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Interpreting the Tongues


My Great-Grandfather, Augustus Watson Harris, was an Assemblies of God tentmaker out on the dusty plateaus of west Texas and eastern New Mexico. If you were to look at any picture of him, you’ll notice he would look away from the camera, his head tilted upward, toward heaven. My Dad, who is here with us today from Texas, would tell you that being present with him was an exercise in piety he’d never really witnessed before. You see Papa Harris, as my mother called him, would sit with family members, and while they shared stories and told tales, he’d be off to the side, eyes open, lips moving, but not speaking. My Dad would ask my Mom, “What is he doing?” “He’s praying.”

Papa Harris died in August, 1984 a few months before I was born. 

But since like many of you, I have responded to the odd and wondrous calling we call ministry, I do feel a special kinship to my Pentecostal ancestor. Especially on a day like today, when we celebrate the world being filled with the Holy Spirit and the interpreting of various tongues. This was a spiritual gift known intimately to Papa Harris.

Now, good Presbyterians, before you shift too much in the pew, we’re not going to get too wild and crazy. Beyond special kinship and all, my idea of being filled with the Holy Spirit is affirming our faith on a Sunday using the radical Confession of 1967 instead of the conventional Apostles’ Creed. Yet I do believe being solely decent and in order does have its limits, specifically when we are trying to interpret all the tongues around us.

So yes, I hearken to the wisdom of Papa Harris and his like, because I believe, we, as both a church and a society, are in deep need of glossolalia. After all, one of the common interpretations of the Pentecost story is that it is an undoing of what happened at the Tower of Babel. That those separated by language now have the ability, through the presence of the Holy Spirit, to hear one another. Yet my fear is that we are returning to a version of Babel. No we are not separated by different languages and we all share the same alphabet, but unfortunately we focus on different letters.

Now I know you’ve probably given some and others of you are probably sick of hearing the “both sides are guilty” sermon, but I bring this to your attention because I think it speaks directly to those of us that we, specifically are called to lead.

Last week in the New York Times, columnist Thomas Edsall offered an opinion piece that, backed up by academic studies conducted by political scientists and sociologists, showed it’s actually the most highly educated who are inciting the polarization in our society.
 Since we are in Alabama I know most of you have heard Rodger Nishioka speak in the last decade and if you did, you probably heard him state at some point in a sermon, lecture, or Sunday school offering that we PCUSA folks are some of the highest educated group of Christians in this country. 

If Mr. Edsall and Dr. Nishioka are correct in their analysis, then it stands to reason that you and I spend a lot of our time these days interpreting the tongues. Even the towns we come from have names as phonetic as Phrygia and Pamphylia- Eufaula, Tuscaloosa, and Opelika. You see, that’s what we do. That’s what we’ve been called to do, to go to these towns, these cities. To ingratiate ourselves to these unique communities of Christ as they speak the same tongue but with entirely different meanings. Then when they get themselves tongue tied they turn to us and ask “Pastor, what does this mean?” As if we are supposed to know in this age when truth isn’t based in fact but rather in the letters you emotionally tie yourselves too.

Yes, you and I- we have a task before us. We have to share to Presbyterians that the Holy Spirit is more than just the shy one of the Trinity. That She can be a rush of holiness. That the words written by King from the Birmingham jail still ring true:

“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea.”

I never thought I’d say this, but maybe we Presbyterians need the outside agitation of people like Papa Harris. He was an uneducated man who when he wasn’t under a tent standing next to a piano would build grain elevators with other laborers in nameless, wind-swept towns. Yet he wanted to take the Holy Spirit public, he wanted to see what Peter saw. He wanted the Spirit to pour out upon all flesh, he wanted our sons and daughters to prophesy, he wanted the young and old to see visions and dream dreams. And I wonder if we, the ones who pride ourselves in the Calvinistic value of education, have the humility not only to speak that language, but have the courage to listen to its truth as well.
Being able to interpret the tongues, to getting past the accusations of new wine, and the ability to dispense hope begins with people like you and me. Even though my classmates and I railed on his thesis in seminary, I think what we learned from Stanley Hauerwas is correct. That Christian ethics must be learned within the walls and then we must take that ethic out into the world. We must show the world why the church as an institution is a force of Christ’s goodness. That’s why we bring our candidates and our pastors to the floor to ask them questions. That’s why we install General Presbyters in this space. Because we believe the Refiner’s fire is present. Because we look to people like you, Jay. For, Lord, have mercy, not only do we look to you so we can be equipped to interpret these tongues we hear, but then we look to you to help us interpret our tongues. May we support you as much as you are called to support us. 
For the Pentecost truth is at stake. Recently I read a piece that wondered if the country has gotten too big and has too many voices to be effective. The author cited Montesquieu who said “the common good is sacrificed to a thousand considerations.”
 I don’t buy it. Pentecost shuns this sentiment. It declares the considerations open to grandiose dreams. That we must listen intently to all the voices, and I believe we have the opportunity to live into this Pentecost dream if we are and remain committed:
· To the Racial justice task force, so we can listen to the chasms that still divide us.

· To Living River, so we can listen to God’s abundant creation.

· To the Presbyterian Home for Children, so we can listen to the vulnerable in our midst.
· To our colleges and campus ministries, so we can listen to the discernment of young people and learn what the future looks like.
· To our Mission Co-Workers, so we can listen to what the world beyond us is saying.

· To our churches, so we can listen to the thoughts, pains, and fears and in turn proclaim grace, hope, and love.
I know this isn’t an exhaustive list, but it points to why I love the church of Jesus Christ. Because you and I have seen what can happen when She moves in here and then moves out there. And I believe, Presbyterians, if we take what we know, and embrace the glossolalia that often makes us squirm, then the violent wind, the kind of wind Papa Harris knew all too well in those sandstorm riddled communities, will continue to lead us into new homes, new places, and new possibilities. We’re pastors and elders after all, we know how the Holy Spirit will find us. We just have to breathe in, and breathe out. In the name of the Creator, the Redeemer, and the Sustainer, the One Living Triune God. Amen.
� To read Edsall’s piece, please see: � HYPERLINK "https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/10/opinion/democrats-partisanship-identity-politics.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fthomas-b-edsall&action=click&contentCollection=opinion&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection" �https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/10/opinion/democrats-partisanship-identity-politics.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fthomas-b-edsall&action=click&contentCollection=opinion&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection�. 


� To read the full “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” please see: � HYPERLINK "https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html" �https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html�. 


� To read the article I reference here my Neil Gross titled “Is the United States too Big to Govern?”, please see: � HYPERLINK "https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/11/opinion/sunday/united-states-too-big.html" �https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/11/opinion/sunday/united-states-too-big.html�. 





