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“Some Sneered” 
Sermon by Rev. David Colby 

Acts 2:1-21 and Romans 8:14-17 

J U N E  9 ,  2 0 1 9  

It is one of those embarrassing 
stories that you kind of wish didn’t get told 
so often, even as you admit that it says 
something essential about who you are.  Do 
you have any stories like that?  The one 
where his family gathers and then someone 
says, you know, the first time we met you we 
thought you were so nervous and santing to 
be like and not have to disagree with us so 
we told you one whopper after another, 
becoming more and more outrageous to see 
if you would be brave enough to say “stop! 
That didn’t happen.”  And you think to 
yourself, okay, yup, that's true . . . but still, 
all these years later? 

Or you get together for your college 
reunion, and invariably, I mean it happened 
at the 5 year reunion, the ten year reunion – 
probably going to be told again at the 50 
year reunion . . Someone looks at you 
closely, studies your nametag, and then 
says, “Wait a minute, was that you who 
streaked across the quad . . .?  Or 
something similarly embarassing but true. 

 

Today is Pentecost in the church.  My 
Episcopalian neighbor Jered is wearing his 
bright red robe and thinks himself to be 
dressed a bit like a superhero.  
Pentecostalists, not surprisingly, love it.  I 
think I can speak for the rest of Christianity 
(how presumptuous is that?!) and say there 
are some pieces of it that are a little 
awkward.  For at the heart is a story that 
reveals something essential about who we 
are as a church, even if it might be a bit 
embarrassing to hear about it year after 
year. 

Tom Long tells the story of a young 
girl about five years old who came to church 
on Pentecost with her parents.  She was all 
dressed up for the occasion.  When she 
came forward for the “Time with Children,” 
her parents were sitting on the second row.  
The pastor told the story of Pentecost with the 
fire, the speaking in tongues, the earthquake 
– it was dramatic.  As the pastor was in the 
middle of this dramatic story, the young girl 
stood up, looking towards her parents, put 
her hands on her hips, and in a loud 
whisper said, “I don’t believe a word of it!”1 
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And the five-year old is not alone.  
Even sacred scriptures cannot ignore the part 
that among the witnesses, some sneered.  It 
is such an ugly word, some sneered.  To 
form the word requires a grimace and a 
turning up of your nose.  To say the word is 
to sneer.  Everybody was amazed and 
perplexed, Acts tells us.  Some asked what it 
all meant, while others sneered and said, 
they are filled with new wine.” 

And Peter raised his voice to speak 
and had to begin with this line of defense.  
“Indeed, these are not drunk as you suppose 
. . . for it is only nine o’clock in the 
morning.”  I don’t know if they kept listening 
to Peter, but he tried to go on to explain how 
it was that they could hear and understand 
even in a bewildering array of different 
languages.  How it was that this Holy Spirit 
was bringing people together from so many 
different backgrounds. 

Jesus had told them that they were 
going to take this good news out into the 
whole world, but that first they had to wait in 
Jerusalem, and the power of the Spirit would 
come to them.  And for this group that had 
been waiting, had been praying, had been 
wondering what kind of power they would 
need to go into the whole world, well, this 
was a pretty powerful tool.  To be able to 
hear and understand and speak in these 
languages of the world, languages spoken 
by immigrants in Jerusalem.  And now they 
were rarin' to go. 

But some sneered.  And it seems as if 
this foundational birth story was written 
precisely to help the church out in our 
present time.   

Forget Parthians and Medes and 
Elamites being able to hear and understand 
each other.  Wouldn’t it be amazing if there 
was a spirit strong enough to help Fox news 
watching Americans appreciate and 
understand Americans tuned to MSNBC?  
It’s so easy to sneer, too easy.  “Those 
coastal elites.”  “City people.”  “Real 
Americans.”  “What’s the matter with 
Kansas?”  In this time of cynicism and 
struggle, in this time when so many are 
sneering, what does this story inspire within 
us? 

Just like on that first day, the church 
at its best brings together unlikely 
companions.  Companions that may begin 
with people you see for one hour once a 
week.  They keep sitting in that same spot.  
And then perhaps you serve lunch together 
at Mary Hall.  Or work in our kitchen.  Or 
sing together in the choir.  And you get to 
know them, and find out in what ways their 
stories are different.  And what makes them 
tick. And when you meet someone different 
from you, you can come to have a deeper 
understanding of who you are and what 
makes you tick.   

I continue to be inspired by 
something Samuel Wells wrote recently 
about the whole reason to get involved in 
the work and worship of a church like ours. 

Christianity is fundamentally a story 
about where we’re going: into the company 
of God’s grace, in the harmony of the 
restored creation, through the mercy of 
God’s incarnate love.  Church means giving 
up the fantasy that we can find fulfillment 
and righteousness alone.  It means doing 
things at inconvenient times with eccentric 
people in sometimes clumsy ways – because 
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life is a team game, and on judgment day 
God will have nothing to say to us if we think 
we can come without the others.2 

Right now we need churches that can 
bring unlikely people together for common 
purpose.  We need churches that can stand 
strong in the face of sneers.  We need 
communities of faith that bring people 
together and then send them out into the 
world.   

In this time marked by cynicism and 
untruths and big problems, we must not 
sneer at people who say that they will make 
a difference.  In this time of cynicism when 
some say the problems around climate 
change are so pressing that we are past the 
point where any individual can do anything 
helpful, we need people of faith whose faith 
compels them to get out and be stewards of 
the environment.  In a time when people like 
to find echo chambers, places where only 
like-minded people can gather, we need the 
church to bring together different people 
and wrestle about how best to be a voice for 
justice and peace and then get into it.  In a 
time when some sneer, the church can and 
should model respect and compassion. 

And once churches start cultivating 
communities like this, what is important is to 
not "fall back into fear."  Sometimes people 
do one brave thing, and then when that 
goes well, worry that they have pushed their 
luck and should be cautious the next time.  
Who have courage and conviction in their 
DNA but get cautious when the going gets 
tough.  Who once were brave enough to 
seek freedom but now are captive to their 
fear.  No.  As Paul wrote to the church in 
Rome, 

For all who are led by the Spirit of 
God are children of God. For you did not 
receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into 
fear, but you have received a spirit of 
adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is 
that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit 
that we are children of God, and if children, 
then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with 
Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that 
we may also be glorified with him (Romans 
8:14-17). 

And so we must do something brave, 
and then continue to be brave.  To seek 
freedom for us and for others.  To be faithful 
in good times and to keep at it when it gets 
discouraging and to not grow cautious after 
acts of bravery. 

As we make promises to help the 
young girl we will baptize this morning grow 
up in the faith, my prayer above all is that 
she will be brave and willing to become the 
person that God has created her to be.  And 
to stay strong even in the face of the sneers 
that might come.  And it is a powerful thing 
to know that she will be surrounded with 
prayers.  Not because of anything she has 
done already - but because of what God has 
done within and among us.   

I want to tell you a story about a man 
named Will.  He lived in downtown St. Paul 
for almost forty some years.  In one of those 
highrise buildings with twenty floors.  It has a 
small driveway out front for deliveries and a 
little tiny lobby that opened immediately into 
a bank of elevators.  Hundreds of people 
living together on a pretty small footprint, 
but those apartments can be pretty isolated 
and isolating if one wishes.  Neighbors 
might share a silent ride up or down.  Call it 
an openness to the Spirit.  Call it listening to 
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a nudge.  Call it the power of musical 
theater.   

A few years ago, Will joined this 
church.  He wrote a new member bio that 
was included in a newsletter.   

I found my place in life when I took a 
computer science course and discovered that 
I loved programming and was good at it.  I 
spent 10 years in Silicon Valley and then 
moved here because I missed Wisconsin. I 
needed to live in a large city for computer 
job opportunities and St Paul looked good. I 
bought my condo on a whim 35 years ago 
and here I stay.  I am retired, single, never 
married and have no family in this area. 
Around Christmas I realized that I needed to 
become more connected to my community. 
One day I passed Central and the choir was 
doing a concert based on musical theater. I 
went and one of the choir members invited 
me to come on Sunday. 

He was shy.  Reserved.  Those first 
months in the sanctuary he was not 
comfortable passing the peace.  He was 
more comfortable coding computers then 
communicating in community.  But he 
volunteered as an evening receptionist, and 
people here for night events got to know 

Will.  And he got to know them.  As close as 
family members.   

It turns out that it was his birthday on 
the day that he moved into a hospice facility.  
A church member spent the night in his 
apartment, and then helped transport him.  
Another church member visited him a few 
hours after he checked, with flowers and a 
birthday card.  We had good honest 
conversation and shared laughter over how 
difficult it is to find a birthday card that 
applied in a situation like that.  We said 
something like you just don't find cards on 
the shelf that says hope that your final 
birthday is a good one.   

I want to be part of a brave 
community of faith.  That prays and cares for 
those at the very beginning of their lives - 
when we can only start to imagine the 
people they are and the things they love and 
the ways that they will live.  And to pray for 
those at the very end of their lives, and to 
offer comfort and the community that they 
really never had.  And for everyone in 
between.  That is the kind of church that is 
needed.  May the peace and power of the 
Holy Spirit be with us.  Now and always.  
Amen. 

 

1 Joseph S. Harvard III, “An Impossible Impossibility,” in Journal for Preachers Vol. XLII, #4 (Pentecost, 
2019) 5. 

2 Samuel Wells, quoted in The Christian Century, 5 June 2019, 26. 

                                              


