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“Raising Our Voice”

“But Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them …”

“Please don’t raise your voice!”
As you might imagine, I’ve heard these words many times over the years.  There is nothing soft about my
voice; even when I try to whisper, it seems that my voice carries great distances.  There are many
advantages to having such a large, resonant voice; it’s easy for me to get people’s attention, I can be heard
even in the midst of a large crowd, and it is really beneficial to be as a preacher.  But there are times when
it may appear to someone who doesn’t know me that I am raising my voice to them, which is usually what a
person does in anger or to intimidate someone else.  I don’t mean to raise my voice in any situation, but I
can understand how others might confuse my large voice with a person who is raising their voice in an
inappropriate fashion.

Raising one’s voice for the wrong reasons is indeed not an appropriate behavior, especially when it is
meant to demean someone or intimidate them.  But there are times when we need to raise our voices, when
what we need to communicate has to be heard above all of the other noises that surround us.  One of the
origins of my large voice was when I was drum major of our high school’s marching band; in order to be
heard above the brass and percussion instruments on an outdoor field, I had to learn to project my voice,
which stuck with me long after my marching days ended.  Actors and singers who perform without
amplification need to learn how to raise their voices effectively in order for their audience to clearly hear
their performance, and many preachers who serve in congregations without microphones also need to be
taught how to raise their voices so that the congregation might hear the sermons they are proclaiming. 
There are circumstances in which raising our voices is a most appropriate action.

There are also other situations in which raising one’s voice is the proper thing to do.  When we see
someone attempting to rob or hurt another person, we need to raise our voices in coming to their defense
and alerting the police.  When we see that an elderly person is being abused or neglected, we need to raise
our voices and become their advocate so that this mistreatment stops.  When we learn of vulnerable people
being taken advantage of by more powerful forces, we need to raise our voices so that they might have a
voice in determining their future, so that they might be empowered to raise their own voices.  In raising our
voices for the sake of others, we are heirs of the biblical tradition of prophecy, in which men and women
were called to raise their voices in proclaiming God’s Word and calling people to repent of their past
misdeeds and return to following the Lord’s teachings and seeking to live in faithfulness and righteousness.

· “For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until her vindication
shines out like the dawn, and her salvation like a burning torch.” – Isaiah 62:1.

The prophetic tradition of raising one’s voice to proclaim the Word of the Lord is at the heart of our
celebration of Pentecost, the third major festival day of the Church year.  “Pentecost” literally means “fiftieth
day,” and was a term used by Diaspora Jews (Jews who lived outside of Israel) for a day-long harvest
festival known as the “Feast of Weeks” (Shavuot), scheduled fifty days following Passover in accordance
with the teachings of the Torah:

· “And from the day after the Sabbath, from the day on which you bring the sheaf of the elevation
offering, you shall count off seven weeks; they shall be complete.  You shall count until the day after
the seventh Sabbath, fifty days; they you shall present an offering of new grain to the LORD … On
that same day you shall make proclamation; you shall hold a holy convocation; you shall not work at
your occupations.  This is a statute forever in all your settlements throughout your generations.” –
Leviticus 23: 15-16, 21.



It is for this reason that “there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem.” (Acts
2:5).  Among these Jews were a group of Galileans who were in Jerusalem for a different reason: they had
been instructed by Jesus to “stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”
(Luke 24:49).  On the fortieth day after his Resurrection, Jesus appears to his disciples for the last time
before his ascension into heaven, during which he opens their minds to understand the Scriptures and
commissions them to go forth in proclaiming his message to the ends of the earth:

· “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise again from the dead on the third day, and
that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning
from Jerusalem.  You are witnesses of these things.  And see, I am sending upon you what my
Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” –
Luke 24:46-49.

This message is repeated in the book of Acts, in which Jesus declares that his disciples “will receive power
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  For ten days following their commissioning and
witnessing Jesus’ Ascension, the disciples are waiting in Jerusalem for the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise of
their empowerment by the Holy Spirit, accomplishing little more than appointing Matthias to replace Judas
as one of the Twelve.  Without the power that Jesus has promised, their ministry as apostles cannot begin.
When the day of Pentecost finally arrives, the disciples are all together in one place when the promise is
fulfilled: “And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the
entire house where they were sitting.  Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue
rested on each of them.” (2:2-3).  The “wind” would be familiar to all who knew that in the Hebrew Bible the
“wind” (ruah) is the very breath of life that God uses to bring creation into being: “When you send forth your
spirit (breath), they are created; and you renew the face of the ground.” (Psalm 104:30).  The flames of fire
recall the burning bush through which the Lord appeared to Moses (“There the angel of the LORD appeared
to him in a flame of fire out of a bush” – Exodus 3:2); both the wind and the fire are forces that serve the
Lord: “you make the winds your messengers, fire and flame your ministers.” (Psalm 104:4).  The result of
this is that “all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit
gave them ability.” (2:4).  Now the apostles have both the power and the ability to be witnesses to Jesus
Christ and communicate his Gospel in words that will be understood by all who have gathered in Jerusalem
on this festival day.

But at first, not all of the people who are hearing these words understand what they mean.  Luke reports
that “at this sound the crowd gathered and were bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the
native language of each.” (2:6).  They were “amazed and astonished” not only because they were hearing
their native languages spoken in a place where they probably had not heard them in some time, but that the
people speaking these words were Galileans, who at the time were a people notorious for their lack of
linguistic talent.  They cannot understand “how it is that we hear, each of us, in our own native language?”
(2:8).  The comprehensive list of those whose languages are being proclaimed that day (which makes this
one of the most challenging readings in the entire church year) is proof of the diversity of the Pentecost
crowd and of their amazement that from a group of Galileans “in our own languages we hear them speaking
about God’s deeds of power.” (2:11).  But even though “all were amazed and perplexed, saying to one
another, ‘What does this mean?’”, there were some skeptics in the crowd who write off the importance of
what they have heard as a case of inebriation: “They are filled with new wine.” (2:13).

It is in response to the amazement, bewilderment, and even skepticism of the crowd that Peter stands up
and addresses the multitude as the spokesperson for all of the apostles.  This is the first of the “missionary
speeches” that make up one-third of the book of Acts that are the principal expression of the church’s
obedience to Jesus’ commission of the apostles as his witnesses.  Peter’s Pentecost sermon is a midrash
(commentary) on Scripture in which he provides commentary on the words of the prophet Joel in order to
address the present crisis: ignorance of the importance of the present moment in salvation history.  The
miracle of xenolalia (speaking foreign languages) has confused these devout Jews, producing a mocking
retort rather than a faithful response.



But in order for his message to be proclaimed, Peter must do what is appropriate for us in certain
circumstances: “Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them” (2:14).  Peter
raises his voice so that it might be heard above the noise of the crowd, but he also raises his voice for the
same reason that all who have been called to proclaim God’s Word have raised their voices: so that this
divine message might be heard by all.  Peter raises his voice to the “men of Judea and all who live in
Jerusalem [to] let this be known to you, and listen to what I say” (2:14), because Israel’s ignorance about
the Messiah will be reversed only if they listen well to the apostle’s message.  Peter raises his voice so that
all might receive his invitation to “listen” (enotizomai), which literally means “let me place it [the Word of
God] into your ears.”  Peter raises his voice not that he alone might be heard, but that all God’s people
might not only hear his words but receive the gift of listening in having God’s liberating Word bestowed
upon them.  As he raises his voice, Peter first dismisses the claim that the apostles are drunk, “for it is only
nine o’clock in the morning,” which in the popular culture of the day was an hour inhabited only by those
who intend no good.  The apostles then raises his voice to explain that what the people in Jerusalem have
just experienced is the fulfillment of the words spoken by the prophet Joel when he raised his voice to
speak of a day when the outpouring of the Spirit will inaugurate the blessings they are now experiencing:

· “In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons
and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall
dream dreams.  Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit,
and they shall prophesy.  And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth
below, blood and fire, and smoky mist.  The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood,
before the coming of the Lord’ great and glorious day.  Then everyone who calls on the name of the
Lord shall be saved.” (2:17-21; Joel 2:28-32).

Peter raises his voice so that all the people gathered in Jerusalem on that day of Pentecost might know that
God’s promises spoken when the prophet first raised his voice have now been fulfilled.  While our lesson
ends here, Peter’s sermon continues as he raises his voice in order to “let the entire house of Israel know
with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.” (2:36); the
raising of the apostle’s voice bears fruit when “those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that
day about three thousand persons were added.  They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” (2:41-42).

Many people have described Pentecost as the birthday of the Church, because it was on this day that the
Church’s central mission of raising its voice to proclaim the Word of God began in the power of the Holy
Spirit.  It is this fundamental task of proclamation that is at the heart of our Lutheran understanding of the
purpose and mission of the church, which the Augsburg Confession defines as “the assembly of all
believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according
to the gospel.”  In The Freedom of a Christian, Martin Luther teaches that the proclamation that the church
practices when it raises its voice to share God’s Word is how faith is instilled in us and shared with all
persons:

· “Rather ought Christ to be preached to the end that faith in him may be established that he may not
only be Christ, but be Christ for you and me, and that what is said of him and is denoted in his name
may be effectual in us.  Such faith is produced and preserved in us by preaching why Christ came,
what he brought and bestowed, what benefit it is to us to accept him.  This is done when that
Christian liberty which he bestows is rightly taught and we are told in what way we Christians are all
kings and priests and therefore lords of all and may firmly believe that whatever we have done is
pleasing and acceptable in the sight of God, as I have already said.”

As the apostles were empowered by the Holy Spirit so that they might raise their voices so that all could
hear God’s Word spoken to them, it is through the power of the Holy Spirit that the Church is given both the
ability and the mandate to “proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  



· “To proclaim the gospel of the dawning kingdom is the first and most important element in the
mission of Jesus, the mission of the Spirit, and the mission of the church; but it is not the only one. 
Mission embraces all activities that serve to liberate man from his slavery in the presence of the
coming God, slavery which extends from economic necessity to Godforsakenness… The point is not
to spread the church but to spread the kingdom.  The goal is not the glorification of the church but
the glorification of the Father through the Son in the Holy Spirit.” – Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in
the Power of the Spirit.

The Church whose life and mission were born through its empowerment by the Holy Spirit on the day of
Pentecost is called to continue to be faithful to raising its voice in proclaiming God’s Word because it is the
only source of this life-changing Word in a world in desperate need of the good news it offers.  That is why
in all that we do as a congregation, we must be certain that we never place anything above what is our
central task; for “we have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our Lord; to care for all, without
reserve, and spread his liberating word.”  As we witness our young people affirming their baptismal
promises on the day of their Confirmation, we are all called to raise our voice as the Church “to proclaim the
good news of God in Christ through word and deed” – because if we do not raise our voice to share this
good news, who will?

· “’The world can do almost anything as well as or better than the church,’ says Gordon MacDonald. 
‘You need not be a Christian to build houses, feed the hungry, or heal the sick.  There is only one
thing the world cannot do.  It cannot offer grace.’  MacDonald has put his finger on the church’s 
single most important contribution.  Where else can the world go to find grace?” – Philip Yancey,
What’s So Amazing About Grace?

There are times when raising one’s voice is not appropriate, and I try to modulate my voice in certain
settings so that I’m not too loud or perceived as being intimidating or antagonistic.  But there are times
when we can and must raise our voices; and for the Church, the time is now for us to raise our voices in
sharing God’s Word, proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ in word and deed, and offering grace to the
world so that they might know that God’s love is for them as it is the gift for all people.  As Peter was
empowered by the Holy Spirit to raise his voice among his people, may we continue to entrust God to
empower us so that we might raise our voices in sharing the good news that for everyone is strength for
today and bright hope for tomorrow.
Amen.


