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Jackie Robinson, a third baseman for the Brooklyn Dodgers, was the first black man to play for an all-white major league baseball team.  Breaking baseball’s color barrier, he faced jeering crowds in every stadium.  While playing one day in his home stadium in Brooklyn, he committed an error.  The fans began to ridicule him.  He stood at third base, humiliated, while the fans jeered.  Then, shortstop, Pee Wee Reese, a white man, came over and stood next to him.  He put his arm around Jackie and faced the crowd.  The fans grew quiet.


Our opening story points to the barriers that divide us.  The crowd resents Robinson for doing something reserved for white people.  Their prejudice pushes them to show their disapproval.  Pee Wee Reese breaks the limitations that often cause us our prejudice.  He speaks wordless words of mutual acceptance.  It is a language of the Spirit of God, which is inclusive and relational.

Some years ago, a group of young parents and children gathered.  As a mother of two of the children was leaving, she scolded one child, ‘You better listen and behave.’  Then turning to the other child said, ‘I love you.  You’re such a good girl.’  These words caused me disquiet.  The mother – I am sure – loved both of her children.  Yet, her words said something different.


It is easy for us to fall into habits that lead us to speak without really listening to the words that we are using.  Words have the power to enliven and to demean.  They have the power to build up relationships and to tear them down.  They can capture our inner feelings and prevent the growth of a loving relationship.


When the Spirit comes upon the disciples, they are empowered to speak words of forgiveness and reconciliation.  Pope John the 23rd, a person within whom the Spirit is very much evident, tells us that the church needs to lay aside words of severity and condemnation and instead use words that reveal the ‘medicine of mercy’.  These words – spoken 6o years ago – continue to be important in our own day.  Pope John also related that whenever he saw a wall between Christian groups he would try to remove a brick or two with the hope that the barrier would eventually fall.


The Spirit of God empowers us to do the same.  When correcting another (like the mother with her child), the Spirit encourages us to use words and a tone of voice that makes it clear that we relate mutually and lovingly.  When speaking with another (adult or child), the Spirit empowers us to use words that prevents the building of barriers of hurt.  The Spirit helps us to offer words of compassion and non-judgment, providing a visible sign of our support and acceptance.


On this day of Pentecost, let us experience the Spirit of God standing with us in the face of adversity and embracing us with wordless words of mutual acceptance rather than fear, which heals our blindness and permits us to see our prejudices.  The Spirit always places an arm around us, including us in the divine family.
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