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May 31, 2020 (Focus: Acts 2:1-21) 

  

Well, so far this year we had a strange end to lent, and a virtual Holy Week. Easter 
was not the celebration we would have normally had or wanted to have. Now we 
are celebrating Pentecost, but I think many are not in the celebratory way that we 
normally would.  With everything going on in the world, and in our lives, it 
somehow doesn’t feel quite right for a celebration today.  Diane Butler Bass, 
theologian and spiritual writer,  wrote a sermon for today, and posted it for 
others to see and reflect on.  Her sermon started like this: 

Pentecost is the noisiest of all Christian holy days —a party, the 
“birthday of the church,” celebrated with banners, red balloons, and 
cake. We hear rushing wind, tongues of fire, and cacophonous 
crowds. We re-enact Acts 2 in multiple languages, reminding us that 
God sent all humankind a gift—the spirit with its promise of peace 
and portents of salvus for the healing of the earth.  

Alleluia! The long awaited day of the Lord is here!  

But this week we had: 

A man, panting, running, and fighting for his life. 
“I can’t breathe; I can’t breathe…”  and, then, no breath. 
A thousand names in print takes our breath away.  
100,000+ stopped breathing. 

A celebration, a birthday? 

No thank you.  

I feel like we are being strangled, the life choked from us —disbelief, 
sorrow, fear, rage. Violence in the streets, jails, and cages at our 
border, targeting black and brown men, women, and children; a 
virus stalking us all, turning familiar comforts into threats. We are 
hunted and haunted by guns and germs, prejudice and plague. And 
the victims mount. Each with a name, many known, some known 
only to God. From a single name to the many to myriads, this unholy 
litany of grief. 
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Pentecost is no party this year. Indeed, this feast falls on the eve of 
a National Day of Prayer and Remembrance, June 1, to be marked 
with silence at noon. Silence, more than shouting this year. 
Mourning, not celebration.  

Now, I realize it’s a bit of hubris for me to say this next thing, given Butler Bass has 
numerous well respected and well sold books to her credit and I don’t have even 
one, but here she and I departed ways.  Her instinct was to turn away from the 
traditional scripture readings for Pentecost to something she felt was more suited 
to the times.  But I was okay with staying with our more traditional reading (or my 
dramatic paraphrase of it, that is) from the second chapter of Acts.   
 
Why?  Well, in part because that first Pentecost wasn’t exactly a party either, 
regardless of the mention of possible drunkenness. Jesus’ disciples were at a 
crossroads of sorts.  They had just witnessed the ascension of Jesus into heaven, 
yet another in a series of strange occurrences they had witnessed as of late, 
strange indeed for some poor fishermen and tax collectors and such to process.  
In fact, we find them “constantly devoting themselves to prayer,” as is mentioned 
in the first chapter of Acts, and we can imagine part of those prayers were just 
asking God, “what does this all mean?”  And then there are gathered together 
and there’s a cataclysm of sorts among them, and they seem to be fired up, and 
filled with the Holy Spirit. 
 
And then perhaps the strangest part, at least to the other folks who were also 
gathered in this area: these Jesus disciples began to speak in other languages, as 
the Spirit gave them ability, and in their own languages the crowd begins to hear 
of God’s deeds of power. 
 
And that’s one of the part of this reading from the book of Acts that struck me as 
so important for right now: “they began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit 
gave them ability” and in their own languages the crowd began to hear of God’s 
deeds of power. 
 
That is part of our problem right now, at least as it relates to the issue of racism in 
our country, and the protests that have been going on this week as a response to 
the horrible killing of George Lloyd in Minneapolis last Monday.  We seem to be 
speaking different languages, whites and blacks, even when we intend good in 
terms of an end to racism.  We don’t understand their anger, we don’t 
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understand why it might manifest in violence.  We don’t understand why they are 
angry with us for something we didn’t do – we didn’t force their ancestors into 
slavery, we didn’t run the plantations, we didn’t resist when they received 
emancipation, we didn’t rig the systems during Reconstruction after the Civil War 
so that they were economically disadvantaged and in effect re-enslaved, we 
didn’t set up separate water fountains and relegate them to the back of the bus 
during Jim Crow.  We didn’t lynch them, or deny them the right to vote.  We 
didn’t say they had to be “separate but equal” and then make sure there was no 
equality about it.  We didn’t actively deny them housing in our neighborhoods or 
jobs in our workplaces.  We don’t understand why they keep harping on slavery – 
it ended over one hundred years ago.  We don’t understand why they fear us, or 
the police.   
 
We don’t understand…because in a way we aren’t speaking the same language. 
We have different stories. We are relating to them from our own perspective, 
which is very different from their perspective, and we don’t understand each 
other.  We have to start listening to one another, so that we can speak to one 
another and understand one another and work with each other to make things 
better for all.  Being able to speak in a way that cuts through the barriers between 
us requires us first to listen, to hear their stories, their experiences, their 
perspectives, so that we don’t continue to put up barriers, like expecting that they 
would react to things the same way we would.   
 
It is a fact, a statistically verified fact, that racial profiling is done by most if not all 
police departments in the country.  This is something we would rather not hear.  
And too many of us, when we hear this story, start saying things like, well, they 
should just not react to it, just be calm and endure it, don’t act so guilty, don’t 
respond in ways that will get you arrested.  We aren’t hearing their story, of how 
this is not some occasional thing, this happens time after time after time to most 
people of color, especially most black men, that it doesn’t matter how they act.   
 
There was a virtual town hall this week organized by Michael Johnson of the Boys 
and Girls Club of Dane County, and it was tough to listen to.  Several black leaders 
in the area talked about their anger at the killing of George Floyd, yet another 
killing of an unarmed black man by the police, and it was hard to listen to their 
anger because let’s be honest its hard to listen to anyone being angry and when 
you realize you are part of the problem it is even harder, and they voiced how 
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even us liberal white folk are complicit in George Floyd’s murder because we have 
not done enough to change the discriminatory systems and institutions in this 
country.   
 
But this virtual town hall helped me to truly understand the need for us white folk 
to listen right now.  To listen to black men talk about how it could have been 
them killed, that it almost was them more than once.  To listen to a black woman 
talk about how she is worried every single day that it could be her son who could 
be killed, every day she has to live with that anxiety.  That is their reality.  I’ve 
been watching a lot of news this week, and listening to black leaders comment on 
this (and all the other) killings of people of color where time and time again there 
has been no accountability.    
 
One activist, Angela Davis, said that in order for white people to bring an end to 
racism in this country, it is not enough that we are non-racists.  It is not enough 
that we don’t discriminate based on race.  She said we have to be more than non-
racist, we have to be anti-racist.  It is not enough for us to sit back and say we 
don’t act racist.  We have to do something to dismantle racism.  We have to work 
to change the systems and institutions that perpetuate racism.  It is up to us 
whites to change those systems, as it is our privilege that keeps them in place.  
When we are silent, when we don’t take action to change things, we are complicit 
in the evil that is racism.  When we do nothing to change things after another 
black person is injured or killed by the cops, when we do nothing to change racial 
profiling in law enforcement, when we do nothing to change the inequality in our 
justice systems that sees blacks disproportionately incarcerated in prisons, we are 
complicit in the evil that is racism.  In our silence, in our inaction, we perpetuate 
the violence, the discrimination, the evil that is racism.  And that is the truth that 
is not easy to hear.  But we have to listen now, so we fully get it, and we get that 
we have to do something to end it here and now. 
 
It has been a strange and sad and maddening week. We are anxious, scared, 
impatient, wondering, ...what is our response-too much yet to do, too early to 
party...time to get back to work... 
 
I want to get back to Diane Butler Bass’ sermon for today, for she has a good 
reminder for us in it about some work of a New Testament scholar Stephen 
Patterson, who just happened to be one of my teachers when I was at Eden 
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Seminary.  Patterson claims that there was a early Christian creed used all the 
time in those early years by Jesus followers, said first by those baptized into the 
movement, a creed that went something like,  

For you are all children of God in the Spirit.  
There is no Jew or Greek, 
There is no slave or free, 
There is no male and female; 
For you are all one in the Spirit.  

According to Patterson, this was a …is a statement of convictions of the 
Jesus people. It is not a statement about God, or about the mysteries of 
Christ. It is about people and who they are, really. In baptism, they 
were committed to giving up old identities falsely acquired on the basis 
of baseless assumptions—Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female—
and declared themselves to be children of God, all together.  We hear 
echoes of this in Paul’s letters, but really it began among those first 
Jesus followers.  Perhaps the best way to begin our own post -Pentecost 
moments is to adopt a similar sort of creed, something like this: For we 
are all children of God in the Spirit, there is no male and female, there 
is no black and white, there is no native born and immigrant, there is no 
rich and poor, for we are all one in the Spirit, and we will see each 
other as such.   

It would require us to let go of our white privilege, and it may be 
uncomfortable for us to say we are one with people we may not 
understand or agree with their tactics for making needed changes.  We 
will have to live into this.  One way to start is to listen, truly listen, and 
to try to walk a mile in their shoes.  Empathy, compas sion, caring, love 
– it is an evolution in community we are called to live into, by one 
whose story we are called to continue.  

Not time to party, but time to get to work… 

Spirit of truth: 
guide us into all the truth; 
consume the lies 
that shroud the world in hate; 
pray in us 
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with sighs too deep for words; 
and let the victim’s voice ring out  
with hope for a new world; 
through Jesus Christ, who goes to the right hand of God.  
Amen. 

(from Steven Shakespeare, Prayers for an Inclusive Church) 
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Pentecost, Prejudice, and Pandemic: A sermon for 
Pentecost, 

May 31, 2020 by Diane Butler Bass 

Ahmaud Arbery 
George Floyd 
1,000 names 
100,000 dead 

(Silence) 

This discomforting Pentecost drew my attention away from the 
traditional readings. (Although I confess it would be tempting to 
preach on fire, myself wanting to call down the fire of heaven on this 
whole, unjust, unfair, unwelcome mess!) Of all the alternatives offered 
by the lectionary, a single verse—1 Corinthians 12:13—spoke to most 
deeply my heart:  

For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body —Jews or 
Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.  

Pentecost is, of course, not only about birth but baptism. And here, in 
First Corinthians, Paul speaks about what it means  to be baptized and 
to live in the Spirit. We are in one Spirit, with one body, he insists. And 
then, in words that sound familiar—he reminds of that oneness, 
whether we are “Jews or Greeks, slaves or free,” we all drink the same 
Spirit.  

That short clause echoes Paul’s other (and more extended) use of those 
words, found in an older letter, in Galatians 3:27-28 —  

“As many of you are were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 
with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or 
free, there is no longer male and female: for you are one in Christ 
Jesus.” 

Galatians 3:27-28 has long been one of my favorite bits of Paul. And I’m 
not alone in that. The words have been referred to as Paul’s finest 
writing, his best religious vision and poetry, and the lens through 
which the whole of Pauline theology should be read. For centuries, 
Christians have drawn inspiration from them for causes of justice 
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including abolition, economic reform, and women’s rights. Galatians 
3:28 is Paul’s rallying cry  to overcome divisions of race, class, and 
gender, poetically and theologically interwoven with baptism, 
proclaiming justice as heart of life in Christ.  

Like most readers, I have attributed their lyrical and political power to 
Paul. However, New Testament scholar Stephen Patterson has recently 
offered a far more provocative understanding of the origin of these 
words. Paul, he insists, was not their author. Paul was quoting them 
from an older source. With close historical detail, reconstructing and 
comparing texts, Patterson argues that these words were the very first 
Christian creed. Paul was quoting an ancient liturgy dating from the 
earliest years of the Jesus movement, said by the first baptized, a credo 
that probably went something like this:  

For you are all children of God in the Spirit.  
There is no Jew or Greek,  
There is no slave or free,  
There is no male and female; 
For you are all one in the Spirit.  

This forgotten baptismal creed, with its powerful words, was perhaps 
shouted by some baptized on that very first day, the day of fire, wind, 
and water. 

Patterson goes on to say: “If you are interested in the origins of 
Christianity, in those first ten to twenty years when the memory of 
Jesus was still fresh, before Paul came along and made his distinctiv e 
impact on the Jesus movement… In the earliest years of the Jesus 
movement it was repeated again and again by people who were 
baptized as followers of Jesus.”  

And he continues, pointing out that this forgotten creed:  

…is a statement of convictions of the Jesus people. It is not a statement 
about God, or about the mysteries of Christ. It is about people and who 
they are, really. In baptism, they were committed to giving up old 
identities falsely acquired on the basis of  baseless assumptions—Jew 
or Greek, slave or free, male or female—and declared themselves to be 
children of God. [1] 
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Of course, it is our “baseless assumptions” that made this week, these 
weeks, all the sorrows of human history, so unbearable. We assume we  
are better because, as our own president recently said, that “good 
bloodlines” make some smarter, more deserving. That breeding and 
wealth and blood entail status, naming some as superior and 
consigning others to less-than, less than privileged, less than human. 
This is the baseless assumption of Cain, that his offering was better 
than his brother’s, that he deserved more than Abel. Our baseless 
assumptions have dogged us since exile from Eden, we have almost 
forgotten how baseless they are.  

Pentecost burns away those baseless assumptions in a fire from 
heaven. The Spirit incinerates our old identities —inherited status from 
our ancestors, our senses of innate superiority or inferiority, our 
privilege or poverty, freedom or bondage, the roles assigned to us by 
biology. Yet, this baptism leaves us not as ash. For the baptism of fire is 
followed by the more mundane one, the baptism of water. Fire is 
quickly followed by the flow, the pouring out of Spirit, the living water. 
We are washed, refreshed, and remade. We drink of one Spirit and find 
a new identity: Child of God.  

We are named, each with our individual names, and with that familial 
name: Child of God. We have names. We share a name. We are fully 
ourselves; we are fully one with each other.  

The ancient baptismal creed marked that new identity as neither Jew 
nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female. As Patterson points out, it 
proclaimed “a world in which...female slaves could be leaders of free 
men, where foreigners and native born stood with equal power  and 
equal rights. ‘You are all one’ signifies solidarity.” 

Our names are our individual beauty, uniqueness. And our Name is our 
solidarity.  

Pentecost this year is not as much party as protest. To name is to 
mourn the loss of individuals with gifts and lo ves. But Pentecost calls 
us to take another step beyond our personal laments and to be found 
together in a shared name –  child of God. In this relation, Pentecost 
emerges as human solidarity. We stand together, in the same family, 
the same name, with and for and (even) as victims of the violence sadly 
endemic in this broken world. We are all Ahmaud, we are all George, 
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we are all the thousand, we all the 100,000. What happens to one, 
happens to us all. We are not separate, not really. The fire of God has 
burned into the world, reducing to ash all division. A new human family 
has been born: sons and daughters dare to prophesy; old and young 
dream dreams; and slaves, men and women alike, announce God’s 
justice in the world. 

The great and glorious day is truly here: You are all children of God.  

May we live in the reality of Pentecost. Even now. Especially now, 
children of God. 

* * * * 

A Prayer for Pentecost: 
Spirit of truth: 
guide us into all the truth; 
consume the lies 
that shroud the world in hate; 
pray in us 
with sighs too deep for words; 
and let the victim’s voice ring out  
with hope for a new world; 
through Jesus Christ, who goes to the right hand of God.  
Amen. 

(from Steven Shakespeare, Prayers for an Inclusive Church) 

[1] Stephen Patterson, The Forgotten Creed: Christianity’s Original 
Struggle against Bigotry, Slavery, and Sexism (Oxford, 2018), quotes 
from page 29. Patterson’s book won the 2019 Louisville Grawemeyer 
Award in Religion. 

A PRAYER FOR A VIOLENT NATION 

BY KAITLIN CURTICE 

https://sojo.net/biography/kaitlin-curtice
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MAY 27, 2020 

SHARE 

   
O God, 
Mystery, 
Creator, 
First Breath— 

We are so troubled. 
We are the ones in denial of our violence 
and we are the ones who are crying out for justice. 
Can you feel us shaking? 

O God, 
Mystery, 
Creator, 
First Breath— 

We are spiraling in despair. 
We are looking to the ancestors 
who teach us how to pray 
and we are calling out the ancestors 
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who handed down their violence to us. 
Can we be different? 

O God, 
Mystery, 
Creator, 
First Breath— 

We cannot fathom wholeness 
because, maybe, we don’t really want it. 
Teach us to want it. 
Can we want it? 

O God, 
Mystery, 
Creator, 
First Breath— 

We cannot go on this way, 
with broken bones and unhealed wounds 
and people screaming in the streets 
for air. 

O God, 
Mystery, 
Creator, 
First Breath— 

We are trying not to give up on each other. 
We need to remember our way home. 
We need to learn to believe in Us. 
Can we believe in Us? 

Help us remember what it means. 
Help us name and honor those who are killed in our streets. 
Help us name our white supremacy. 
Help us hold one another in Real Love. 
Help us deny systems of whiteness. 
Help us de-center hate. 
Help us find the wounds. 
Help us heal the wounds. 
Help us. 
Help. 

 


