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Acts 2:1-21 

Pentecost 2026 

Breaking Through Every Barrier 
 

Two weeks ago, we celebrated ascension Sunday – 

the day when the disciples are standing on the hillside 

with Jesus –asking if this is the time when Jesus will 

restore the kingdom of Israel. Redirecting their 

expectations yet again, Jesus reminds them he is ushering 

in the kingdom of God, and he gives them new marching 

orders: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 

of the earth.”  

Before the disciples even have a chance to voice a 

question – and I’d have few, wouldn’t you -  Jesus 

disappears into heaven right before their very eyes.  The 

disciples are left staring up into the sky, wondering what 

to do next, when two angels appear among them, 

reminding them that Jesus will return, but that they had 

work to do in the meantime. 
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At this point, the disciples make a couple of wise 

choices. First, as we talked about two weeks ago – they 

remain in community. They return – perhaps to the upper 

room – to wait together. And second, while they are 

waiting for the spirit and the power that Jesus promised, 

they pray.  

In the midst of their prayer and waiting, I imagine 

they also gave voice to their questions “How does Jesus 

expect us to take his message to the ends of the earth? We 

aren’t wealthy men and women, how will we travel? 

Where will we stay? How will we communicate with 

people who don’t speak our language? Will anyone listen 

to us? What if? what about? but we’ve never……”  

(PAUSE) 

It sounds all too familiar, doesn’t it? These are 

many of the same questions we are still asking today. 

Increasingly the church feels more and more isolated 

from the wider world by fear, and by language, political 

and cultural barriers. We wonder how we will find the 

resources to reach across the very real divides that exist 

not only in our neighborhoods, but in our own families, 
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around the world, on the internet, (pause) everywhere we 

look it seems. Like the disciples, we have a message to 

share, but we struggle with how to communicate it 

effectively.  The church itself struggles with division 

despite Jesus' prayer for unity.  

It’s enough to make us want to stay hunkered 

down, isn’t it – waiting and praying indefinitely. Political 

polarization makes conversations difficult, generational 

divides make it hard to meet the needs of everyone, 

cultural and linguistic barriers in increasingly diverse 

communities make it hard to make connections, social 

media echo chambers increase isolation, and there is the 

challenge of maintaining Christian witness in pluralistic 

contexts. Where do we start? What do we do? Prayer and 

waiting can easily devolve into hand wringing and a 

desire for safety and security – even if those are just an 

illusion. (PAUSE) 

Friends, the good news of the gospel this morning 

is that on that first Pentecost Sunday, God takes the 

initiative to break through every barrier. The Spirit 

arrives with power—wind fills the house, fire appears, 
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and suddenly multilingual communication becomes 

possible. Notice that diversity isn't erased; instead, it's 

embraced and transformed. Each person present hears the 

gospel in their own language. The Spirit creates unity not 

through uniformity but through translation, 

understanding, and inclusion. 

Let’s pay attention to what is happening here! 

Note, first of all, that communication happens through 

divine initiative, not human effort. If you were one of the 

disciples minding your own business, eating breakfast 

that morning, and someone told you that within the hour 

you would be boldly preaching the gospel in a language 

you never learned, what would you say? (PAUSE) If you 

told Peter that he would be delivering an amazing sermon 

that would bring 3,000 converts into the movement, what 

do you think he would have said? Friends, this is God’s 

initiative and God’s power at work among and through 

them. 

 Next, note that the Spirit's power is greater than 

human division. Hear that again please. The Spirit’s 

power is greater than human division. On that first 
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Pentecost Sunday, diversity becomes a gift not a barrier! 

Unity – not uniformity - unity and diversity coexist in 

God's design. (PAUSE) 

And friends, so it is today. God's Spirit continues 

to create unity in diversity. Across our divided world, the 

Spirit is still at work building bridges, creating 

understanding, and forming unlikely communities of 

faith. Rather than eliminating differences, the Spirit helps 

us hear each other more clearly, speak across divides 

more effectively, and discover unity that transcends 

division. 

That’s what happened to Tabernacle Baptist, the 

church that Jay and I attend when I’m not serving an 

interim. In the 1960’s, when white flight to the suburbs 

started in many cities across the south, Tabernacle made 

the intentional decision to remain in the heart of the city, 

and a period of steady decline began.  At their peak, they 

had the largest Sunday School on the eastern seaboard, 

but by the early 2000’s, about 75 faithful members found 

themselves praying for God to show them the next 

chapter. They called a young man named Sterling 
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Severns to be their pastor – and for the first several years 

of his tenure, his two children were the only ones in the 

nursery. The church continued to pray and wait in 

community. Then on World Communion Sunday in 

2007, two Burmese refugee families came through our 

doors – and the winds of the Spirit began to move. 

Within a few short months, ¼ to 1/3 of our congregation 

was from one of the people groups native to Myanmar, 

and most of them spoke little to no English.   

In many ways, we felt like those early disciples, 

being called and equipped to do things we never dreamed 

God would call us to do. Welcoming and walking 

alongside our newest members meant partnering with 

resettlement agencies like Church World Services to help 

secure housing, furniture and household goods.  It meant 

helping with job searches and teaching our newest 

congregation members how to navigate public 

transportation and learn how to drive. It meant being 

primary emergency contacts for school-aged children 

because mom and dad didn’t speak English.  It meant that 

Sunday School lessons focused on ESL, citizenship and 
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home ownership as often as they focused on Scripture 

lessons. It meant that the sanctuary usually had what we 

call a liturgical installation – visual elements that help 

those who don’t speak English as a first language – as 

well as long time members– worship more fully.  It 

meant that one or more elements of the worship service 

were led by our newest members in their heart language 

– and they weren’t repeated in English.  Although those 

changes were met with some resistance, Louise 

Cochrane, one of the oldest and most respected church 

members at the time, remarked, that although she 

couldn’t understand the prayer or the Scripture reading 

that day, God could, and that was what really mattered. It 

meant that our whole congregation was transformed as 

we made this transition to a multi-culture church 

together. God was writing a new story for a new day. 

And here is one of the interesting thing. Not only 

did God bring Burmese families with children; because 

of our refugee work, and our commitment to make the 

faith formation of children and youth a core value, God 

brought us young  American families.  Before COVID 



8 
 

led to the closing of the church building, over 200 people 

worshipped at Tabernacle on a given Sunday morning.  

The first Wednesday night of the school year in the fall 

of 2019, we had over 70 children in the building for 

choir, Bible study, mission activity, and homework 

assistance.   

In addition, two organizations were formed out of 

our refugee work. One is Reestablish Richmond, a non-

profit organization that now coordinates much of the 

work that Tabernacle used to do on a much larger scale. 

The other was a painting company founded to employ 

refugees -it’s Global Painting, the company that Jonathan 

now runs today. 

Very few of the Burmese worship at Tabernacle on 

Sunday morning anymore, they now have well 

established indigenous churches – one which meets in 

our building and others that have launched out on their 

own. Now, 19 years later, the church, once again, finds 

itself to be a small congregation in a season of communal 

waiting and prayer to see what God has in store next. 



9 
 

We, like Tabernacle, do not know for sure what 

the next chapter of our life and ministry will look like. 

But here is what I do know. The Spirit of God may show 

up like we see in Acts – in dramatic fashion. Or the Spirit 

may show up as we in the gospel of John – did you know 

there was an account there too – in chapter 20? In John it 

happens the Sunday evening of the resurrection – not 

weeks later. Hear his account: 

19 “On the evening of that first day of the week, 

when the disciples were together, with the doors locked 

for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood 

among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 20 After he 

said this, he showed them his hands and side. The 

disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 

21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the 

Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that 

he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 

It is the same marching orders – “I am sending 

you.” It is the same Spirit – Jesus breathes the Spirit on 

them – just as God breathed life into the first humans in 

Genesis and into the dry bones in Ezekiel. But here, 
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instead of being dramatic, it is quiet, almost understated, 

but no less real. 

God may blow surprising folks into our midst, or 

God may whisper peace and the presence of the Spirit 

into our ears. Either way, may we be ready – ready to 

listen, to hear, and to follow. Even – or especially – if it 

takes us places we’ve never been before. 

And all God’s people said, Amen. 

 

 


