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All, Together, In One Place 
 

It was 50 days after that amazing Sunday, when Jesus, who had died, had 

somehow appeared to his students and followers.  Pentecost - from the word 

for fifty - found them all together again, in one place.  It had been 50 days of 

wonder, 50 days of confusion, 50 days of hope, 50 days of figuring out what 

came next. 

 

And there they were, again, all together in one place.  All together in an upper 

room, like they had been before Jesus died, like they had been when he 

appeared to them again, like they had been so many times before.  All 

together, again, in one place. 

 

Suddenly there was a sound, like the rush of a violent wind.  So it wasn’t a 

violent wind, just the sound of one, a roaring and a shrieking like the freight 

train that hadn’t been invented yet, screaming down tracks that wouldn’t be 

laid for hundreds of years, something runaway and powerful and wild.  That 

was the sound. 
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And then there were tongues, that looked like fire.  Not tongues, but 

something in the shape of a tongue, like a prophet’s tongue crying out for 

justice.  Tongues of fire and yet not fire itself, but something that looked like 

fire.  Like the fire from the burning bush that spoke to Moses.  Flares of 

incredibly holy light, resting on each and every person in the room, like a 

spotlight like a halo like a star, like that famous star, that showed where God 

had been born. 

 

Then the babble started.  Louder than the wind-sound, coming off their own 

tongues:  a forest fire of words, yet not words that they knew.  Each person 

speaking a different language, a language they’d never spoken before, some 

even a language they’d never heard before.  And the torrent of words filled 

the room to overflowing, pouring out of the door and the windows and through 

the walls and over the roof, a flood of words pouring out into Jerusalem. 

 

The words were like a bell calling the children to school, like a siren calling 

the village to an emergency, like the minaret calling people to pray:  everyone 

came running.  The babble flowed over them, as each heard in their own 

language story after story about God’s powerful love:  stories about creation 

and liberation and healing and feeding and forgiveness and comfort and 

strength.  And the crowd was amazed, and confused, and - as crowds will be 
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- skeptical.  They wondered if Jesus’ followers and friends were drunk at nine 

in the morning - filled with “new wine”, wine that muddles the senses and 

sends you singing and dancing into the street. 

 

But no, Peter told the crowd, Jesus’ students were not filled with new wine, 

but the Wine of Life, poured out by the Spirit of God, until it could be neither 

controlled nor contained.  And with that Wine of Life flowing through their very 

beings, like an electrical current shocking their hearts into a new rhythm, a 

holy rhythm, the people could not help but proclaim God’s love and God’s 

vision for the world and God’s dream for all people and God’s command that 

we live with justice and peace. 

 

It was, according to Christian tradition, the birth of the church.  On Pentecost, 

50 days after Easter, Jesus’ followers and friends were no longer a struggling 

sect of Judaism; they were touched by the Holy Spirit, and became 

something new, a new faith, a new community, a new Way - the Christian 

church. 

 

The church was born in the midst of a huge roar, like a might wind.  The 

church was born through light that looked like tongues of fire.  The church 

was born in an ear-opening babble.  The church was born in drama, in 
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trauma, deserving of a soaring musical score and award-winning special 

effects...   

 

This afternoon, we’ll celebrate our installation:  when I am officially “placed” 

as your new pastor.  There will be no sound of a rushing wind, or tongues as 

of fire, or storytelling in different languages.  The service will look pretty staid, 

actually, in comparison to the “birth” of the church.  It’s too bad:  I think such a 

worship service - maybe any worship service - would be a good occasion for 

twirling batons of fire, and wind that whips our breath away, and a cacophony 

of voices.  For we are talking about a life that overcomes death and a love 

that demands justice.  Writer Annie Dillard put it this way:  “On the whole, I do 

not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of 

conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so 

blithely invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The 

churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up 

a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw 

hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets. 

Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to 

our pews. For the sleeping god may wake someday and take offense, or the 

waking god may draw us out to where we can never return. ” 
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This is what happens when we are all, together, in one place.  When we 

come from our lives - our busy or isolated or beautiful or empty days - and we 

find each other here.  We show up, hearts with skin on, feelings and 

experiences and hopes and pain barely covered by flesh.  And the divine 

spark that has been in each of us since the moment of our creation catches 

on to the divine spark within another, and before we know it, the whole room 

is on fire.  Or it can be.  If we’re brave enough.  If we’ll risk it.  If we will face 

into the hurricane wind that is this world’s expectation that we will wear a 

mask and behave ourselves and stay in line.  This is what can happen when 

we are all, together, in one place. 

 

We know about the babble, that’s for sure, the different languages that we 

speak, the languages that bring equal parts clarity and confusion.  Of course, 

most of us speak English, at least pretty well:  I’m not talking about meetings 

and coffee hours and worship services where some of us are speaking 

Spanish or Russian and others sing in German or Mandarin.  I mean about 

the babble created when I try to speak my truth in a way that you can hear, all 

the while knowing that there is a chasm of understanding between us.  Or 

when you try to tell me what you believe, and my own blinders keep me from 

truly hearing you.  Or when we’re trying to figure out what to stand for, as a 

congregation, or how to speak of God, or what hymnal to sing from, and our 
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emotions and our expectations and our anxieties turn us into a veritable 

United Nations of languages without anyone available to translate. 

 

This is an amazing and difficult and dangerous thing, this trying to be the 

church, this coming together all in one place.  But what a gift, to ourselves 

and to each other and to the world.  For I have seen the tongues as of flame 

on you.  I have seen that spotlight, that halo, that star shining from your face, 

showing the divine light within you.  The way you pray for someone you’ll 

never meet.  Or show up to help with a project because it means so much to 

someone else.  The way you let your mind be changed after listening to 

someone else in the room.  How you overlook each other’s blessed human 

brokenness.  And how you hold each other to doing better. 

 

This is the power of all of us, together, in one place.  The doors might be 

closed, the windows shut, but that is not going to stop the Holy Spirit from 

bursting into this room, touching each of us, and filling us with an awareness 

of what God is doing in our lives. 

 

These days, there’s much babble about the death of the church - not UCCB 

in particular, but the Christian church in general:  declining membership, lack 

of relevancy, scandals of hypocrisy and abuse.  The “church” may, indeed, 
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die.  Maybe it needs to.  But we are an Easter people, believing that when an 

old way of being dies, a new way of being might be born.  Maybe the church - 

with its communion silver and liturgical garb and doctrine-and-dogma and 

hymnals-and-bulletins - maybe that church is going to die.  But something 

new will be born, I trust, born, again, in wind and fire and babble.  Because 

the thing that does not change is this:  when we are all, together, in one 

place, the Spirit of God is with us.  When we are all, together, in one place, 

the Spirit of God blows like a tornado, ripping off our carefully constructed 

facades.  When we are all, together, in one place, the Spirit of God comes 

like a wildfire, burning us up with a passion for justice.  When we are all, 

together, in one place, the Spirit of God starts us talking and we cannot stop, 

telling of the ways in which we hurt and hope.  

 

Here we are, all, together, in one place.  Come, Holy Spirit, come. 

Hear these words by writer and artist Jan Richardson, “When We Breathe 

Together: A Blessing for Pentecost Day” 

 

This is the blessing 

we cannot speak 

by ourselves. 
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This is the blessing 

we cannot summon 

by our own devices, 

cannot shape 

to our purpose, 

cannot bend 

to our will. 

This is the blessing 

that comes 

when we leave behind 

our aloneness 

when we gather 

together 

when we turn 

toward one another. 

This is the blessing 

that blazes among us 

when we speak 

the words 

strange to our ears 

when we finally listen 

into the chaos 

when we breathe together 

at last. 
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Amen. 

 


