles. A wild wind rushed from the heavens, and there was fire and tongues of fire. 

Everyone had a miraculous ability to understand each other’s language, as if some science-fiction Babel 

fish had been placed in each person’s ear.  

 

Amazed and astonished, the crowd looked around at each other. They were filled with the Holy Spirit. 

They said, “What in heaven’s name is going on around here?” It was so wild some onlookers thought the 

Christ followers were drunk, and Peter had to reassure the skeptical crowd that they were simply fulfilling 

prophecy of old, receiving the Holy Spirit and organizing the church. 

 

Pentecost was the day the Christian Church was actually born. On that day, Peter preached the risen 

Christ, and three thousand people were converted. It was a day of rejoicing for so many. We have 

celebrated it ever since. 

 

*   *  * 

This story of a much welcomed birth of the church after the great loss of their founder and leader reminds 

me of a Kurt Vonnegut story I have loved for decades.  

 

The story is called “Adam.”  

 

In it, a young married couple, Heinz and Avchen Knechtmann, are each the only survivors in their 

families from the Holocaust, not mentioned directly but noted by the numbers tattooed on their arms. The 

loss is catastrophic.  

 

But after this great loss comes something new, a new baby. 

 

Years later, in an American city, as Heinz waits twelve long hours for news of his laboring wife, he 

recalls the lost family members, “gone, all gone, that could be brought to life again in this new being.”  

 

The baby is born and an overjoyed Heinz goes to the nursery window for a glimpse of his new son. 

 

Vonnegut describes: 

 

Heinz wrote his name on the back of a laundry slip and pressed it to the window. A fat and placid 

nurse looked at the paper, not at Heinz’s face, and missed seeing his wide smile, missed an urgent 

invitation to share for a moment his ecstasy. She grasped one of the buckets and wheeled it before 

the window. She turned away again, once more missing the smile. "Hello, hello, hello, little 

Knechtmann," said Heinz to the red prune on the other side of the glass.  

 

His voice echoed down the hard, bare corridor, and came back to him with embarrassing 

loudness. He blushed and lowered his voice. "Little Peter, little Kroll," he said softly, "little 

Friederich—and there’s Helga in you, too. Little spark of Knechtmann, you little treasure house. 

Everything is saved in you."  

 

"I’m afraid you’ll have to be more quiet," said a nurse, sticking her head out from one of the 

rooms. 

 

 "Sorry," said Heinz. "I’m very sorry." (309) 

 

Told that he can see his wife in the morning, Heinz heads out into the night—with no one out there 

waiting to hear his good news. He buys a round of drinks at a tavern across the street, but the uninterested 
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audience toasts the White Sox instead of his new child. Back at his apartment, his isolation sinks in on 

him, as he mourns a world that does not care about this baby’s birth. He returns to the hospital the 

following morning.  

 

Vonnegut describes it: 

 

In the hospital, he was as purposeful and calm as the doctors and nurses bustling about him. 

When he was led into the ward where Avchen slept behind white screens, he felt only what he 

had always felt in her presence—love and aching awe and gratitude for her. 

 

"You go ahead and wake her gently, Mr. Netman," said the nurse. 

 

 "Avchen—" He touched her on her white-gowned shoulder. "Avchen. Are you all right, 

Avchen?" 

 

"Mmmmmmmmmm?" murmured Avchen. Her eyes opened to narrow slits.  

 

"Heinz. Hello, Heinz."  

 

"Sweetheart, are you all right?" 

 

 "Yes, yes," she whispered. "I’m fine. How is the baby, Heinz?"  

 

"Perfect. Perfect, Avchen." 

 

 "They couldn’t kill us, could they, Heinz?" 

 

 "No." 

 

 "And here we are, alive as we can be." 

 

 "Yes."  

 

"The baby, Heinz—" She opened her dark eyes wide. "It’s the most wonderful thing that ever 

happened, isn’t it?"  

 

"Yes," said Heinz.  

 

 *  *  * 

Grief is never supplanted by joy; new life never erases the sorrow of previous loss. But new life makes 

new room, and at the death of the savior, came the birth of the church. When the day of Pentecost had 

come, they were all together in one place. And it was the most wonderful thing that ever happened.  

 

 *  *  * 

I think by taking a look at the “they” and the “where” in this story, we can commemorate them in that 

faraway place—but as important, I hope we can take a moment to find the us, in this place, as we 

celebrate Pentecost for today. 

 

Here we are, fifty days past Easter, together in a place, in this place—and I want you to look around right 

now and see the “we” that we are.  

 

What is being born among us, as we gather all together in this one place today? 
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Back to the Luke account. I want to highlight one of the greatest miracles of the day of Pentecost, and it is 

that on that day it became possible for strangers—for people who did not know each other, didn’t come 

from the same background, didn’t even share the same language—on that day they came together, and by 

the power of God, they were able to speak each other’s languages, and hear, and understand each other—

for the very first time.  

 

The account says they were from all over the Jewish diaspora: from Parthia, Media, Elam, and 

Mesopotamia. They were from Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia. They came from Phrygia [ˈfri-j(ē-)ə] 

and Pamphylia [pam-ˈfi-lē-ə] Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene. The crowd also included 

visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs. They came from so many foreign 

places I had to practice for a long time to say them all right! 

 

Before this bright morning, they were not friends. They were humans jostling for space in the same 

crowded square, yes, but they were strangers to each other, separated by ignorance and maybe even 

apathy. But on the morning of the birth of the Church, God wrought a miracle. They were amazed and 

astonished, amazed and perplexed.  

 

They asked, “How is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language?”  

 

They asked, “How can we be looking at these former strangers and find that despite our differences, we 

can come together, we can converse, and we can understand each other?” 

 

This was miraculous indeed. 

 

God knew that for the founding of church, people would come “from east and west and north and south, 

and [would] take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God.” The prophecy said that “the last would 

be first and the first would be last” as communities found new ways to exist and interact with each other. 

(Luke 13: 23, 29–30). 

 

What miracle do we want to claim for our Pentecost for today? 

 

One answer I have may surprise you, and that is summer services. I wonder, if to visitors, our summer 

services look like a mishmash; I’d venture a guess that not many other sanctuaries have both a praise band 

and an organ rocking at the same time on a Sunday morning. We come dressed based on our own 

traditions and preferences, and as a church we genuinely believe that “wherever you are on your journey 

of faith, you are welcome here.” For some of us the language of the King James Lord’s Prayer fills us. 

Others get their dose of the Word from The Message, or Hillsong Praise or by a Sunday hike in the 

Church of the Great Outdoors. Some of us thrive on close reading of the pericope, while others are mostly 

here for the coffee. These are all good choices. 

 

It is almost as if we were from foreign lands, that we are Parthians, Elamites, or Pamphylians [pam-ˈfi-lē-

əns] . And yet for the summer, a little miracle happens, and we all agree to set aside our differences. 

 

We set aside worries of print program versus slides and we sing each other’s worship songs and hymns. 

Sometimes things feel a little too new-agey and “first servicey” and other times, a little too stodgy and 

“second-servicey.”  But the miracle is, we look around and realize that everyone is, somehow, at this 

moment speaking our own native language. Summer services are one of the miracles we make together 

every year. 

 

We fulfill the miracle of speaking each other’s language in other ways as well. Here are some really 

concrete ways: 
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1. We learn the names of the youth and the kids, and we greet them by name. They are our youth 

and our kids then, not the youth and the kids. 

 

2. We stay for coffee hour, and we eat together, nourishing our relationships 

 

3. We look at the website. The church website is terrific. All the things everywhere are listed there. 

You can read past sermons and see the scripture for upcoming ones. You can see when Bible 

study groups meet and when Dads go to the Pub and kids meet at the park. You can sign up for 

the soup kitchen or Family Promise. The more we use the website, the more we have common 

language and common experience that draw us together as one.  

 

If you want just one little takeaway—your way of joining Pentecost for today—I would say it’s 

go explore our church website this afternoon. Just google Wasatch Presbyterian Church and it 

will pop right up. 

 

4. We relish our diversity, and agree NOT to aim for uniformity in our expressions of self, love for 

each other, and love of God. 

 

At Pentecost, the people came from everywhere. They didn’t lose their differences, their tribal identities. 

But through the gift of the church and the power of the Holy Spirit they learned to understand each other. 

 

As Rachel Held Evans noted in her last book, Inspired, “The church is not a group of people who believe 

all the same things; the church is a group of people caught up in the same story, with Jesus at the center” 

(157).  

 

We continue the story as we strive to understand each other, as we share community and cause and our 

own encounters with a risen Christ.  

 

It’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened, isn’t it? 

 

Amen.  
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Acts 2:1-21 

2:1 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 

 

2:2 And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire 

house where they were sitting. 

 

2:3 Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 

 

2:4 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave 

them ability. 

 

2:5 Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. 

 

2:6 And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in 

the native language of each. 

 

2:7 Amazed and astonished, they asked, "Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 

 

2:8 And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? 

 

2:9 Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 

 

2:10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, 

both Jews and proselytes, 

 

2:11 Cretans and Arabs--in our own languages we hear them speaking about God's deeds of power." 

 

2:12 All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, "What does this mean?" 

 

2:13 But others sneered and said, "They are filled with new wine." 

 

2:14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, "Men of Judea and all who 

live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 

 

2:15 Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o'clock in the morning. 

 

2:16 No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 

 

2:17 'In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons 

and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream 

dreams. 

 

2:18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall 

prophesy. 

 

2:19 And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and 

smoky mist. 

 

2:20 The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the coming of the Lord's great and 

glorious day. 

 

2:21 Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.' 
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