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Pentecost

David Wider

In Acts 2 the Bible tells us the story of Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit:
“A sound came from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the house
where the apostles were sitting”. A wind, not destructive like a tornado, but
creatively entering into human beings, converting them and empowering them to
speak and listen. The Pentecostal communication brought together people of
different languages and cultures: Parthians, Medes and Elamites and many more.
By mentioning them, the story points out that the Spirit overcame fixed borders
and frontiers. Aliens suddenly turned into neighbors and the mental map of the
world was changed.
Have you ever looked at a historical world map? Then you must have noticed
with a chuckle the many blank spots on the map. Whole islands are missing there
and even half continents. One looks vainly for Japan on a European medieval
map. Actually the attempt to make a map is a very early enterprise in human
history as geographical mural paintings from Stone Age show. It seems that
human beings have always tried to get an idea of the place where they were
living. Anthropologists define human being as animal symbolicum, a symbol-making
animal. Humans do not only live in a physical environment, they create a
symbolic universe because they want to know where they stand and who they
are. Today geographical knowledge has grown immensely. We have satellite
images and digital cartography. Every spot is surveyed, and with Google Earth
you can almost look into living rooms of faraway people. But in the midst of
overwhelming foreign influence the own lifeworld seems to vanish out. So in the
past people were sailing around with insufficient maps, but today people may
loose themselves in spite of GPS trackers.
The Pentecost narration gives us the image of an amazing change of the symbolic
universe, a true globalization, as one might say. The new insight was: God loves
all mankind. Now the point is not that the Holy Spirit made everybody talk the
same language (as is often said). The point is: Everyone heard the others speak in
his/her own language (Acts 238). If globalization means monodirectional talking
and acting, then critics are right in saying that it actually decreases inter-cultural
contact while increasing the possibility of international conflict. But the story of
Pentecost gives us another vision of unification, the vision of a communication
based on mutuality, on hearing the voice of the other.
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