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Acts 2:1-21 

2 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 2 And suddenly from heaven there came a 
sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. 3 Divided tongues, as of fire, 
appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 4 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to 
speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability. 

5 Now there were devout Jews from every people under heaven living in Jerusalem. 6 And at this sound the crowd 
gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. 7 Amazed and 
astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own 
native language? 9 Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and 
Asia, 10 Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and 
proselytes, 11 Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” 12 All were 
amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” 13 But others sneered and said, “They are filled with 
new wine.” 

14 But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Fellow Jews[a] and all who live in Jerusalem, 
let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. 15 Indeed, these are not drunk, as you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock 
in the morning. 16 No, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 

17 ‘In the last days it will be, God declares, 
that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
    and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
and your young men shall see visions, 
    and your old men shall dream dreams. 
18 Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 
    in those days I will pour out my Spirit, 
        and they shall prophesy. 
19 And I will show portents in the heaven above 
    and signs on the earth below, 
        blood, and fire, and smoky mist. 
20 The sun shall be turned to darkness 
    and the moon to blood, 
        before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day. 
21 Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’ 

Act 1, Scene 1: AD 382, Rome 

While the Romans were organized military conquerors, empire builders, and governors of the known world, Greek (not 

Roman Latin) was the lingua franca and the culture of the Roman empire. By the late fourth century, the Roman empire 

was experiencing turbulence and fragmentation, and the Western portion became a stronghold for Latin. As Rome rather 

than Jerusalem or Constantinople became the center of the Christian world, Pope Damascus, a reformer, asked his young 

secretary and scholar Jerome to make an official translation of scripture that would be in Latin, authorized by the Pope; 

official and definitive. And so beginning with Jerome, the Hebrew Old Testament and Greek New Testament were 
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translated into Latin, the central language of the new center of power in the Christian West.1 Eventually this translation 

would merge with other older Latin translations and become the Vulgate Bible, meaning the translation into the vulgar or 

common tongue of Latin Europe.  

 

 

Act 1: Scene 2: A.D. 70  

Church historian Justo Gonzales reminds us that ‘the earliest Christians had no other Bible than what today we call the 

Old Testament. As in the synagogues, it was the [Hebrew Scriptures] that were read and explained in the gatherings of 

the early church.’ It is most likely that the early Christian communities were still attending Sabbath worship with other 

Jews and then on the seventh day having an additional gathering to break bread and remember together the passion and 

resurrection of Jesus. When the break with the synagogue occurred in the late first century, the Christian community 

continued gathering to break bread and would also devote their time to reading and interpreting the Hebrew Scriptures 

(the Old Testament) in light of Jesus the Messiah.2 

Act 2: Scene 1: Mid-30s A.D. Christ’s resurrection continues to cause ripples and this energy and Spirit persists and 

works to to create a community. Pentecost, a Jewish festival marking fifty days after Passover, here in Luke is a multi 

ethnic and multi national gathering primarily of Jews and/or Jewish Christians in Jerusalem and no matter where they are 

from and what language they speak, they can understand each other (the very inverse of our passage from Genesis). To 

quote them directly from verse 11 of our scripture reading: ‘in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s 

deeds of power.’ No matter the many tongues, ethnicities, peoples, cultures gathered together, they were not all speaking 

the same language or worshipping the exact same uniform way, but each and all are gifted with comprehension of God’s 

redemptive activity for the world in the person of Jesus Christ. Outside observes and onlookers do not see comprehension 

of God’s mysteries, all they see are what look like a bunch of drunk and disorderlies, prompting the ring leader, Peter to 

have to stand up and say, ‘calm down, all these people are not drunk,’ and like the good early Jewish Christian that he is, 

he begins reading from the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophet Joel, and interpreting this ongoing activity of Jesus Christ and 

his community through the prophecy of Joel. The vision he describes is a gathering through the power of the Holy Spirit 
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that will continue to form a community of Jesus followers from every land, culture, and language. No matter the 

difficulties of things being lost in translation, the Spirit will help the gospel of Jesus Christ get heard and understood no 

matter one’s native language, culture, or hometown.  

Act 2: Scene 2: England in the 1500s, think the early days of Henry the VII and Anne Boleyn and Martin Luther. In the 

medieval Catholic Church, Jerome’s Latin Vulgate more than a thousand years old was still the only approved and 

authorized scripture for use in the church; and in spite of the fact that nearly no one spoke Latin anymore, including most 

of the clergy and no one understood the majority of the liturgy occurring in the worshipping community, Latin, which 

was the vulgar common language of Jerome’s era was now considered so sacred that to read the scriptures in another 

tongue risked capital punishment. However, William Tyndale, an earlier English follower of Martin Luther, in spite of 

the risks of punishment, was determined to translate scripture into language of the people in his words expressed to a 

contemporary clergyman: ‘“If God spare my life, ere many years I will cause a boy who drives a plough to know more of 

the scriptures than you do.” Tyndale was indeed put to death in 1536, but not before he translated the entirety of the New 

Testament into English (in fact 80% of what would become the King James Bible basically mirrored Tyndale’s translation 

from nearly 100 years earlier). Tyndale not only made it possible for the common person, the boy who plows the field to 

read the scriptures in his own tongue, but according to historian David Daniell, ‘the ability of every ordinary man, 

woman, and child to read and hear the whole New Testament in English, accurately rendered, was Tyndale’s work.’ In 

contrast by 1500, the Latin Vulgate ‘was incomprehensible to the ploughboy and his familiars through the land’ and ‘what 

the priests let the people know was a fraction of the whole Bible.’ With Tyndale, all four gospels could be read in their 

entirety along with Paul’s letters and by emphasizing the message of the New Testament, Tyndale reminded his 

contemporaries that the lifeblood of Christianity is mainly rooted in incomprehensible rituals, practices, and folkways, 

but in the promises of God heard and enacted and lived out.3  

 

 

Acts 3: Scene 1: E Pluribus Unum  

I know we all have paypal and venmo and credit cards, but if anyone still carries around a dollar bill you should be able to  

find the image with the bald eagle with the banner across its neck saying in Latin ‘E pluribus unum.’ The motto is also on 
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the quarter and the dime which may be even harder for you  to locate than the dollar bill. E pluribus unum. From Latin: 

‘Out of many one.’ The oldest motto of the United States of America and perhaps as much of a challenge today as any 

other era in our country’s history. But I would like to hijack that motto for what happens at Pentecost. ‘Out of many one.’ 

Now one may think  what that means is that we, like Acts chapter 2, come from a lot of different backgrounds but should 

all be one uniform monolithic body of people.  

In my office, there is a dated book in its sixth edition entitled Handbook of Denominations in the United States. That particular 

edition was published in 1975 and according to the book jacket at that time there were 250 Christian religious bodies in 

the United States. I am sure that number has mushroomed and multiplied since then. ‘Out of many, one,’ is certainly not 

an accurate description for the multitude of denominations and non-denominations who all claim to be part of the body 

of Christ. It should probably be ‘out of many, many, many more.’ But I also think that the medieval church had its own 

misplaced agenda of ‘e pluribus unum,’ trying to ramrod one Latin Bible and one sacred liturgy down the throats of every 

people, nation, region, and culture no matter their vernacular language and that attempt to create one out of many had 

many unintended consequences. Pentecost is not a monolithic, my way or the highway one size fits all Christianity. 

Rather, it promises, that through the Holy Spirit, in spite of our many cultural, linguistic, and national differences, there 

should be a thread of understanding, a thread of common witness of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, a 

thread of common activity in the world that transcends all tribes, nations, ethnicities, and regions of the world.  

Pentecost is the present promise of God that the Holy Spirit can infiltrate any language, people, and place, and raise of a 

community grounded in Jesus Christ and committed to loving the world around them for his sake. The liturgies may be 

completely different and divergent from what we are accustomed to. Their style of worship may not be our cup of tea. 

Their language and customs may be incomprehensible to our own. But God is not necessarily about making us into one 

uniform people, but about using all of our gifts and our customs to raise up a witness for Jesus Christ wherever we may 

be so that we impact the world for his sake among every nation, people, ethnicity, and group.  

Act3 Final Scene 2: I understand we live in a consumer age and that everything is commodified and we are living through 

an era when Silicon Valley seems to want to swallow us all whole or find the right algorithm to suck as much out of us as 

possible. E pluribus unum, ‘out of many, one,’ or out of many, we are all in danger of becoming one-dimensional 

monolithic consumers. ‘How much can I get this person to buy, how much can I get them to download. How much of 

their dopamine can I stimulate?’ Churches are not immune from such commodification and consumerist spirituality. 

‘Only preach sermons that are going to keep the customers satisfied. Don’t ask anyone to do hard things. Don’t worry 



 

 

about making disciples of Jesus Christ, just compete for that religious sliver of people’s attention spans and content 

absorption. Create more content, hit them with your own algorithms, start your own podcast, capture all their social 

media handles. Give everyone exactly what they want and crave and keep all the religious customers satisfied.’ ‘Out of 

many,’ that is our one job on this ecclesial hamster wheel of faith. 

Acts 3 Final Scene: E pluribus unum. ‘Out of many, one.’ But not one kind of people or one super race of Christians or one 

reduction of every human being in front of us to nothing more than a consumer of content. No, out of many people, one 

witness to Jesus Christ, no matter the ethnicity, tribe, culture, or type of people.  

So out of many people, may the Spirit of Pentecost continue to blow through us all, use us all, in the particulars of our 

own context, so that we all reflect the grace of Jesus Christ and impact this world for his sake until he comes again. 

Amen. 


