3.19.2025 Lenten Midweek Prayer, Week 2 Pastor Timothy McKenzie
Psalm 18:1-6; Acts 2:1-13

“Sound: the Holy Spirit gives us ability”
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

Tonight, we continue our Lenten midweek series, titled: “The Incarnate Senses: Christ dwells in
you.” As human beings, our senses are always in dialogue with our intellect and our faith. As Christ
dwells in us, faith integrates sense and intellect, revealing a more complete understanding of reality.

This week, as we meditate on our sense of sound and the Holy Spirit giving us the ability to listen
and speak, it’s helpful to think about a few key images related to “sound” as expressed in scripture.
God’s creative activity is described as the sound of a voice. In Genesis, God said, “ ‘Let there be
light,” and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). God’s creative work is also described as the Word in John 1;
the logos expresses God’s voice heard in the person of Jesus. Christians also describe the indwelling
of Jesus, and Paul said it well, “I¢ is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me” (Gal.
2:20a). The One who is beyond all things and who created the cosmos, hears and speaks through
each of us.

As we think about sound and hearing God’s word, we might also recall the story of Elijah
seeking God’s presence as fled for his life into the wilderness. Elijah heard God not in wind,
earthquake, or fire, but rather, in the stillness of silence (1 Kings 19:11-12). It seems perhaps easy
to meditate upon God’s word in the quiet stillness of this holy space tonight; but how, when we are
overcome by the noise of the modern world, are we to hear God’s voice?

This was on my mind this morning while I walked with the dog, listening to birds chirping and
hearing the voice of the wind in the trees. Early each morning, I usually begin the day by praying as
I walk and today was wonderful. Hearing the birds and the wind as it moved in blossoming trees
reminded that the Creator’s voice is speaking all around us.

I began walking and praying in the early morning many years ago in Tokyo. Prayer helps me
begin the day ahead of the noise and the many tasks of the day. I pray for people and issues in my
life and in the world, while listening for God’s assurance of peace and hope. Prayer has made a
great difference to me, because the world is a noisy place with many voices seeking our attention.

Prayer reminds me that Elijah didn’t hear God’s voice in the wind, earthquake or fire, but in the
stillness within him. There’s a verse in 1 Thessalonians (4:11) where Paul suggests that we “learn to
be quiet.” Who among us hasn’t yearned for “peace and quiet,” or in some confusing moment, said,
“Be quiet, I can’t hear myself think.” Prayer teaches us to quiet ourselves.

In the reading from Acts, we are reminded that the Holy Spirit gives us the ability to hear and to
speak God’s word. What happened on Pentecost was truly a miracle, as anyone who has struggled

to master a foreign language can tell you. Grammar, cases, declensions, vocabulary must be put



together so that the listener can understand. It’s not easy. Most of us learn to speak, read, and write
as we grow up — and it seems easy. This is why many were bewildered at hearing others speaking in
their languages.

The nations and peoples mentioned — Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, Mesopotamia, Judea,
Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt, Libya, Cyrene, and Rome, both Jews and
proselytes — are meant to express the world in microcosm. This was a gathering of Christians and
Jews, of Romans and citizens of other nations. Acts is revealing the church coming to life among
the full diversity of humanity, religions, and political realities.

As a 21% century Christian, this highlights the ongoing need for care in our approaches to cross-
cultural as well as diplomatic conversations. In the diversity of the world, true understanding is
never easy; it requires the ability to listen, understand, and act for the common good of all people.

Working in Japan, I did a lot of simultaneous translation in international roundtable meetings
with German, Danish, Finnish, American, and Japanese church leaders. Translation can be
exhausting hour after hour trying to get it right. On one such occasion, I was translating for an
ELCA church leader who was reporting that the ELCA would no longer be sending missionaries to
do “primary evangelism” (meaning local parish ministry) because that was the rightful task of the
Japanese church. This was a bombshell announcement, and those in the room took it big. In the
silence of the room, I remember one church leader pursed his lips and made a sound like that of a
water buffalo pulling its hoof out of the mud. Because I was translating, everyone looked at me.

After questions and further nuanced conversation — translated back and forth — people began to
finally hear the voice of the Spirit. People began to see that a new chapter was beginning, and that
some of the former vestiges of a missionary controlled colonial era were disappearing. The ELCA
was to take a supporting role, as the Japanese church began to assume ever greater responsibilities.

Today, it seems harder than ever to hear the truth. Like that first Pentecost, many grumble, sneer
and attack others, and there seem to be fewer opportunities for nuanced and quiet discussion. In a
world warring with words and weapons, how do we speak and hear the truth?

During Lent, I hope that you might daily spend time in prayer — that you might hear God’s voice
so that you might be God’s voice in this world. The example of Elijah hearing God’s voice in quiet
and stillness is needed more than ever.

God is still speaking. Are you listening? God speaks to you so that you might be God’s voice in
this world. The Spirit gives you ability to listen, speak, understand, and to act with love.

“It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me.” Listen for him.

Over your lifetime, you will be amazed and astonished. God is speaking to you.

God is giving you words to speak of strength and hope. Amen.



