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Alleluia! Christ is Risen! 
 

I find myself on this Day of Pentecost unusually and ironically tongue-tied. Perhaps there’s something to 
the impromptu nature of the miracle of this day, with the people of God declaring to all that Jesus is the Son of 
God and brings with him the forgiveness of all our sins, even to those who don’t have ears to hear. So perhaps 
the thing today is not to find clever turns of phrase or stories crafted about family and faith. Perhaps the thing 
today is to bathe in the story. Because today the story we hear is a story of grace and love and miracle. 

See, the very place the disciples are speaking is a collision of cultures and peoples and languages. There 
can’t be an expectation that the word of God falls equally on all ears, can there? But here we are, faithful Jews 
from all over ready to hear what the disciples say. But I wonder if we’re stopping to hear with generosity, or if 
it’s more of a morbid curiosity thing, like turning around to see how the sandwich-board preacher will deal with 
the folks walking behind you. I can’t imagine this is a comfortable thing. After all, you know you’re a Jew, but 
maybe you’d rather not everybody else knows. Or maybe you don’t care about that so much as you’d just like a 
day to walk down the street and not get accosted for failing to live by every single one of the 613 laws. 
Everybody needs a break, right? 

But the disciples are there, hollering into the ether about Jesus, that guy who’s name sits somewhere in 
the areas of your brain where vague recollections wait to be vaguely recollected. What was it he did, again? So 
maybe you pause, hoping something will spur your memory so you don’t have to spend the rest of your day 
fretting over making that recollection happen. And maybe you spot one disciple among many who’s got his 
eyes on you, sort of drawing you out of the thick of the crowd and out to the edge, exposed and visible. But it’s 
no harm. The guy’s hollering like all the others, and while you hear sounds escaping his lips, they don’t mean 
anything to you. It’s gibberish, fluency, presumably, pouring at you but fluency of another tongue.  

Now, you’ve been in Jerusalem long enough that you’re beginning to pick up that language, and a word 
or two breaks through the onslaught of phonemes, and you think you’re finally beginning to get a vague handle 
on the language. This isn’t so hard after all! So, there you are, not really worried about the message anymore, 
but focused on the sounds themselves. This is, if nothing else, a good chance to put your studies into practice. 
You know the sounds, in theory, but this guy’s speaking so fast, and he seems to have a redneck accent that 
makes him especially hard to understand. But sounds break through. “And” maybe or “the” or, and now you’re 
really feeling good about yourself, you think you catch “love” and maybe, just maybe, “God” and “us” and 
“you.” 

It’s scattered, and you can’t make heads or tails of it, but the gist seems nice enough. But maybe you’re 
getting tired now, and the folds of your brain ache from concentration like cheeks after too much laughter. So 
you begin to turn away, but something catches your eye. A flash of light, a flame suspended in the air, and 
you’re reminded of an act you saw at a fair back home, a man with a flaming ball on the end of a chain, 
swinging it around, fierce and entrancing. Maybe this is another one of those shows? Weird way to draw folks 
in for whatever these guys are talking about, but you’ve seen stranger things. As you return to your place at the 
near edge of the crowd, though, you realize this is no act from a county fair. The flame isn’t spinning through 
the air on a chain; it’s still, flickering and waving in place directly above the man you’d tried so hard to 
understand. That’s...that’s odd.  
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And as you stare, entranced by the glowing flame above this man, you begin to catch a few more words 
than before. At first, you don’t think anything of it, not really. You’ve had days (or moments, if you’re honest 
with yourself) where life in another language sort of clicked. Maybe that’s just what this is. Now you’re really 
ready to pat yourself on the back for what you’ve accomplished linguistically speaking, but then it hits you. 
You’re understanding everything this fire-crowned street preacher is saying. Everything. You know you’re not 
this good, so it’s deeply unsettling. Something ain’t right. He’s looking directly in your eyes and speaking 
directly to you, with not even a hint of an accent or a grammatical stumble. The man is speaking your own 
mother’s tongue, as fluently as she ever did. It’s unnerving. You try to break the connection, look at someone 
else in the crowd for a second. But you’re shocked to see other flames perched above other men speaking 
indecipherable tongues to other foreigners like you, and you see the same recognition of linguistic clarity on all 
your fellow expatriates. Something is very much not right.  

Surely these men are drunk. Or maybe I am, because this doesn’t make any sense. But it’s only nine 
o’clock in the morning, and you do a careful inventory. What did I have last night? Maybe a drink or two, but I 
took it easy, knowing I’d be passing by the temple today. A cup of coffee this morning, sure, but nothing more. 
But you’re second guessing yourself. You try to retrace your steps, try to figure out what else could be going on 
to explain away the truth flickering before you. But there’s nothing, no excuse, no scapegoat, no reason for 
what’s happening. You sort of shake your head defeated, look back at the man beneath the flames, and finally 
let the words wash over you. As though your very own mother were there comforting you, he says, “Everyone 
who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. Everyone. And that means you.”  

And something in you just gives out. Your knees pop loose, and a sudden awareness of your own 
weakness, new, or at least new for some time now, rises to the surface. Where the man before you stands under 
the light of God’s fire, you lean heavy under the burden of something you can’t quite name. But you know, 
maybe for the first time, that something’s been missing in your days. And that hope you’ve longed for of better 
days to come, it’s here, now, just before you, and its words are comfort and love and joy. Comfort and love and 
joy that once seemed unrealistic goals to hope for, there they are, in the arms of the stranger holding you with 
the love of God, with the grace of that Jesus rising from those recesses to recognition, with the strength of a 
Spirit bringing relief and sturdiness back to your legs and back into your heart.  

Y’all, conversion is a powerful thing. Many of us in this room grew up around Christianity, and a 
handful of you grew up around the Episcopal Church. Conversion, I’d wager, for most of us, conversion didn’t 
represent a change from one faith to another. Maybe we moved from one denomination to another, and maybe 
that was a dramatic thing. But I suspect most of us started in a place very much like this, and very much in our 
own language. But nearly all of us did experience a conversion of sorts, a movement from one way of being in 
this world to another. Where flames danced above the heads of the disciples, water danced above ours. In rivers 
or fonts or stingy sprinklings, we had the foreign tongue of God’s love pour over us. I don’t remember much 
about my baptism, not clearly. I was old enough to stand by the font and lean over, and I do remember a cold 
trickle of water sticking the back of my Sunday Best button-up to my skin. But I don’t remember tongues of 
fire. And I don’t remember knees going weak or thunderclaps or drama. Just quiet, unassuming life happening 
with a quiet, unassuming gesture, unaware, really, that within that quiet, quiet was opening the way to Christ 
before me.  

Miracle is all around us, and it isn’t always as showy as Pentecost. But that’s the nature of comfort and 
love and joy. Sometimes comfort and love and joy simply are, there for us to see and feel and hear. Today, we 
baptize another child into the household of God. We do this with the joy of this great festival, with the love of a 
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community alight with Christ, and with the comfort of a home found in a strange land. But that’s our story: 
ancient miracle bearing witness to a world still unable to see God’s Spirit. Ancient miracle showing us where 
we belong. Ancient miracle pouring down the ages into the waters and flames before us. Ancient miracle 
speaking the same message across the millennia directly to you, should you have ears to hear.  Ancient miracle. 
Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved! Everyone. And that means you. Ancient miracle. 
 
Alleluia! Christ is Risen! 
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