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“Now, do not go from this meeting and talk about tongues, but try to get people
saved!” William Seymour

One of the reasons that I voraciously enjoy the Journal for Preachers is that 1
am a Pentecostal. I find myself terrifically motivated by the perspectives of this com-
munity of mainline Protestant preachers, who seem to so effortlessly move exegetical
and theological dirt around the jobsite to uncover treasures I would never otherwise
discover. In this collegial spirit, I thought our readers might enjoy a Pentecostal per-
spective on the Day of Pentecost, particularly the phenomenon that pushes the entire
story off the ground: the gift of tongues. In circles where the emphasis of Acts 2 is
typically placed on the birthday of the Church, perhaps moving the dirt around the
tongue talking, the early morning racket, and the accusations of drunkenness will
reveal some hidden gems.

The Sign of Tongues in the Pentecostal Tradition

It is safe to say that the average man on the street, if he has heard of a Pentecos-
tal, associates us with one of our odder habits: what is typically called “speaking in
tongues.” We take this phrase from the King James translation of the book of Acts in
the New Testament, a translation that was hammered out during Shakespearean times.
You might also call the habit, more contemporarily, “‘speaking in languages.”

Speaking in tongues is what Pentecostals became known for early on, especially
at the Azusa Street Revival at the beginning of the twentieth century. Its leader, Wil-
liam Seymour, tried his best to focus people’s attention not toward the phenomenon
of tongues, but toward the lifestyle such Spirit-empowerment produced. “If you get
angry, or speak evil or backbite, I care not how many tongues you may have, you
have not the baptism with the Holy Spirit,” the illiterate Seymour preached.! Still,
it is hard not to focus on a group of people who spontaneously burst into shouting a
bunch of syllables that sound like gibberish.

“We believe in speaking with other tongues as the Spirit gives utterance,” my
denomination’s faith statement reads, “and that it is the initial evidence of the baptism
in the Holy Ghost.” As if speaking in tongues were not aberrant enough, this state-
ment seriously upped the ante. If you don’t speak in tongues, you haven’t really had
a full experience of the Holy Spirit, we declared. The gift of tongues is the entrance
requirement into Spirit baptism and the complete Christian life. If you don’t do it,
according to our particular tradition, you’re not a bona fide Pentecostal.

Our motives in this effort to encourage the gift of tongues have always been pure,
but slapping a bunch of strictures around the activity of the Holy Spirit is tricky busi-
ness at best, like trying to tame the wind. At worst, we can dress up to play the part of
God. Certainly God “does not change like the shifting shadows,” James 1:17 says, but
neither is God beholden to formulas. In erring to the latter side, I have seen and heard
all kinds of personal stories about well-meaning Pentecostals trying to “help” others
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receive the gift of tongues, and the stories range from the horrific to the hokey.

Growing up, there were plenty of altar calls to receive the Holy Spirit by way of
the “sign” of speaking in tongues (signage is the language for the gift used in Mark
16:17). People often testified of “seeking” the gift for many months (One new convert
of our congregation who was in seeking mode remarked, “The Holy Ghost sure is an
elusive thing, ain’t He?”). Seekers would crowd the altar, and holy huddles would
form around them, swaying back and forth, everyone praying out loud, eight, ten,
twelve hands on the seeker’s shoulders and head. At some point after the seeker had
been thoroughly leaned on by the group, someone would take the lead. The leader
would stand face to face with the seeker, and the oral exam would begin. “Speak out!”
“Speak anything that comes to mind!” I have seen people pat the chin of the speaker
with the back of their hand up and down, over and over. Judge us if you must, but
the Catholics believe that the communion wine transubstantiates into real blood. Are
we Pentecostals not also allowed some hocus-pocus?

Ifthere were Holy Ghost blockages that the prayer huddles could not break through,
individual attention was warranted. The pros were called in with tactical stents. One
friend of mine was taken to a room and given practice words. “You can do it!” he
recalls the pro’s encouragement. In my mind the scene looks like an interrogation
room in an episode of Law and Order, a hanging light bulb over a metal desk, the pro
with a walkie-talkie strapped to his belt to relay any breakthrough. Even with such
serious help, my friend never did speak in tongues.

In fact, I know all kinds of people who identify with Pentecostalism but never
crossed the tongues threshold. My denomination is still trying to figure out what to
do with them. Jesus told Nicodemus in John 3:8 that “the Spirit blows wherever it
pleases.” “The Holy Ghost sure is an elusive thing, ain’t He?”

Glossolalia and the Repair of Language

There are all kinds of smart studies on the phenomenon of speaking in tongues,
typically called glossolaliain academic circles (fromthe Greek words glossa—language
— and laleo — to speak). The experience of tongues is not particular to Pentecostals,
or even to Christians, but there does seem to be a common thread uniting those who
participate: Glossolalia is the language of the underclass. In the words of Randall
Balmer at Barnard University, “It provides a voice to people who feel they have no
voice.”

I fear that such a definition might be interpreted as Marxist escapism, tongues as
an opiate for the poor. I have never thought about tongues as some Christian version
of The Exorcist, eyes rolling back into the head for a few moments of ecstasy, like a
drug hit. Tongues are not the result of some kind of divine possession, which seems
to be Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 14:32 —*“The spirits of prophets are subject to the
control of prophets.” Instead, at the most elemental level, tongues are about....tongues.
Tongues are about language, about words. They beg the question, “Where does lan-
guage come from and what does it mean to do?”

Even the most secular among us would readily acknowledge that the project of
human language is in deep disrepair. The Quaker spiritualist, Richard Foster, con-
tends,

The tongue is our most powerful weapon of manipulation. A frantic stream
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of words flows from us because we are in a constant process of adjusting
our public image. We fear so deeply what we think other people see in us
that we talk in order to straighten out their understanding .’

Is not such evidence of the seductive and devalued power of language all around
us? Just listen to the droll of the cable news wars, in which language is weaponized to
the point where logic and objectivity are chess pieces to be played, ninja stars to be
thrown. And hasn’t the larger church lost the battle of fighting devalued words with
more devalued words that are theological in nature? “Christian language needs to be
redeemed,” Marcus Borg argues.* The Church has not been able to save us from the
word vomit soup we now swim in. We are all growing increasingly illiterate, shouting
words back and forth that have little meaning and less value. All that matters is how
sharply we can carve out the edges of our words.

Historically, Christian thought has been on the forefront of deconstructing the
power of words to their constituent elements. There is plenty in the Bible about the
potency of language (My mother was fond of quoting James 1:19 in our home, “Be
quick to listen and slow to speak.”), and this tradition has grown throughout the cen-
turies. From the first monk, Anthony the Great in the third century, Christian monks
attacked word vomit with the powerful weapon of silence. Thomas Merton, the fa-
mous trappist monk of the last century, renowned for his vows of silence, considered
words to be the building blocks of the “false self” that we project onto others for our
own perceived good.’ His corrective: create silence. Soren Kierkegaard, a Danish
theologian, wrote well over a century ago, “If I were a doctor and could prescribe just
one remedy for all the ills of the modern world, I would prescribe silence.”® Scores
of similarly beautiful quotations on the power of silence from a thousand Christian
mystics fill the literature of church history.

Pentecostals are a part of this Christian trajectory but have attacked the same
problem of word vomit from a dramatically different angle. You might say that the
monastic tradition fought word inflation by raising the interest rates on language. The
fewer words in play, the better their value. We Pentecostals did not follow this ap-
proach. As an underclass people, perhaps we saw silence as, in the words of Wendell
Berry, “the distinguishing characteristic of absolute despair.”” So we just decided to
receive a whole new language altogether, and by doing so, to transcend despair.

The Post-Babel Language of God

In Acts 2, the followers of Jesus are waiting for the fulfillment of the promise
of 1:5: “For John baptized with water but in a few days you will be baptized with
the Holy Spirit.” And then, like a sandstorm, it hit. “All of them were filled with the
Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them” (2:4).
But that is only where the true story begins. It is the response of the onlookers to the
phenomenon of speaking in tongues that constitutes the real meat of the narrative of
Acts 2.

Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every na-
tion under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in
bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being spoken.
Utterly amazed, they asked: “Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans?
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Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? Parthians,
Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia,
Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya
near Cyrene; visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism);
Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our
own tongues!” Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does
this mean?” (2:5-12)

Languages old and new, spewing forth from the poor white trash of Galilee, now
suddenly linguists. Indeed, what does such an event mean?

It is hard to doubt that a very specific Old Testament text stands behind Acts 2,
backlighting its meaning. It was way back in Genesis 11 where the nations highlighted
in Acts 2 first endured their birth. There, the story of the Tower of Babel adds two
great brush strokes to the burgeoning picture of YHWH in the early days of human-
ity, a God who is ferociously particular. Those two new particularities painted in
Genesis 11 are simply that (1) God doesn’t care much for urban living and (2) really
disdains dictatorial regimes with their forced homogeneity. “Come, let us build our-
selves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens, so that we may make a name
for ourselves,” the whiz kids of the Mesopotamian valley devised in Genesis 11:4.
Armed with their Apple computers, their new brick-making technology, and cool,
horn-rimmed eyeglasses, they sought to remake history.

But God is not enthused. “Come, let us go down and confuse their language
so they will not understand each other,” God decides after convening a council of
Himself. “That is why it was called Babel — because there the Lord confused the lan-
guage of the whole world,” scattering them “across the face of the whole earth.” In
the Old Testament tradition, God’s response to Babel is where languages (other than
Hebrew?) began. The project of multiple languages/tongues was meant to prevent
human oppression at the Tower of Babel.

Of course, humanity found a way to derail that project of multiple languages as
well. The Egyptian Empire would soon rise, forcing everything it could force on those
who did not speak Egyptian. The Babylonians would give way to the Persians would
give way to Alexander the Great would give way to the Romans. One Tower of Babel
was replaced with thousands more ethnically specific. By the time of Acts 2, there
are too many towers to count: thousands of ethnic groups, attempting to build bigger
towers, to control the “foreigners” around them. And then the Holy Ghost descends,
and in one fell swoop, there are no more foreigners. A bunch of tongue-talking, il-
literate Galileans turned all the towers of Babel to rubble.

Atthe Day of Pentecost, the crisis whereby human languages separated the peoples
of the earth, keeping them at odds with one another, is suddenly eradicated. Oppres-
sion gives way to the birth pangs of unity. “We hear them declaring the wonders of
God in our own tongues!” the astonished nations of the world gather to proclaim.
Languages that were once unintelligible are rendered intelligible. Confusion gives
way to understanding. “What does this mean?”

Every Christian tradition has to answer this question for themselves, of course.
There were some in the Jerusalem crowd that simply assumed the disciples had been
binging on bloody maries and mimosas, what with all their round-the-clock celebration
of Jesus’ supposed resurrection. We tongue-talkers are still considered imbalanced,
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if not loony.

But for Pentecostals, the answer to the question of the crowds still rings out.
“What does this mean?” It means in part that God has visited us to change lives and
to change history, to forge new creation from the old. This new creation, wrought
by the Holy Spirit, requires not silence, but declaration. This new creation requires
wonder and bewilderment. Most of all, this new creation requires new tongues — the
only intelligible language in God’s new world. Ralph Waldo Emerson said that lan-
guage is the archive of history.! God’s new history operates on new words. Tongues
are God’s grand finale of holiness, the final sanctification of language itself so that
all things might be made new.

T.S. Eliot wrote about his frustration of “trying to learn to use words, and every
attempt is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure.” If part of the mean-
ing of the Tower of Babel is that no particular group of people has the corner on the
word market, I am certainly not insinuating that Pentecostals have a corner on the
tongues market. Such a claim would be transforming tongues to propaganda. I am
sure there are abuses and forgeries. Rainer Maria Rilke told a young poet, “Even the
best err in words when they are meant to mean most delicate and almost inexpressible
things.”"°

Even so, what I mean to say is that rather than capitulating to word vomit or
silence, there is something beautiful about offering the very elements of language
as worship unto the God of all language. Our babble somehow levels the towers of
Babel all over again. Each Sunday, is this not what we preachers do?
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