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<sigh>  “Herb, stop that sighing!”  That’s what my mother, Rose, would 

often say to my father.  It really irritated her, though I’m not sure 

why.  Maybe because he did it a lot.  It really made an impression 

upon me, so I said to myself, “I’ll never do that!” 

<sigh>  Well, I was young and naïve at that time.  I do it all the time, mostly 

when I’m thinking about something I wish I had done differently or 

when I think about the seemingly increasingly intractable problems of 

the world.  So, yes, I have sighed a lot in the past year. 

And according to studies, a sigh is an expression of resignation and 

frustration but it acts a physical and mental reset.   

During the time preceding a sigh, breathing begins to vary, changing in 

speed or shallowness.  When breathing in one state for too long, the 

lungs become stiffer and less efficient in gas exchange. Intermittently 

adding a sigh to the normal pattern, then, stretches the lung's air sacs. 

This feeling may give one a sense of relief.  So I have science on my 

side. 

Sometimes words can’t express what you are feeling and so <sigh>.  But we 

need not sigh alone—because followers of Christ are never alone.   

Today is Pentecost. Literally, fiftieth day.  That is, the fiftieth day since the 

Resurrection of Jesus. Pentecost stands as the culmination of Easter’s 

reflection on the promise of the resurrection and as a transition to the 

season of the Trinity and Ordered or Ordinary Time.   

As such, all the lectionary passages today deal with the Holy Spirit, but 

paint three very different pictures of it.   
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In Acts it blows through the house like a violent wind and dances on heads 

like tongues of fire, empowering people to speak in other languages so 

that all might hear what God has done in Jesus Christ.   

In John’s gospel it stands beside us as the Paraclete, that is, the Advocate, 

who speaks from God in order to guide us into the truth.   

And in Paul’s letter to the Romans, when all those words are inadequate, 

when all that speaking cannot express what is deepest within us, the 

Spirit intercedes on our behalf with wordless, inexpressible groans.   

It was true then and true today: the Spirit is as close as wind and words—

and no words.   

We often speak of Pentecost as the “birthday of the church” since that is 

when with the power of the Holy Spirit, the disciples of Jesus became 

apostles of Christ and many people become followers of Christ as a 

result.   

But Jesus did not promise the Spirit as a gift only for the first and second 

century Christians. The reality of Pentecost is that our world even at 

this moment is Spirit-filled. 

Now the event in Acts is a noisy, chaotic affair.  And Peter’s interpretation 

of it through the prophet Joel is radical.   

From Joel’s prophecy God’s Spirit will now pour out onto “all flesh,” 

regardless of gender, age, or social status.  Everyone gets a vote, has a 

voice—the Spirit is upon everyone, including women, who had few 

rights, even though they were half the population, and slaves, which 

made up a third of the population! 

The salvation Jesus brings is for all. The Spirit is available to all who call 

upon the name of the Lord Jesus and they will be saved. 
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And with the cacophony of each hearing the message in their own language, 

what we witness, then, is the Holy Spirit validating difference and 

working through it, not erasing difference and working despite it. 

Therefore, unity in the church is not through forcing everyone into one way, 

erasing any difference, but rather affirming it. The Spirit is found not 

so much in a church where all members look, think, and act alike, but 

in a church that works together and takes difference as a starting 

point for manifesting the Spirit. 

The excitement and energy in the Pentecost story from Acts is literally 

inspiring.  But as I said, it was only the beginning.   

By the time Paul wrote his letter to the Romans, it was clear that this Jesus 

thing was going to have its challenges. 

Today’s passage from Roman 8:22 begins saying, “We know that the whole 

creation has been groaning in labor pains until now” and that we 

“have the first fruits of the Spirit”, but “groan inwardly while we wait 

for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.”   

Thus, we see the interconnectedness of human creatures with all creation in 

both the struggles of the present time and the longing for God’s 

promised redemption. 

Additionally, this created world, in all its imperfection, is the realm of the 

Spirit’s redemptive activity. The Spirit’s work is not to lift Christians 

out of embodied life in this world to dwell in some ecstatic state, but 

rather to continually transform human life—together with all 

creation—into the fullness of God’s intentions. This process is painful 

and often messy, as the image of the creation in labor pains implies. 

The gift of new life is beautiful, but it emerges out of struggle. 
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Paul presents a holistic vision of life in the Spirit that calls us to care for 

ourselves and each other in all aspects of our lives, as we wait in hope 

for the fullness of divine redemption. 

As verses 24 and 25 say, “For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen 

is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what 

we do not see, we wait for it with patience.”  Or as the Greek literally 

says, “we wait for it with endurance.” 

But we do not endure alone for as verse 26 says, “Likewise the Spirit helps 

us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but 

that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.” 

The Greek actually says, “himself the Spirit intercedes with inexpressible 

groanings”—which how my sighs often sound anyway. 

The groaning of creation and of humanity is matched by the groaning of the 

Spirit. This groaning Spirit becomes the culmination of our enduring 

hope. 

The incarnation and cross of Christ show us that God boldly enters into the 

brokenness of the world, while the presence of the groaning Spirit 

demonstrates that God stays with the broken world all the way 

through to the end. And the end, in fact, is the new beginning. 

This shared “groaning” is testimony that God is present in the midst of our 

greatest need.  The Spirit gives voice to what we cannot articulate but 

hope and long for in our inmost selves. 

Thus, standing at the center of the passage is hope.  For Paul, hope is not 

pie-in-the-sky optimism that disavows the reality of sin and suffering, 

as if one simply needed to stop worrying and be happy.   
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True hope is born out of the assurance that what we see and experience — 

the groaning reality all around us — is not the end of the story.  This is 

hope as a woman in labor hopes: breathing through the pain, holding 

tight to a companion, looking ahead to what cannot yet be seen, 

trusting that a time will come when this pain is but a memory. 

For us the promise of God is a lifeline: when we cannot hope for ourselves, 

the Spirit hopes on our behalf, the church endures with us, the whole 

creation groans in solidarity.  We are not alone. 

For the world is not something we leave behind for others to suffer while we 

are snatched away to heaven. 

As Paul insists, there is no exemption from suffering for believers. Being 

children of God indwelled by the Spirit does not remove us from the 

suffering of creation but draws us ever more deeply into solidarity 

with our suffering world. 

Not for us to suffer for the sake of suffering, but for us to be with and 

engage with those suffering, sometimes helping and sometimes just 

being there with sighs too deep, letting the Spirit intercede. 

Pentecost calls us to recognize the Spirit is alive and active not just on a 

spectacular day in the first century but constantly and always — even 

now, on our good days and our bad. 

So as Paul later writes in Romans 15:13, “May the God of hope fill you with 

all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the 

power of the Holy Spirit.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


