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A LANGUAGE FOLKS CAN UNDERSTAND 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

Acts 2:5-6 

5 Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under 

heaven. 6 And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, 

because each one was hearing them speak in his own language. 

John 15:26 

26 “But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of 

truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me. 

 

 

Thirty-eight years ago, NASA launched two space 

probes into space.  They were Voyager 1 and 

Voyager 2. The intention was to send these 

unmanned probes beyond our solar system with a 

tiny hope that somewhere out in our Milky Way 

Galaxy these probes would be found by alien life 

forms.  They would know that there is life on this 

planet. How would they locate us?  

 

Well, each probe carried something special. A golden record, as pictured on today’s 

service folder. That is an actual record, like a vinyl record, only made out of copper, 

instead of vinyl. Recorded on the record is some information about this planet: some 

animal sounds, a greeting spoken in 55 different languages, and what you would 

expect to find on a record. All different kinds of music from different cultures. Why 

communicate with alien life through music? Because music is a universal language, a 

language that folks can understand. 
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Now, those folks who were in Jerusalem on Pentecost, they were Jews, says St. Luke. 

But they didn’t all speak the same language. They had come to Jerusalem from all 

over to celebrate a feast that was almost as important as the Passover. It was the 

Jewish feast called Pentecost, or Shavuot in Hebrew. But we cannot assume that all 

those Jews spoke the same language. Not even Hebrew. It was traditional among the 

Jews to receive Bible instruction in Hebrew. But Hebrew had become for all of them a 

second language. Hebrew was not the language of any of their cultures. Something 

could always be lost in translation when they were speaking in Hebrew.  

 

So, on Pentecost when the disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit, Hebrew was not the 

language in which they spoke. When the disciples began to speak the Good News to 

the Jewish crowd that day “they spoke in other tongues as the Spirit gave them 

utterance.” Other tongues! Other languages! The crowds were bewildered because 

they were hearing the Good News of Jesus each “in his own language.” Nothing was 

being lost in translation. Because each hearer that day heard the Gospel spoken in 

the language of his or her own culture.  

 

As Lutherans we can appreciate this. Martin Luther is remembered for translating the 

Bible into German, but not just any German. The German used in Luther’s Bible was not 

the German spoken by scholars. Nor was it the German of a bygone era. Luther’s Bible 

was in the German spoken by the common man of that day. The name of his 

translation could have been Today’s Modern German Version. Luther used the 

German of that culture. Why? To put the Good News in a language folks could 

understand, using the kind of expressions that were familiar to them. 

 

Yet, there is sometimes an expression or word in the Bible that remains difficult to 

translate. Such a word we find here in John 15:26. It’s the word paracletos. The 

Paraclete of which we sang in our first hymn this morning. The Paraclete is a title given 

to the Holy Spirit by Jesus. But what is a paraclete? That’s not an English word. It’s 

translated in your service folder insert as The Helper. By Luther it was translated as Der 

Troester. In the King James it was translated as The Comforter. And the Holy Spirit to this 

day is referred to as the Comforter.  
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But what makes paraclete difficult to translate is that in today’s readings the Holy Spirit 

is anything but a comforter. He comes to where the disciples are by way of a mighty 

rushing wind, a violent wind. How comforting was that? He comes to rest upon each 

one of them as a tongue of fire. How comforting was that?  Then they suddenly began 

to speak in other languages. These timid disciples began to speak publicly of the 

mighty deeds of God. How comforting was that? It would have put the disciples at risk. 

Because when the crowd heard them, they were anything but comforted. Luke says 

the crowd was bewildered, amazed, astonished, perplexed. Yes, it was in a language 

folks could understand. But some in the crowd opposed the Good News. They 

accused the disciples of being drunk. How comforting was that? 

 

This gets at the very reason we approach Pentecost the way that we do. Christmas we 

find comforting. Easter is exhilarating. But it is nearly impossible for us to approach 

Pentecost without a sense of panic. There is nothing comforting about the Holy Spirit 

shaking us up to go forth to tell the Good News about Jesus. Because the Good News 

brings change both to the one who hears it and to the one who speaks it. And 

change is dangerous and uncomfortable and unwelcomed. On Pentecost the Holy 

Spirit was not so much a comforter as he was an agitator, agitating the disciples into 

taking a risky action. 

 

So, why do we keep doing it? Well, simply because God speaks a language folks 

understand. It is a language of forgiveness, of reconciliation with God. It is a language 

of love and caring. It is a language of life and meaning, that promises shalom and 

hope and justice and victory over death and reunion with our loved ones. God speaks 

a language folks can understand. In Islam, Arabic is the language which all Muslims 

are supposed to learn in order to read the Quran and to pray properly. No matter 

what their native language and culture may be, they have to communicate with 

Allah through Arabic.  

 

But that’s not how God operates. Rather than requiring us to speak His language, God 

translated Himself into a universal language. God translated Himself into a language 

that can be understood by all languages and all cultures. God translated Himself into 

human flesh. In Jesus, in Jesus Himself is the language folks can understand.  
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Folks can understand Jesus. That He died for us. That He came alive again for us. That 

in Him we have forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God, life and meaning in 

spite of suffering and shalom and hope and justice and victory over death and 

reunion with our loved ones. Jesus is the Word become flesh, the Word translated into 

flesh. Jesus Himself is a language folks can understand. 

 

That’s why we would take the risk to speak His name. How we’re able to take that risk? 

Well, the Holy Spirit does some translating, too. He translates the Good News into 

power and courage inside of us. That’s why Jesus instructed His disciples to remain in 

Jerusalem after His Ascension. “I am going to send you what My Father has promised, 

but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” (Luke 24:49) 

The Holy Spirit translates our fears when we don’t know what to pray for into prayers 

that reach the Father. So Paul writes: “We do not know what to pray for, but the Spirit 

Himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.” (Romans 8:26) The 

Holy Spirit translates our caring and kindness towards others into hearts open to 

hearing what we believe. Because acts of caring, kindness, and love are a language 

folks can understand. 

 

Fifty-five languages are on the Voyager Golden Record. Plus the universal language of 

music, a language folks can understand. But who knows whether aliens would ever 

hear those languages? Voyager 1 is supposed to pass relatively near the star named 

Gliese 445. When? In 40,000 years. But when God speaks to us, He does not merely 

send us a message in a bottle, from a distance of 40,000 or 400 or even 4. God stands 

right beside us. The Word became flesh. He came alongside us. The Holy Spirit comes 

alongside us. That’s what paraclete really means: The One Who Comes Alongside Us. 

The Holy Spirit has come alongside us. Over the centuries, he has used Jesus’ disciples 

to speak Jesus’ name in many languages, to build bridges into many cultures whereby 

the Good News could be shared, to empower generations of Jesus’ disciples in 

powerful Pentecost ways, including translating the Word of God into many tongues. 

The Holy Spirit musters our courage so that we ourselves come alongside others, 

including those who may different from us culturally, to tell them the Good News in 

loving and caring ways. Jesus. Now, that’s a language folks, including you and me, 

can understand.    Amen 


