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Last week, my best friend from college flew in from Boston and came to SPR for Clare’s 
baptism. She’s Jewish, and was attending the second Christian Sunday service of her 
life—the first one was the day I was received into the Episcopal Church, when we were 
juniors in college, which was … some years ago. So after church, I asked her what she 
thought. 

She said: “The music was amazing, and the baby was beautiful. Also: Don’t take this the 
wrong way, but you guys totally stole our liturgy. Like, the whole thing. You even have 
the same prayers. 

“It was exactly like a Shabbat service, except with some added stuff about Jesus.” 

And she was right. Christian liturgy did not drop out of the sky. It borrows heavily from 
Jewish liturgy, right down to the prayer from Isaiah: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of 
Hosts: The whole earth is full of your glory.”1 

Christian and Jewish worship are so similar because our traditions have so much in 
common. We differ in the particularities of our understanding, but ultimately we 
understand God to be the same God. Christianity has inherited from Judaism its 
scriptures, its customs, and to some extent even its calendar—including the feast of 
Pentecost. 

The word “Pentecost” means “fifty days.” As Christians, we celebrate Pentecost today, 
fifty days after Easter; Judaism celebrates a different holiday, called Pentecost or Shavuot, 
fifty days after the Passover. The timing of Easter and Passover don’t always sync up, but 
this year they did, which means that our Jewish neighbors are celebrating Shavuot right 
now. 

Shavuot celebrates the giving of the Torah to Moses on Mount Sinai. The people of Israel 
already had a relationship with God, but this event gave that relationship a greater 
fullness. Through the Torah, their understanding of God became more complete. All of 
this is important to understand as we look at the apostles in Acts, who were gathered to 
celebrate Shavuot, the Jewish Pentecost. 

                                                
1 Isaiah 6:3. 



Jesus has promised the apostles that they will receive an advocate—in our translation of 
the Bible, an Advocate with a capital A. In other translations, the Advocate is the 
“Helper” or the “Comforter.”2 Jesus doesn’t make much of an effort to explain what he 
means by this. More than fifty days later, it’s possible that the apostles have forgotten all 
about it. 

But here they are, gathered in one place, already prepared to celebrate the event that gave 
them a more complete relationship with God. 

And suddenly, what Jesus meant about the Advocate becomes clear. 

It’s an amazing image: Tongues of fire, the rushing of wind, and each one filled with the 
ability to speak a new language, that they might know God in a new way and better share 
the news of all the great things God has done. 

And this gift from the Holy Spirit, the ability to communicate in many languages, would 
have had a particular meaning for the apostles and their audience, “devout Jews from 
every nation under heaven,”3 who knew the stories of Genesis very well. 

Ancient cultures made sense of the world through stories. The Tower of Babel is an effort 
to answer a very reasonable question: Why do humans speak so many different 
languages? The answer offered there is that if ancient people had all spoken one 
language, they would have become too arrogant and tried to make themselves greater 
than God. 

If we think these stories are just old myths with nothing to teach us, we might look at 
more recent efforts to force whole nations to speak one language, and how those have 
turned out. 

Many of you have been learning along with the youth group as they prepare for their 
summer mission trip to learn about reconciliation between Native Americans and white 
settlers. You may already know something about Indian residential schools, which are 
one of the most tragic and violent chapters in Native history in this country. The federal 
government forcibly removed thousands of Native children from their families and sent 
them to boarding schools far from home. These schools were driven by the philosophy 
that Native children should speak only English and become as much like white settlers 
as possible. Abuse was rampant there, and as a result of the conditions, many children 
died. Those who survived were separated from their siblings, forced to cut their hair, 

                                                
2 Greek: παράκλητος (paraclete). This word appears five times in the Bible, all in the writings of John. 
3 Acts 2:5. 



forbidden to practice their religions, and punished for speaking their languages. Many 
tribes, and many languages, did not survive. 

But this legacy of cultural genocide is not the end of the story. Where there has been so 
much despair, there are also seeds of hope beginning to take root. There have been small 
efforts at beginning the process of healing, like the Truth & Reconciliation Commission 
between the Wabanaki tribes and the state of Maine, something you know about if you 
came to the recent screening of Dawnland. And Native languages, violently suppressed 
for so long, are beginning to return to the land. 

Some of the most successful efforts at restoring these languages are taking place among 
the Ojibwe in Minnesota, where the SPR youth will be going this summer. In youth 
group, we watched a video about a Native-run camp that teaches the Ojibwe language to 
young Ojibwe children. In learning their language, they also learn about their customs 
and culture—all the un-translatable words for the traditional ways to hunt, fish, or tap a 
maple tree. 

It is impossible to separate these customs from the language used to pass them on. When 
a language becomes extinct, when there is no one left who can speak it, a part of the body 
of human knowledge and experience is lost forever. We lose certain ways of connecting 
to creation, and to God. 

Pentecost is the redemption of the Babel story. At Babel, human difference feels like a 
divine punishment; at Pentecost, the Holy Spirit teaches us that it is actually a divine gift. 
God becomes more fully present to us not by making us all the same, but by becoming 
known to each of us in our own language and context. We have so many different 
experiences of being human, and so many experiences of the same God. 

And when we make an effort to more fully know another’s experience—to practice taking 
the perspective of someone with a very different life story, to learn someone else’s native 
language, or to respect difference instead of trying to pretend we are all the same—that 
is when the Holy Spirit is burning most brightly among us. 


