
 

 

Sunday,  June 5, 2022 

Pentecost Sunday 

   Sermon                             “Fire Starters!”                  Pastor Rhonda 

Scriptures:  Acts 2:1-21     
 

When I was growing up in Schenectady NY, my two most frequent 

playmates were a couple of boys who were closer to my age than any of 

the girls in our neighborhood. We had countless adventures together in 

the summer months, in an undeveloped area of trees and brush beyond a 

dead end street. Most of our adventures were harmless. But there was 

that one time, when Joey, Mark, and I got hold of some matches and 

spent the afternoon practicing our fire starting skills. I left the boys 

when it was time for me to go home to dinner, and they assured me that 

they were going to stop burning stuff, because they needed to head 

home soon for supper as well. So imagine my surprise when, while 

sitting at the dinner table with my brother and my parents, I heard a 

siren wailing in the distance, a siren that seemed to be getting closer and 

louder. I listened, hoping to hear the doppler effect drop in pitch that 

would have indicated that the emergency vehicle had passed our street 

by, and was moving  farther away. But instead the fire truck drove past 

my street corner, then turned into the dead end where my partners in 

mischief and I had been playing with the matches.  

 

My customary seat at the family table was directly across from my 

father. And when he wondered aloud where the fire was I stared silently 



 

 

at my plate of food and tried my best not to squirm. I finished dinner in 

record time, excused myself from the table and ran out the door. I 

found Joey and Mark standing off to the side of the gathered onlookers. 

I joined them in a huddle out of earshot of any grownups and they 

described how they had lost control of what was supposed to remain a 

small fire. They’d had some water on hand, but it wasn’t enough to 

extinguish the growing blaze, so thankfully, one of them pulled the fire 

alarm on the utility pole at the corner. And thankfully, the fire 

department was able to contain the damage to an area of burned grass 

and underbrush. 

 

You’ll be happy to know that I found better uses for my budding 

pyromania when my parents sent me to Girl Scout camp. I not only 

learned how to properly build fires, but also how to safely contain and 

extinguish them. But my first experience of summer camp came a few 

years earlier, before my family moved to Schenectady, when I was only 

about 6 or 7 years old. My brother and I spent a week at a United 

Methodist church camp, located somewhere in Vermont. I remember 

taking a short hike through the woods with my unit one day. We 

stopped for a snack, then hiked back to the camp. When I realized I’d 

left something of mine behind, I slipped away from the group and went 

back alone through the woods to look for it. I found the place where we 

had our snack, but I didn’t find the object, so I made my way back to 

the camp and the rest of my group. Nobody noticed that I’d been gone! 

As an adult, I can imagine how many ways my little excursion could 

have gone horribly wrong. But what I remember from being a kid was 

that I wasn’t the least bit afraid while wandering alone in those woods. 

This is where I first associated the beauty of the outdoors and the 

wonder of creation with God’s presence. I felt completely safe in that 

wordless silence. And I believe this is where my call to ministry was 

initially conceived. But it took another 40 years - and the miracle of 

surviving childhood - for me to figure that out. 

  

Our neighborhood back when I was going up was ethnically diverse. 

Joey’s family was Italian, and Mark’s was Slovak. Many of my grade 

school classmates were the second generation of their immigrant 

families, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to speak Italian or Polish at 

home, or with their grandparents. My first language is African 

American vernacular English, which is a recognized dialect with its 

own specific grammatical rules and syntax, cadence and inflections. 



 

 

Language was never a barrier for me and my friends, it enriched our 

young lives. And later in life my early exposure to ethnic diversity 

provided a breadth of knowledge that came in very handy when playing 

trivial pursuit. Nobody expects somebody who looks like me to know 

that the term “Magyar” refers to the people of Hungary! 

  

Language is beautiful, and words have power. Language gives us a 

sense of identity, and it connects us to our family, ethnicity, and 

cultural history. It’s no accident that conquering and colonizing powers 

will limit or forbid the use of indigenous languages as a way of cutting 

people off from their history and culture. Because our mother tongue is 

the language of our hearts. It is refreshing to see cultures reclaiming 

their ethnic identities by reclaiming their traditional languages. For 

example, in the Republic of Ireland, you’ll find highway signs written 

in both English and Gaelic. But when you cross into Northern Ireland, 

the signs revert to English only. Rwanda recently adopted Swahili as an 

official language, deepening its connection to neighboring Kenya, 

Uganda, and Tanzania, and distancing itself since the genocide in 1994, 

from the French spoken by its Belgian colonizers. 

 

There are things that no words in any language can describe. There is 

beauty in this world that can’t be described with words, or captured 

with artistic imagery. Sometimes all we can do is stand in awe, and 

experience it. Like standing at the rim of the Grand Canyon, or seeing 

the soft shadows that trees cast on fresh snow under a full moon. There 

are places and events in this world that invite us into a wordless awe. 

  

Our lesson from Acts this morning is such an event. As we heard, it 

was a festival day in Jerusalem, one that celebrated the harvest and 

recalled the Israelite people receiving the Law at Mount Sinai. Like my 

old neighborhood growing up, Jerusalem was a multicultural city. 

People likely spoke more than one language, which is true of much of 

the modern world, except for the United States.  

 

The Pentecost event transcends language. The arrival of the Holy 

Spirit, hovering over the crowd as it hovered above the chaotic waters 

moments before creation, invites a moment of wordless awe. All the 

people could do was stand there and experience it. Then they heard 

God speak, each in their own language, their native language, the 



 

 
language of their hearts. They heard that the love of God is more 

powerful than hate, than death, than anything humans can dish out to 

each other. 

  

Can you imagine it? The busy chatter of hundreds of people speaking 

multiple languages, hushed at the rush of Spirit wind? Their stunned 

silence when they saw the flame? Then into that silence, the disciples 

speaking their inspired and inspiring words?  

 

Fire is awesome and mesmerizing. A powerful destructive force when 

out of control, as my friends and I discovered way back when. But also 

offering life-giving warmth and protection, as ancient humans 

discovered even farther back. In this modern age we know that the 

fireball at the center of our solar system is what made life on earth first 

possible, and continues to sustain the ongoing possibility of any life on 

this planet. No wonder God’s life-giving and energizing spirit is 

symbolized by fire.  

 

Creation was not a one-time-event, but is ongoing and continuously 

unfolding. We are co-creators with God, of the Kingdom of God, the 

world as it should be.  Resurrection was not a one-time-event, but is 

ongoing and continuously unfolding. We are Easter people, finding 

new life even in the aftermath of death. Pentecost was not a one-time-

event, but is ongoing and continuously unfolding, reminding us that 

even though we live embodied lives, we are spiritual beings. 

Reminding us that we are one in the Spirit against all that would divide 

us.  

  

As the heirs and the stewards of God’s Pentecostal spirit, let us commit 

to being fire starters. Let our diversity be the fuel for discovering our 

common humanity, and universal need for God’s grace. Then let us 

strike a match for empathy and mutual understanding. Let us kindle 

kindness and hope. Let us fan the flames of God’s love around 

campfires and candelabras, fire pits and kitchen hearths, or wherever 

else two or more are gathered. And wherever language fails and chaos 

rules, let the spirit of God’s love burn bright in the wordless silence.  

 

Amen. 

Pastor Rhonda  

 


