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“Connected by the Spirit”
Numbers 11:24-30; Acts 2:1-21 June 4, 2017

A year ago, I was on maternity leave. Those eight weeks 
are hazy in my memory now, but I do remember that they 
were brutal at times. We struggled immensely with feeding 
and sleeping, and the whole experience threw me for a loop. 
I struggled with postpartum anxiety. I would lay down to 
sleep, and even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t. My 
mind would race. Family and friends came to visit, but I had 
a hard time telling anyone just how much I was struggling. 
I felt separate from everyone, and very alone, even though 
I wasn’t. 

In our modern lives, it can be easy to live 
compartmentalized lives. We go about our days and come 
home. We may have social contact in the places we inhabit, 
but it’s also easy to avoid going very deep. How often when 
someone asks how we are do we simply say, “Fine,” when we 
are not, actually, fine? Researchers have found that rates of 
loneliness in the US are on the rise, and they speak of it as 
an epidemic in our modern age. 

Our culture tells us to be independent, autonomous 
beings, and to not need anyone. These are not the only 
forces trying to separate us. We hear again and again how 
different “we” are from “them,” for all kinds of reasons. 

In the church and in the world, are we individuals, or are 
we part of a community? Do we belong to one another or 
do we belong first to ourselves and those we know? 

On the day of Pentecost, Jews were gathered from nations 
all over. They were separated by language and perhaps other 
barriers. Suddenly a sound like wind came over them and 
tongues like fire appeared among them. They were filled 
with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in many languages. 
The Spirit empowered them, giving them these abilities 
they hadn’t had before. It was amazing and miraculous. 
Probably a little bit startling. We mark this as the birthday 
of the church because the Spirit has come and filled them all. 
The Church is also being born as these people are brought 
together. They could hear each other, truly, and each one 
was speaking the language of another. Theologian Willie 
James Jennings writes, “Speak a language, speak a people.”  
Of all the things the Spirit could have done, what we see 
the Spirit doing is drawing this crowd closer to one another. 

There’s something humbling about speaking another 
language. When I was in college I studied Spanish and 
spent a semester in Mexico. We went to language school 
and some of our classes were even in Spanish. I could listen 
well enough to our speakers, but anytime I had to open 
my mouth, I clammed up. I had learned what felt like a 
zillion grammatical tenses and excelled at using them in 
our homework, but actually having a conversation was a 
different story. Inevitably I would use the wrong tense, or 
the wrong word for “for,” because there are two in Spanish. I 
felt stupid. Never in my life had I struggled to communicate 
like that. In learning Spanish, I had to enter the world and 
the mindset of those around me. 

At Pentecost, the Spirit was imposing the worlds and 
mindsets of others on those who were gathered. Once, long 
ago, at the Tower of Babel, God made the people speak 
different languages so they could not make such grand 
plans anymore to try to reach God. Pentecost is a reversal of 
that separation; it is a coming together. God desires that we 
be connected, and the Holy Spirit is the connective tissue 
holding us together and drawing us in. The Spirit that came 
at Pentecost is still working. 

We see it here, maybe even taking for granted the way the 
Spirit knits us together. We pray for one another and for 
the world. In the pews, and in our small groups, in Bible 
studies, in the pantry, and in every corner of this place, we 
meet each other. We receive each other’s joys and burdens. 
Over time, if we are brave enough to share and to listen, we 
come to know each other’s dreams and fears. Here, we come 
to know the languages of each other’s hearts. 

And despite the voices of separation and isolation, the 
Spirit is at work in the world. On a train in Oregon a week 
and a half ago, a white supremacist began screaming anti-
Muslim insults at two teenage girls, one of whom was 
wearing a hijab. He believed in a world of separation. Three 
very different men stepped forward to intervene. There was 
a recent college graduate, a middle-aged father and Army 
veteran, and a college student and poet. The screaming man 
brought out a knife and slashed at the three men. Two of 
them died. They stood up for what they believed in and 
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paid the ultimate price. These men knew that we are all 
connected. 

After the Spirit came down and those gathered heard the 
many languages, they asked each other, “What does this 
mean?” Peter stood with the other disciples and began to 
explain to them. He quoted the prophet Joel, who received 
a word from God about the last day. God will pour out 
the Spirit on all flesh, and young men and young women 
will prophesy. Old men will dream dreams. Even slaves will 
receive the spirit. Everyone who calls on the name of the 
Lord will be saved. All flesh. Everyone. The Spirit will go to 
surprising people. All will be held in their differences in the 
work of the Spirit. The Spirit will not erase their differences 
but will unite them in a common purpose.  

Jennings writes of the Spirit’s work described in the 
book of Acts as the work of joining. It makes me think of 
a line from our wedding liturgy-- “Those whom God has 
joined together, let no one separate.” What if  that is true 
for all us? What if we are joined together with each other 
as a married couple is? What if we are wed to all the world? 

Catholic monk and writer Thomas Merton once had a 
vision that we might call a Pentecost vision. He described 
it: “In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, 
in the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly 
overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those 
people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not 
be alien to one another even though we were total strangers. 
It was like waking from a dream of separateness, of spurious 
self-isolation in a special world... As if the sorrows and 
stupidities of the human condition could overwhelm me, 
now I realize what we all are. And if only everybody could 
realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no way of 
telling people that they are all walking around shining like 
the sun.” (Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander)

We live in a world that wants to keep us separate. 
Sometimes we feel like we are walking alone in the dark. 
But the Spirit has come to draw us together for the sake of 
the world. Despite all that makes us feel alone, the Holy 
Spirit knits us together. If we lean into that mighty wind, 
if we humble ourselves to learn each other’s languages, we 
will find ourselves in the great company of the world lit 
up by God’s love--of young and old, rich and poor, black, 
white, and all the races of the Earth, of all abilities, of all 
educational levels, of all religions. From this corner of 
Indianapolis to all the corners of the Earth, the Spirit is 
pushing and pulling us closer. As we come to the table, let 
us celebrate that great company. 

When God made Eve, God said it is not good for man to 

be alone. Indeed, it is not good for us to be alone. The Spirit 
desires that we find community with even those whom we 
do not understand. The Spirit will show us the way. Amen. 


