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Pentecost Reflections 
Three reflections offered at Niles Discovery Church 

in Fremont, California, on Sunday, May 31, 2020,  
by the Rev. Jeffrey Spencer and the Rev. Brenda Loreman. 

Scripture:  Acts 2:1-21 
 

The Party – the Birth of the Church 
Copyright © 2020 by Jeffrey S. Spencer 

Our scripture reading ended with Peter explaining what was going on to the crowd. 
Or at least trying to. The crowd gathered because of the noise. They gathered because 
something was going on in that building, in that house. They gathered to find out what the 
heck was going on and they were amazed to hear some back-country Galileans speaking 
languages from all around the Mediterranean world. There was no explanation that made 
sense – at least not an explanation that they could think of. Accusing the disciples of being 
drunk was the only thing they could come up with, and that explanation doesn’t make 
much sense to me. In my experience, people who are drunk generally have a harder time 
speaking their first language, not an easier time speaking a second language.  

Peter explained what was going on. Peter said that Joel’s prophecy was coming true, 
that God’s Spirit was being poured out on sons and daughters, on old and young, on slaves 
and free, on men and women. That was the explanation of what was going on: God’s Spirit 
was being poured out.  

Peter goes on (at length) in the rest of the second chapter of Acts to tell the story of 
Jesus, to place the story of Jesus in a Jewish context. When asked what they should do in 
response to the truth that Peter reveals, Peter invites them to repent and be baptized in the 
name of Jesus so that they may be forgiven and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit 
themselves. And they do just that. 3000 people were baptized and added to the ranks of the 
followers of Jesus. It is because of this sudden increase in the membership of the followers 
of The Way that Pentecost is seen as the birthday of the church.  

When I ask people about their experiences of the Holy Spirit, when I reflect on my 
own experiences of the Holy Spirit, the stories that get shared and the stories that come to 
my mind are almost always stories about stillness and calm and reassurance. They are 
stories of quiet, of the still small voice amidst the chaos going on around us. They are 
stories that are very much unlike the story of Pentecost.  

The birth of the church was possible because things got noisy. I find myself 
wondering this morning if this Pentecost might be an invitation for Niles Discovery Church 
to get noisy. There are plenty of things for us to get noisy about: the fact that ours is still a 
racist country and that people are dying as a result; the fact that the climate crisis has not 
been addressed and that people are dying as a result; the fact that in the richest country in 
the world, people are going to bed hungry and are living without shelter and some are 
dying as a result. 

May we get stirred from placidness. May we get some fire in our bellies and some 
fire on our tongues and start speaking God’s word of truth in ways that no one can ignore. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=457961093
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Our world needs this! The justifiable rage of 400 years of racism on the North American 
continent cannot be contained any longer. The world needs a fire in our bellies and some 
fire on our tongues. 

May we become so filled with the power and passion of the Holy Spirit that people 
start gathering around and wondering what the heck is going on. And maybe they will join 
us in this passion party that celebrates the love of God, the love of neighbor, the love of self, 
and the love even of enemy. Amen. 

 

 

Visions and Dreams 
Copyright © 2020 by Brenda Loreman 

When Peter stands up to address the crowds on that first Pentecost day, he recalls the 
words of the Prophet Joel, that God’s spirit would be poured out on all kinds of people—on 
men and women and the young and the old, and everyone would see visions and dream 
dreams. And what would these visions and dreams be? They would be God’s dream for 
humanity, the dream that Jesus came to make real for the world, the dream that he claimed 
from the prophet Isaiah when he recited these words in his first public preaching: 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
    because [God] has anointed me 
        to bring good news to the poor. 
[God] has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
        to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

Jesus proclaimed and inaugurated this dream of God’s, this new era, and now the Spirit will 
empower the community to bring God’s dream into reality with the Spirit’s gifts of healing, 
liberation, and joy. 

These gifts of healing, liberation, and joy are our gifts for our time, too. I know it doesn’t 
seem like we have these gifts after such a hard week. We are suffering through a viral 
pandemic, and a pandemic of racism and a pandemic of poverty and a pandemic of 
homelessness. Healing seems far away. We are crushed by the oppressions of patriarchy 
and privilege that keep these pandemics raging, and liberation from them seems 
impossible. Joy seems very far away, indeed. 

Still … the Spirit’s gifts are real, and present, and available to us. We don’t have to do 
anything to receive them. We don’t have to reach for them or grasp at them; we only have 
to stand still, open our arms, and say, “yes.” Yes, I receive the Spirit’s gifts of healing and 
liberation and joy! Yes, I receive the vision of a world of justice and peace. Yes, I will dream 
God’s dream of a world made new for all people. May it be so. Amen. 
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Blessings of Diversity 
Copyright © 2020 by Jeffrey S. Spencer 

That whole bit in the Pentecost story about people hearing the disciples speaking 
and, surprisingly, in the mother tongues of each of the listeners – that is often interpreted 
as a reversal of the Babel story. I suspect you all know at least a little about the Babel story. 
You can read about it in the eleventh chapter of the book of Genesis. At this point in the 
Genesis saga, all humanity was speaking one language and, in their pride, they decided to 
build a tower that would reach into heaven. God, according to the story, found this 
troubling, perhaps even threatening. In order to make it impossible for the tower to be 
built, God needed to confuse the people. The easiest way to do this was to make it 
impossible for them to communicate with each other. So, God confused their languages, 
scattering the people across the face of the earth, each group speaking its own language.  

It’s easy to understand why someone might look at the Pentecost story and see a 
reversal of the Babel story. People from scattered places around the globe are gathered 
together in one place and suddenly understand one another. The only thing that’s missing 
for a complete reversal of the Babel story is everyone speaking the same language at the 
end of it.  

I’m glad that little tidbit is missing. I’m glad that, at the end the Pentecost story, all 
these new followers of Jesus still speak their own languages. Pastor Isaac Villegas points 
out, “At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit speaks through the differences, without converting them 
into sameness. People aren’t invited to give up their languages, their cultures, and convert 
to the same way of speaking and thinking. 

“The miracle of Pentecost is that God speaks through all the native languages – not 
that God speaks in a single language, a universal language, that is then translated. Through 
the Spirit, difference is made holy. ‘I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh’ – not some, but 
all. Not in order to make everyone the same, but to affirm all flesh, to affirm where they 
came from, to bless who they are, to announce that what makes them different is good and 
holy.”1 

Christian history is filled with stories of people refusing to listen to other tongues, of 
refusing to value different cultures. It is an attitude that undergirded European conquest in 
the last millennium, justified chattel slavery, and continues to fuel racism – which is why 
this is an important story for us today. 

“Pentecost offers us a different way, where the Spirit affirms our differences, 
speaking in ways that each of us can understand – and yet drawing us together, around the 
same table, into communion. That’s how the day of Pentecost ends, with all these strangers 
eating together. ‘So those who welcomed [the] message were baptized, [and] they devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and prayer” 
(2:41-42); ‘they broke bread from home to home and ate their food with glad and generous 
hearts’ (2:46).”2 Amen. 

 
1 Isaac Villegas, “Unconverted Difference,” The Christian Century, https://www.christiancentury.org/blog-

post/sundays-coming/unconverted-difference-acts-21-21 (posted 18 May 2018, accessed 26 May 2020). 
2 Ibid. 
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