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May 24, 2015 
The Feast of Pentecost 

 

Recently I learned that there is a common remark that is exchanged among nursing home workers in New 
England which says, “The residents come in speaking English and they go out speaking gibberish.”  But a couple 
of language therapists recently wrote that “most often this is not a result of the patient’s presumed dementia 
but, rather, failure of these workers to recognize Yiddish, Canadian-French, Lithuanian, Passamaquoddy-
Maliseet, and other languages that Americans rarely hear.  To an astounding extent, heritage languages spoken 
at an early age are not forgotten.  They are repressed because of stigma or trauma associated with the loss of 
communities, politely referred to as “assimilation.”  It seems this could be said more simply merely by observing 
that people, all people, at their most sacred core, can never forget who they truly are and to whom they belong.  
Unless that is what they want and choose to do.  But it can’t ever be forcefully taken from them. 

And near the end of life, when all the defenses and pretenses and false appearances are stripped away, all the 
bluffs and bravado and superficiality that we are tempted to hide behind throughout our careers simply 
dissolve, and we are left with our true self.  And sometimes even the primal languages that we didn’t even know 
we had within us well up to find expression in speech, because nobody needs to be impressed or deceived any 
more.  The same therapists went on to say this: “Many people, either spontaneously or with hard work, regain 
languages that had been lost since childhood.  Often these people are ‘fluent comprehenders,’ who understand 
their language but cannot speak it.  They represent one of the best chances for reviving lost languages by re-
establishing traditional lives of transmission.” 

“And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit (on that day of Pentecost), and began to speak in different tongues 
as the Spirit enabled them… they were astounded, and in amazement they asked, ‘How does each of us hear 
these Galileans in our native language?  We are Parthians, Medes and Elamites, Cappadocians, Asians, Africans, 
Arabs, Europeans, yet we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God. 

To be set on fire with the Holy Spirit is not to be summoned away to some exotic, far-away realm where only 
angels and spirits dwell.  And it is not a demand to forsake our truest self or to hand over our integrity or our 
hearts so that we can all be collapsed into one singular generic crowd of religious sameness and forced 
conformity.  Incredibly, in the long history of the Christian Church that is exactly the mistake we made in trying 
to share the Gospel with foreigners.  How could we have been so tragically deaf to the most basic truth of 
Pentecost:  There aren’t any “foreigners” among us in this community!  And there is no one way of speaking or 
hearing this Good News that gets to be hijacked by human beings and declared as the only true way.  Nobody 
has the right to demand that others deny their truest selves in order to belong here.   

When the Spirit came down upon that crowd of pilgrims in Jerusalem so long ago, the Sacred Scripture tells us 
that they were all believers, all Jewish—Christian children of God, all adherents of true and right faith, but surely 
they surely weren’t all the same kind or color or culture of people.  In fact, as the reading notices, they were all 
gathered in one place together “from every nation under heaven.”  They had not all arrived in order to learn 
Hebrew.  They came to pray.  They were understandably very confused by the cacophony of exotic sound and 
speech—this so-called “gibberish” that enfolded them.  But what they had yet to understand—and what we still 
often struggle to understand—is that one person’s gibberish is another person’s revealing of his truest, free-est, 
most primordial self.  And what seems to be nonsense to one group of believers is the most precious articulation 
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of faith in another.    It is a tremendous violence to people and to the gospel itself when all tongues are 
conscripted to sound the same, or when unfamiliar cries are dismissed as meaningless merely because I haven’t 
heard them before or they don’t express what I think.  We live among a multitude of “fluent comprehenders.”  
And when the Spirit of God awakens that long-dormant, long suppressed place in the soul of a seeker, it is holy, 
holy, holy.  Like an old person near death who suddenly remembers who she is, and to whom she has always 
belonged, and allows her own ancient words to well up, perhaps to the bewilderment of others. 

Wherever people are made to live in fear and shame for who they are and how they recognize God, doors get 
locked and speaking ceases, and honesty gets repressed, and suffering festers.  In today’s gospel of John, Jesus 
comes to find his beloved disciples once again behind doors that had been sealed shut out of fear.  He comes to 
break the locks and set them free—not to go out and do whatever they please, but free to be themselves in their 
mission and not to have to be or behave like somebody else, like a “foreigner.”  The Holy Spirit is the gift of 
sweet freedom, and therefore it is profound joy.  And most especially so for those who are accustomed to being 
shushed or ridiculed or ignored when they speak from their religious core.   

But let the rest of us be put on notice—we who are more often the shushers and the trivializers of what seems 
to be gibberish.  It’s God in there, amid the dissonant noise.  It’s the Holy Spirit speaking, and his many voices 
can outlast our efforts to squelch them.  So instead of all that, let us simply be amazed, and grateful, and awed 
by the holiness of it all. 
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