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 Sometimes life would be easier if you could replace yourself with yourself. 

 This week I was invited to Fenway to enjoy a Red Sox game - and it was 

good game (they’ve been on a roll this week). As many of you know, part of the 

fun of going to the ballpark is just being with all of those different people. 

Thousands of different people all together in one place. There’s no shortage of 

entertainment - both on and off the field. And despite all those differences with the 

people around you, just can’t spend 3 or 4 hours surrounded by thousands of 

people without some kind of interaction.  

 The younger people kept apologizing for making us stand up as they were 

shuffling by to get more drinks. The older people kept thanking us for passing their 

drinks down the row so they didn’t have to stand up to get them. You know how it 

goes when you pass a drink down aisle. It’s like an assembly line. First, you pass 

down the beverages (for the bargain price of $10 each) and then once the 

customers get them you pass their money back up the line to the concession guy - 

and it’s really awkward if the customers don’t tip because everyone handling that 

money bears part of the shame. By the time everything is finished, a simple 

transaction between 2 people has taken about 15 people to pass the drinks & the 

money back-and-forth. And really, it would been so much easier if they could just 

have replaced themselves with themselves at either end of the line.  

 Sometimes life would be easier if you could just replace yourself with 

yourself. Especially when it’s more than a simple matter of convenience like 
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paying for a beverage in a crowded ballpark. What if you could replace yourself 

with yourself when you’re dealing with a customer service agent on the other end 

of the line who just doesn’t seem to care? What if you could replace yourself with 

yourself when it comes to one of your supervisors or colleagues at work who 

always misunderstands their job? What if you could replace yourself with yourself 

when you’re arguing with a boyfriend, a girlfriend, or a spouse - and no amount of 

words seem to clarify what either of you are actually trying to say? Sometimes life 

would be easier if you could just replace yourself with yourself.  

 The Feast of Pentecost, today, for Christians is the day when somehow Jesus 

replaces himself with himself.  The question is what replacing himself actually 1

means. How does Jesus replace himself with the Holy Spirit & the Church? Is it 

simply a matter of convenience, like passing something down the aisle? The 

religious equivalent of passing down a refreshing beverage to someone in need? Is 

Pentecost simply about that, passing down the message of Jesus to other nations & 

other lands; sharing his message with the rest of the world? 

 Well, yeah. That’s part of it. After all, today in the book of Acts when the 

disciples come charging out of the house where they’re praying; filled with the 

Holy Spirit, they’re speaking in other tongues and proclaiming God’s “deeds of 

power” to other people from other lands (Acts 2:11). And Peter interprets their 

testimony as nothing short of prophecy. They’re speaking for God himself. So at 

 cf. Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places, p. 2321
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least part of what it means for Jesus to replace himself with himself is that we’re 

given the power to witness & to prophesy in Jesus’ name. We’re empowered, and 

invited, to share about God’s mighty & compassionate deeds through Jesus. We’re 

invited to pass down that message with the rest of the world.  

 But there’s also more. When Jesus replaces himself with himself, there’s 

more than just the power to witness & to prophesy. Pentecost is about more than 

sharing the message of Jesus. Honestly, the message of Jesus isn’t the most 

interesting or unique thing about him. Plenty of other teachers & revolutionaries in 

other times & other lands have spoken words of charity and justice (thank God!). 

So when Jesus replaces himself with himself if it just means we’re sharing his 

message, then we might end up missing the point of the story altogether. 

 And for that, let’s turn to the Tower of Babel. The story of Babel, like other 

stories in Scripture, has it’s meaning in the middle. We find the meaning of Babel 

in the middle, when the people say “let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise 

we’ll be scattered over the face of the earth,” (Gen. 11.4). Let us make a name. Let 

us not be scattered. Those are the parts of the story we’re supposed to hear. 

Because when God created humanity 10 chapters earlier at the beginning of 

Genesis, God blessed them, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 

earth…”  (Gen 1:28). God says, fill the earth. The people say, let us not be 

scattered. 

 Do you see it? We find the meaning of Babel in the middle. The point of 
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scattering people is about filling the earth. God replaces himself with himself by 

using people to spread his image over the earth. That’s how the story of Babel 

works. Pentecost isn’t the first time in our Scripture that God replaces himself with 

himself. It happens at the beginning of Genesis. And the problem at Babel isn’t that 

people want to replace God. That’s their job - they’re made in God’s image! The 

problem at Babel is that people want to take  from God. They want to take God’s 

name & reputation; they want to take God’s power for themselves.  

 God’s response is an act of mercy. God doesn’t lash out or destroy them. He 

scatters them and spreads them. He provokes their faith - and their trust. So that 

rather than trying to make some kind of name for themselves, they’re invited to 

trust God to make something beautiful out of them. It’s a message that’s reinforced 

in the very next chapter, ch. 12, when God calls Abram and tells him that he’s 

going to make Abram’s name great. He’ll be a blessing for all nations. That’s the 

point of the story. 

 And it’s the point of Pentecost too. At Pentecost, just like Genesis, God 

replaces himself with himself by pouring out his Spirit and spreading his image - 

again - over the face the earth. At Pentecost, just like Genesis, God replaces 

himself with himself by using people who bear his image. But this time, at 

Pentecost, God’s isn’t provoking their faith by responding to human pride or greed 

(like Babel). This time he’s answering their patience & their prayer. 

 Their gift, the gift of Pentecost, is God’s Spirit. The Spirit Jesus describes in 
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our Gospel as, “the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it 

neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides with you, and he 

will be in you,” (John 14:17). At Pentecost, we’re invited and empowered to 

witness & prophesy in Jesus’ name. You bet. But also, and maybe even more 

important, we’re invited to bear the image & the Spirit of Jesus. At Pentecost we 

become the image of Jesus by receiving the Spirit of truth.  

 Here’s the catch. It’s easy to get hung up on that word truth. As Pilate 

famously asked Jesus during his trial, “What is truth?” It’s easy to get hung up on 

the Spirit of truth as some kind of intellectual truth that we know with our mind, or 

maybe some kind of social truth that we know with our public policy, or perhaps 

some kind of confessional truth that we know deeply with our heart. And don’t get 

me wrong, those matter. Intellectual and social and heartfelt truth are all included 

in the Spirit we’re given at Pentecost. But we’d be foolish to pretend that the Spirit 

of truth is only present in those people who happen to agree with my intellectual 

truth, my social truth, or my heartfelt truth. We could choose to build that kind of 

church if we wanted - in fact Christians do it all the time. We’re always tempted to 

build our own towers of Babel, those little places where we bake our own bricks 

and mix our own tar to hold things together; by limiting ourselves to people who 

simply share our perspective or language - or perhaps our political party or the 

same frame of mind.  

 Pentecost turns that kind of self-satisfied Babel unity on its head. Because 
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when the followers of Jesus receive the Spirit of truth, all of the differences - not 

just language, that’s just the surface; all of the differences that usually separate 

people are transformed and those differences become part of our witness that God 

is knitting the world of Babel back together. The Spirit of truth means that our 

community is grounded & energized not by our self-satisfied unity, but instead by 

the person of Jesus. We’re all family - whether we like it or not - because of Jesus. 

That’s at least part of the Spirit of truth.  

 At least part of the truth we're given at Pentecost is more than the world's 

truth of building Babel-like communities, coalitions, or corporations that reinforce 

or maximize our power, profit, efficiency or security. At least part of the truth 

we’re given at Pentecost is about more than putting up with our differences. It’s 

about recognizing each other as the family of Jesus across those differences, and 

laying down our differences at Jesus’ feet. The truth of Pentecost is never trying to 

make something special, some kind of name for ourselves. But instead trusting that 

God is making something beautiful out of us. After all, if we can get thousands of 

people together at a ballpark for no other reason than cheering for the same team - 

then why on earth wouldn’t we gather here across all of our differences to worship 

Jesus as the Church? 

  That’s the Spirit of truth we find alive & active in the Gospels; all kinds of 

people (thousands of them!) gathering around Jesus in the midst of their 

differences and laying down their differences at Jesus’s feet. That’s the Spirit of 
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truth alive & active when a tax collector like Matthew who made his living by 

collaborating with the Romans, gathers at the same table with a zealot named 

Simon (Acts 1.13), who committed himself to overthrowing the Romans. They 

became a family, apostles, the inner circle of Jesus’ hand-picked team because 

Jesus was even greater than their great differences.  

 And when that same Spirit of Truth is alive & active here in our community 

& in our church, when we recognize ourselves brother & sister in spite any of our 

differences, no wonder Jesus says the world “cannot receive” it. Because it looks 

so foolish and out of place. But maybe, just maybe, when the church gathers 

weekly for Eucharist in the midst of our differences, we might actually sound 

believable when we say that God is renewing the world of Babel and knitting us 

back together across any division into a community of wholeness & grace. 

 If that’s the Spirit of truth, and the Spirit of Pentecost, alive & active in our 

midst, then what better way to celebrate than a baptism. What better way to 

celebrate the truth of Pentecost; the truth of God replacing himself with himself, by 

baptizing one more person in Jesus’ name. Because every time we baptize someone 

we announce that God is knitting us together across any difference of language or 

nation; any division of intellectual, social or heartfelt conviction. We’re not here to 

look special or to make some kind of name for ourselves. The gift of Pentecost is 

trusting, in spite of our differences, that God’s Spirit is making something beautiful 

out of us. We become the evidence that God is replacing himself with himself; and 
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that God’s spirit is still renewing the face of the earth. Amen.


