
PENTECOSTAL DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION 

 

 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. 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. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. 

All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave 

them ability. 

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this 

sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native 

language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? 

And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and 

residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and 

the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and 

Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed 

and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” But others sneered and said, “They are 

filled with new wine.” 

But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them, “Men of Judea and all 

who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and listen to what I say. Indeed, these are not drunk, as 

you suppose, for it is only nine o’clock in the morning. No, this is what was spoken through the prophet 

Joel: 

‘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. 

Even upon my slaves, both men and women, 

     in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy.’” 

              Acts 2: 1-18 

 

Back in February, on the first Sunday in Lent, I wrote a sermon called “Relentless Lent.”  

And I wondered if the past year hadn’t felt like one extended season of Lent because of all we 

had been forced to give up.  Well, today I’m wondering if the past year or so hasn’t also had 

some elements of Pentecost in it as well. 

When you think about the description of the day of Pentecost in the Book of Acts, 

there was a lot of confusion and chaos.  There was uncertainty and people making rash 

accusations about others based on a misunderstanding of the evidence—“They must be drunk!”  

It was a disruptive experience, to say the least.  And I think it is safe to say that the past year or 

so in our own time has been something of a disruptive experience.  Schools, church life, home 

life, social life, businesses, the presidential election, politics in general—you can hardly name an 

aspect of our lives that hasn’t seen some level of disruption.   

And, like the perplexed crowds in Jerusalem who were drawn to the noise and chaos, 

we may be wondering—what does this all mean?  Is there anything constructive and lasting that 

will come of all the disruption?  Or will we quickly move on, put it all behind us, and barely 

even remember what happened? 



It’s hard to tell, sometimes, whether the changes we go through—particularly the 

changes we did not choose for ourselves—whether those changes are for the better or the 

worse.   Maybe it depends upon our ability to not only weather the disruption in our routines 

but to adapt to changes it brings. 

The rapid spread of the Christian church following this Pentecostal experience came 

about largely because the church was able to adapt to a change of setting and context.  We 

made the transition from a village setting in Galilee and house church in Jerusalem to urban 

centers in Asia Minor and into the heart of the Roman Empire.   

We remember the story of Pentecost, the birthday of the church, not only because it 

describes a disruptive event from the ancient past. The story also contains some clues to the 

way disruptions can still drive the church and the world according to some core Christian 

values. And there is more to it than just flowing along with the tide of change.   

Even before all the social and political upheaval of 2020, some leaders in our 

denomination, the Presbyterian Church (USA), were sensing the need for some healthy 

disruptions in the way power is held and shared in our denominational structure.  The national 

agencies that administer and carry out the mission of the larger church have spent the last few 

years developing what is called a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion strategy in response to a 

General Assembly mandate from 2018. Writing about this initiative recently, the Rev. Samuel 

Son insists that this is not the PCUSA trying to be PC (that is, politically correct) or mindlessly 

following the latest social trend.  He insists that diversity, equity, and inclusion have been core 

values from the very beginning of the church.  And he points to the Pentecost story and its 

aftermath in the Book of Acts as evidence. 

After the special effects that we often highlight on Pentecost Sunday, the rushing wind 

and tongues of fire, perhaps the most outstanding feature of the story is the ability to speak and 

understand in such a wide range of languages.  That list of cities, countries, and regions that 

were gathered in Jerusalem sounds like the general assembly of the United Nations.  And 

Samuel Son points out that no one language or culture was privileged.  And even more 

importantly, “no one’s difference was erased.  Everyone heard the story of Jesus in the language 

they dreamed in.”  The differences were not an obstacle to be overcome and did not become a 

barrier to be removed.  The diversity of language and culture is not just grudgingly 

acknowledged, it is celebrated and becomes a strength not a liability. 

Soon after the day of Pentecost, the writer of the Book of Acts says that those who 

were welcomed into this new community spent time together at the Temple, but also broke 

bread in their home and “ate together with glad and generous hearts.”  One of the key 

elements of inclusion is seeing to it that “people feel a sense of belonging.”  And Samuel Son 

points out that even though in the Jerusalem Temple people were divided by gender, ethnicity, 

and status, “in the homes, everyone sat around the same table and broke bread together. No 

one was left out.”  And he reminds us that “there is no more powerful way of experiencing 

belonging [and inclusion] than breaking bread together.”  And this is more than just a friendly 

neighborhood pot-luck. In the culture of the Middle East, eating with someone meant that you 

were bound together in mutual support and trust.   

And finally, Samuel Son says that “equity [means] ensuring that processes and programs 

provide equal possible outcomes for every individual, recognizing that no one starts from the 



same place.”  And he points to the way the early church, in the spirit of Pentecost, had the 

courage and logistic intelligence to create a more equitable economic structure for the poor of 

their community, willing to place the needs of the common good above their individual desire 

for wealth.   

The roots of diversity, equity, and inclusion are even found in the quote from the 

Hebrew prophet Joel, who has been given this vision of a community where the hopes and 

dreams and aspirations of all its members, regardless of age, gender, or status, are heard and 

honored.   

This is what is looks like—says the prophet Joel, says the author of Acts—this is what 

the world looks like when the Spirit is poured out on all flesh.  And Samuel Son adds, it is this 

same disruptive Spirit, which is still being poured out, that has “compelled and propelled the 

church to be more diverse, equitable, and inclusive.” (Samuel Son, “The Gospel and Inclusivity,” 

Presbyterian News Service, April 5. 2021) 

As I try to remind us every year, Pentecost is not just about recalling a one-time 

experience of holiness and power that happened long ago in some remote place.  It is about the 

on-going work of the Spirit of God in our own time and in all of creation.  And sometimes that 

creative work comes through disruption—things coming loose, breaking apart, so they can 

come to life again in a radical new beginning.  Peter Marty says, “God breathes life through a 

mighty rush of wind because nothing less will work.  The surge of the Spirit pushes the church 

out of the upper room in Jerusalem and into the board room, the courtroom, and the surgery 

waiting room. . . .  The breath of God brings new worlds into being.”  (Christian Century, May 8, 1996, 

p. 509)  

In the coming days and weeks and months, as we are taking stock of this disruptive time 

in our lives, in our nation, and in our congregation, as we are asking ourselves “what did this all 

mean?”—may we welcome the disruptive Spirit of God bringing a fresh wave of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion to the world. 

May it be so. 
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