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I bought this graphic at the Abbey shop in Iona way back in 1974 

and for many years it hung in my study. Going into a lifetime of 

teaching and then preaching it seemed like a helpful reminder of 

the power that lies in the words we use. It is words that convert 

‘vague feelings’ into something concrete. I kind of know what this 

sermon is going to be about - but until I actually sit down and write 

it, it doesn’t really exist.  

 

So on this special day when a bunch of frightened disciples were 

transformed by the Holy Spirit into ‘the Church’ as we know it, it 

might be worth giving some thought to the words and the use of 

language in the Church today.  

 

And to help us experience the challenge of ‘language’ I asked Luigi 

to read half of the first lesson in his own native Italian, before 

breaking into the English we could all understand. And if you were 

like me you felt at a loss to start with: even reading the Italian on 

the page didn’t seem to approximate to what we heard!   

 

Which makes me ask the question: how much ‘Church speak’ do 

we actually understand? How many words that fill the Bible, the 

hymns, and the liturgy simply wash over our heads because we have 

never stopped to find out what they really mean? Don’t we feel ‘left 

out’ and at a disadvantage because we assume that everyone else 

‘gets it’! We feel we must be a bit stupid because what is the point 

of all those words if they don’t mean anything to us as we sit there?!  

 

 

 



Before we tackle that question, though, let’s look at what Luigi 

actually read (but in English!): 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… 

 

What St Luke tells us is that, before the words, there were two 

other experiences in that upper room worth noting: the rush of a 

violent wind – and the appearance of tongues of fire. In other words, 

even before the disciples heard any words at all, other things caught 

their attention; only then did they begin to hear and speak to one 

another.   

 

And I think that is true of our experience too – and the reason why 

being in Church is so much better than watching a screen for our 

services! As the PCC said on Thursday night, screens equal work: 

emails, reports and ‘business’ of whatever sort our jobs require. 

Week by week we are realising how the ambience and atmosphere 

in Church helps us to step out of the rat-race and focus on God. 

Which means that there is a ‘language’ about churches too - albeit 

different languages!  

 

In very stark, generalized, terms for some churches are nothing 

more than meeting rooms which can be as plain and utilitarian as 

you like; for others churches are designed to be beautiful glimpses 

of heaven itself. For some, services are community events which 

allow the Gospel to be taught and celebrated; for others the 

emphasis is more on quiet reflection, silence and sacramental 

sharing.  

 

In the same way the language of music in our churches will vary 

hugely. Some church communities will want to sing familiar hymns 

and songs which have stood the test of time; others will be singing 

new and much more contemporary material. Four-part Choirs or 

praise bands, organs or guitars: all have their own enthusiasts, their 

own character sand their own repertoire. Ours isn’t the only PCC 

that has debated long and hard about what is appropriate and ‘good 

enough’ to be sung or played in Church!     

 



And all that before a single word has been spoken!  

 

We are only too aware, especially in London churches, of the huge 

range of languages that are spoken (outside Church at least!) by the 

members of our congregations.  

 

But much importantly, we are also aware of the range of the ‘ways’ 

in which we use language in our ordinary lives - our chosen 

vocabulary, the style of speaking and the culture which leads us to 

talk of one thing rather than another. It will often be determined 

by age, gender, geography, our schooling and the jobs that we do. I 

haven’t time to list all the occupations that the congregation at St 

James’ are involved in, but Admin, Architecture, Catering, Child 

care, Computing, Consultancy, Education, Engineering. Food 

Retail, Finance, Home Care, Law, Medicine, Psychological support, 

Social Work and Veterinary Science would be a start at such a list 

– all with their own worlds and languages!  

 

Is it any wonder then, that St Luke describes the scene at Pentecost 

as a cacophony – different ‘languages’ with all the potential for 

misunderstanding and irritation! We all know how frustrating it can 

be when we can’t get a handle on what makes others think in the 

way that they do. And sometimes our store of ‘language’ just isn’t 

big enough.       

 

Sinead Burke was born and bred in Dublin in 1990 and was featured 

a week or so back on Radio 4s Desert Island Discs. She made her 

name after a recent TED talk on disability and fashion having 

already trained to be a teacher. Sinead suffers from 

Achondroplasia; she is just over three feet tall.   

 

As part of her training she had to be fluent in Irish and when she 

was working for her finals she realised that the only word in Irish 

for her condition was the rather negative word ‘dwarf’. What was 

she to do? The answer was to go straight to the Irish Dictionary 

review committee which took less than a month to include ‘Daoine 

Beaga’ or Little People into its pages.  

 

Rowan Williams says that, amongst other things, one of our basic 

Christian ‘duties’ is to learn to listen to the experience of other 

people and to do all we can to understand them speaking ‘in their 

own language’.  



Peter Lampe, in an immensely difficult theological book New 

Testament theology in a secular world which Ken Thompson kindly 

lent me, says that if we want to step out beyond the experiences of 

the Early Church, we need to be able (and willing) to share with 

others what the experience of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost means 

for us in the here and now. Nicholas Lash’s little book Holiness and 

Silence is all about finding ways to re-examine the barriers which 

patterns of language, music and ritual have built up over the years.  

 

And the reason why these three heavy weights are right is because 

only when we are willing to get to grips with the feelings that each 

one of us gets when we are together in worship will we stop being 

distracted by the trivialisation that can so easily consume us: 

whether we ‘like’ this hymn, that prayer or that ceremonial action. 

Lash says that the world is longing to find real depth of meaning in 

what is going on in Church and if we don’t discuss and explain the 

significance of words, poetry, music and  symbolic actions – bringing 

them up to date and reevaluating them as we go – then we will lose 

so much of the richness of what the Holy Spirit has to share. But 

that takes real effort - and time, courtesy, respect, patience and a 

reverence for those things which other people value and which 

supports their faith.  

 

The zoomed PCC meeting on Thursday was indeed strange but still 

really rather good too. There was Alastair in his kitchen, Isabel in 

her study, Kerri at her home work station and Hilary encouraging 

Laura to put a very tired Hope to bed! But for whatever reason, we 

were able to discuss in a more fruitful way than for some time, just 

what it was that we had been missing over the last ten weeks of the 

shutdown. And we talked about the loss of community and how 

that had affected our walk with God.  

 

The value of the Feast of Pentecost lies in the way it helps us to 

focus – not just on our dialogue with God (important though that 

is!) but also on our conversations with one another: discovering one 

another’s insights and trying to discover a common language that 

will enable us to share our vulnerabilities so that we are bonded 

into a united people who want to affirm, as best we can, all of the 

ways that God speaks to us and encourages us.  

 

If Pentecost is a celebration, a festival of unity – it is only because 

Spirit is still at work; inviting us to share in a ‘unity in the making’.   


