
Pentecost A 2014 

 

Acts 2:1-21 

Psalm 104:25-35, 37 

1 Corinthians 12:3b-13 

John 7:37-39 

 

Ἐάν τις διψᾷ  

ἐρχέσθω πρός με  

καὶ πινέτω.  

ὁ πιστεύων εἰς ἐμέ,  

καθὼς εἶπεν ἡ γραφή,  

ποταμοὶ ἐκ τῆς κοιλίας  

αὐτοῦῥεύσουσιν ὕδατος ζῶντος.  
 

Sound like good news to you? 
Or like complete nonsense? 
It might be barbarian babble 
Or a fragment of ancient wisdom wreathed in mystery. 
How are you to know, 
Unless you’re one of the handful of people 
Sitting here this morning  
Who can wade through my deliberately affected accent 
And recognize this for what it is: 
In the original Greek of today’s gospel,  
A call to those who are thirsty – 
Come, and drink of the living water.  
 
What happens when you don’t speak the language – 
When you don’t know the words? 
We’ve had the experience, 
Many of us, 
Of sitting by dumbly 
While others speak a language we don’t understand. 
Sometimes it is, quite literally, 
The language of another place and people. 
Sometimes it seems like our own language, 
But too many of the words 
Are unfamiliar, 
Or have no relationship to our experience. 
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Either way, we are left out. 
Nonsense seems like it might be profound. 
Idle chatter is threatening, or boring. 
Good news is lost on us. 
 
When we don’t speak the language, 
We drop into the bottomless pit of our human experience, 
Where we are isolated, anxious, 
Resentful, and hopeless. 
 
There a way out of this pit, 
If we can connect with the voices 
Of those who call to us. 
 
The longing for connection  
Is one of our most basic instincts. 
Our need to find others with whom to share our experience, 
Our longing to be heard and understood, 
Draws us towards communities 
Of meaning and hope. 
 
Communities like this. 
 
Sunday by Sunday and week by week, 
We welcome strangers and seekers 
Into our midst, 
Inviting them to join with us 
In hearing and telling the story 
Of a life that is new, 
A life where change is possible 
And the burdens of the past can be dropped 
And meaning can be found 
In the events that used to wash over us and wear us down.  
 
That’s one way to say it – 
One set of words to use.  
There are other languages we use 
When we speak of our faith, and our hope. 
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We have beautiful words we love, 
Words we would never let go entirely, 
Resurrection, 
Repentance, 
Reconciliation, 
Redemption. 
 
But if our words make sense  
Only within the circle  
Of those who already know 
What we’re talking about 
We might as well be speaking Greek.  
 
But here’s another difficulty – 
Even when we speak in our own language, 
In ordinary words, 
We can’t always communicate the good news. 
 
Take the gospel passage 
In the NRSV translation  
We read just now: 

On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing 
there, he cried out, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one 
who believes in me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer's 
heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” Now he said this about the Spirit, 
which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, 
because Jesus was not yet glorified. 

Almost since the moment  
John’s gospel reached its complete and final form, 
The wise and the simple have been struggling and debating 
The meaning of these three short verses. 
Over and over, 
They’ve asked questions like these: 
 
Where is the water coming from? 
How can there be no Spirit yet, 
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When the Spirit moved over the waters 
At the dawn of creation? 
 
These are not, actually,  
Questions for answering, 
Because they don’t have one right answer. 
They are questions for holding – 
Holding lightly, even reverently – 
And then carrying with us, 
Unanswered. 
If we stop and try to solve them, 
We may delay too long 
On our journey to the living water  
Flowing over and around the questions, 
The water that can quench our thirst 
Better than answers ever could. 
 
So we won’t stop here – 
And yet – before we continue, 
Just know: 
There are several other ways to understand  
This passage, 
Especially the difficult question: 
Where is the water coming from? 
 
Here’s another way to read it: 
Jesus says,  
“Let anyone who thirsts, come to me, 
And let them drink who believe in me. 
As the Scripture says,  
‘from within him’(meaning Jesus), 
‘shall flow rivers of living water.’”   
 
In this translation, 
Just as valid as the one we read earlier, 
Jesus is the source of the living water, 
And we the ones who drink. 
 
And again, before we move on, 
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The passage almost certainly does not mean to suggest 
That there was no spirit  
Until Jesus was glorified on the cross, 
But rather that we were not given the gift of the Spirit 
Until he was glorified, descended to the depths, 
Lived again,  
And returned to the source of life. 
 
Having honored these questions, 
We are left,  
Still and always, with others. 
 
How do we speak of the Spirit 
In language that connects with our ordinary lives, 
Our hopes, our dreams, 
Our sorrow and our fear? 
 
How do we listen to the words of Jesus, 
Who, like Holy Wisdom, 
Cries aloud in the city, 
Come to me, if you are thirsty, 
And I will give you living water? 
How do we listen to his words 
And let them change our hearts? 
 
And, when our hearts are changed, 
How do we share our experience 
In words that make sense 
To those who are still thirsty? 
 
How do we take the story of the disciples, 
Who learned to speak in other languages, 
And make it our story? 
 
On this feast of Pentecost, 
We celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit  
In wind and fire 
And flowing water. 
They are wonderful images.  



 6 

 
But what would you say, 
If the person next to you 
Turned to you 
And said, 
I have never been here before. 
Who or what is this Holy Spirit 
You are talking about? 
 
Would a flame light up the top of your head, 
And would you speak a few words 
In a language this person could understand? 
 
Or would you mumble something 
That might as well be Greek? 
 
It’s a challenge. 
 
The Holy Spirit is God closest to us, 
Invisible, hard to describe, 
Hard to catch hold of. 
 
The Holy Spirit is like the wind. 
You can’t see the wind itself, 
But you can see the place where it is passing. 
 
The Holy Spirit is like fire. 
It’s hard to say what it is, 
In and of itself. 
You can’t see it or feel it 
Until it is working on something else. 
 
The Holy Spirit rustles our leaves 
And moves our boats 
And warms us  
And cheers us. 
 
The Holy Spirit draws us together  
And brings light to our faces. 
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The Holy Spirit blows away the old weather 
And brings us rain. 
 
Without wind and fire, 
There would be no life 
That we would understand as life. 
 
The Holy Spirit is the flowing of the water, 
Pure and clear, 
springing from an unseen source, 
Bringing with it life, 
And delight,  
And growth. 
 
Without water, 
We would have no life at all. 
 
Without the Holy Spirit, 
We might have God in the world, 
But could we speak of God, 
Of the God who enters the world 
Over and over and over again? 
 
Without the Holy Spirit, 
Could we tell the news, 
Share the wonder of what we have found? 
 
All words fall short, 
All words reach for the beyond. 
 
Today is a feast of words, 
Of wisdom, 
Of wind and fire and flowing water. 
Today we speak in words 
Of what is beyond words, 
Trusting that by the power of the Holy Spirit, 
God will be among us  
And flow through us 
And give us life.  
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