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Part 1:  Rob  
	
My first memory of my uncle Rob is of eagerly waiting for him to 
arrive at my childhood home when I was 3 or 4.  Despite the gaps in 
memory, I remember the evening culminated with us kicking a large 
kickball back and forth to one another against the refrigerator with my 
Mom just outside the frame less than thrilled.   
 
Being a big brother myself, Rob was the closest thing to having a big 
brother that I ever had.  When I look back on it now, I am struck that 
he seemed excited to spend time with us.  I don’t recall him angling to 
get away for “adult time” but instead building forts with us in the living 
room, jamming on his electric guitars, going to the driving range to 
smash golf balls, wrestling with us on the floor.   
 
As we became teenagers, Rob would join my brother and I at our 
Grandma’s house in coastal NC for a week or two during the 
summer. As the long summer days slowly faded to night, Rob would 
take my Grandma’s electric golf cart and sneak us to the 14th fairway 
where we played free golf until we could hardly track the chalk white 
golf ball coming off the club.   
 
Rob had a couple of different long-term girlfriends over the years but 
ultimately he was sort of a free-bird: he didn’t want to get married or 
have kids.  He had a few close friends, lots more acquaintances, and 
complicated relationships with his parents (my Grandparents) so 
most Holidays, Rob was with our family.    
 
In the summer of 2009, Rob announced that he had resigned from his 
job working as a software programmer for an insurance company in 
the suburbs of Washington DC. He was finding the pace and density 
of urban living to be too much. At the end of the summer, he 
purchased a small farm in a rural region of Central VA where he 
planned to live a slower more introspective life, and spend time with 
chickens, cats, and farm dogs.  “I’m mostly done with people,” he 
smirked. “I have grown to much prefer animals.”  
 
Rob started working for a contractor learning to do small scale home 
improvement projects, built a chicken coop on his property and 
acquired a brood of chickens, adopted 6 cats, and started hanging 
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out with a small group of mostly blue collar guys in town with whom 
he drank and socialized.  I had never seen him happier.   
 
Though those years were the happiest of his life, a break up with a 
woman that he had been dating seemed to throw him off course. Rob 
spoke of the past with a deepening regret and the future with 
increasing bleakness.  
 
 He would often describe his childhood, the embarrassment of having 
divorced parents in the 1960’s, of hearing his alcoholic father fight 
with his mother, of sitting on the steps with his fishing pole waiting for 
his dad to pick him up only to never show.  He would describe my 
Grandma’s withering scrutiny of him as a teenager, her relentless 
directives, her minimization of his feelings, the quick rejoinders to 
authoritarianism.   
 
Themes of collapse started to animate his thinking about the future.  
Rob felt like the United States was hurtling towards calamity—a type 
of collapse that was variously attributed to an exploding federal 
deficit, the increasing reach of the federal government. He began 
investing some of his money in alternative currencies—like Gold and 
Silver—to protect against the collapse of the stock market.  He also 
began to worry that he would run out of money in retirement.  
 
Rob shared that had become active in his local Chapter of the Tea 
Party. Rob got involved in Tea Party actions at his local 
Congressman’s office, wrote letters to the Editor of the Washington 
Post and other local newspapers, and ultimately joined the Executive 
Committee of the Jefferson Area Tea Party.  I found one of his letters 
online: “The JATP core principle of personal liberty WITH personal 
responsibility means self-reliance is a forethought in life decisions as 
is living within one’s means, managing risk and providing one’s own 
safety net within reason.”  
 
Concurrent to all this, Rob began to drink excessively and in 
conversations with my Mom—with whom he was very close—he 
would intermittently describe himself as an alcoholic, would white 
knuckle himself into sobriety for a few months, and then inevitably 
begin drinking again. He wouldn’t return calls for weeks or months, 
then would begin calling again and seemed more like the person we 
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remembered. Time would pass, and the whole cycle would begin 
again.   
 
Rob’s deep interpersonal pain pressed through the phone in these 
conversations and would often fold into deep self-judgment.  As his 
anxiety and depression deepened, any discussion of assistance from 
a physician, mental health professional, or 12-step program would 
produce an angry and sometimes devastatingly personal rejoinder.   
 
Rob tried to bootstrap his way out of the darkness in which he found 
himself.  He did so as his anxieties about a diminishing bank account 
blossomed, as he described himself as a “bitter old man,” as he 
anticipated an uncertain future he imagined he would have to weather 
on his own.  
 
I realize in hindsight that the language and master narrative of self-
reliance was failing him.  This was a language spoken with a fiery 
tongue.  It came like a rush of wind through the talk radio he 
consumed, it was the language of the political movement in which he 
cast his lot, and it had a harsh edge of judgment for those who 
require the support of others.  Such dependence might suggest 
deficit, lack of merit, incapacity to produce.  It is a language that 
induces shame.   
 
I realize now that Rob—like all of us—needed new languages and 
stories for making sense of his vulnerability, of reconciling to a past 
that could not be changed, of finding peace in relationships with 
people that will never say the words of apology that we so badly need 
them to utter. I realize now that the stories we tell about our lives 
have the ability to harm us or to save us.  They can make it easier or 
almost impossible to ask for the help that we need.  Gilead talks 
about how stories can save lives.  I wish I had realized that sooner.   
 
Part 2:  Tongues of Fire   
 
Pentecost is often thought of as the event when the Church is 
created.  It is the moment when the Holy Spirit breathes new life into 
human beings, and human beings become the body of Christ in the 
world.   
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In Acts 2, we are witness to a moment of creation.   In its allusions to 
“wind,” and beings filled with the “breath” or “spirit” of life, you might 
notice parallels to the acts of creation in Genesis (1:2, 2:7).   
 
If God the Creator fashions the world out of the formless depths in 
Genesis and gives it life, at Pentecost the Holy Spirit fills us and gives 
humans new life: the rush of a mighty wind is the sound of new life 
breathed into us.  If Genesis is about world formation, Acts 2 is about 
the creation of a type of human community we call “Church.”   
     
At this moment of community creation, we have two gatherings of 
people.  
  
The first group of people is described in the text as those “who were 
gathered together in one place” (Acts 2:1).  Those gathered would 
have been the early community of Christ followers who the text says 
numbered 120 (Acts 1:15). That would have included the twelve 
apostles, men and women, and many who go unnamed.  
 
In our text, the Spirit fills them and the first sign of animation is that 
they are gifted with new human languages that were previously 
unknown to them.  Contrary to what is sometimes preached, they are 
not “speaking in tongues” (as in other parts of the Bible) but instead 
are speaking a multiplicity of human languages.   
 
The second group of persons are those denoted as “living in 
Jerusalem” (Acts 2:5, 14).  These persons were immigrants who 
would have come to Jerusalem from different regions of the Roman 
Empire.  As subjects of Rome, they would have spoken Greek—the 
language of commerce and military—and also the languages of their 
native lands of Asia Minor, Egypt, Libya, and others.   
 
This group hears the rush of a mighty mind and then above the 
cacophony of languages, hears their own natal languages spoken.  
This would have been the language of their ancestors, the languages 
spoken in their lands before they were occupied by the Roman 
Empire.   
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As the immigrants (our second group) follow the sound of their natal 
languages, they come to the gathering of Christ followers (our first 
group).   
 
In that moment, when our first and second groups of people 
encounter one another, we have church. First, the church is identified 
as that place where unsuspecting people learn new languages.  
Second, it is that place where those who are often overlooked hear 
their languages and stories called out.  Third, it is that place where 
people who are rarely in relationship or community with one another 
are given tongues of fire to learn what was previously unknown to 
them.      
 
In church, I have been shaped by stories completely beyond my own 
experience: Biblical stories and testimonies that have given me 
unknown languages of grace, of forgiveness and reconciliation, of 
trauma and recovery. These stories have felt like being given a 
tongue of fire to learn a new thing. 
 
Sometimes we are given a tongue of fire to learn a new thing and 
other times we are like those gathering around the early church 
hearing something called across the city square that is so true for us, 
true and yet concealed.  In those moments, I think we realize how 
much we need each other in order to make it.   
 
Part 3: Stories that Save  
 
I had some dim idea, probably gleaned from movies, that when I 
arrived things would be “cleaned up” though I hadn’t considered 
precisely what that meant. As I drove up, down, and around the 
winding country roads of the Blue Ridge foothills, I felt myself trying to 
simultaneously speed up and slow down.  Did I want to fly toward or 
fly away?  I needed to see and hated imagining what that might be.  
 
When I drove up the gravel drive, I immediately came upon the car 
with plastic gutter piping coiled from the exhaust pipe through the 
driver side back window.  It was raining, a cold grey sky.  Rob’s keys 
were still in the ignition and 5 empty bottles of alcohol on the 
passenger side.  The car stank of rank exhaust fumes so I buried my 
nose in my sleeve as I looked around inside the car.   
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As I walked towards the house I noticed a large mound of dry cat 
food.  It was the amount of food you leave when you are about to go 
on vacation.  The house was in total disarray—blinds warped and 
bent, probably hundreds of beer bottles and 40's covering most 
available surfaces, dirty dishes poured out of the sink and the oven. 
Chicken and peanut butter were all that remained in the refrigerator 
and apparently all Rob had eaten in weeks. A recently filled 
prescription for anxiety medication sat on the nightstand.  
Immediately next to the bed was a 3-foot long axe with a red handle.   
 
The weathered wood floors were hardly visible.  Papers were strewn 
everywhere much of them smattered in chicken feces from the 
chickens wandering in and out of the house.  Notes, lists, predictions 
of impeding economic collapse were scattered everywhere.  A 
scribbled reminder to “set the trap.”  Some campaign literature from 
Donald Trump and Ted Cruz—all I remember now is the word 
“liberty.”  
 
As I have struggled to accept and understand how things ended this 
way for Rob, I have entertained all the things we might have done.  
As a licensed mental health professional myself, the purpose of this 
sermon isn’t to recommend good therapists, SSRI’s, or 12 step 
programs though I heartily endorse all three.  Nor is it to reduce 
mental health to some simple formula.   
 
I do wonder though what the Church could have been for Rob. 
Whether being in company with you or people like you, could have 
helped save him. I wonder if he had been given a tongue of fire for 
grace whether he might have questioned the idea that he needed to 
be his own safety net or that self-reliance is a goal towards which we 
should all aspire? I wonder if he had been given a tongue of fire for 
human vulnerability, whether it would have been easier to ask for 
help without shame?  
 
I wonder if he had been able to listen to stories given to each of you 
with tongues of fire whether something would have become 
humanized that was previously demonized or he would have felt 
joined in something that previously felt he had to confront alone.   
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I dislike apocalypticism and the general inclination to imagine our 
present worries as the worst things have ever been.  I do feel 
something in our time is coming undone, is unwinding.  Perhaps it is 
the worry that we are losing the ability to reach one another.  The 
lines are so starkly drawn that no tongue of fire could ever change us. 
The stories we tell to rise to meet this time, may well make the 
difference.  Will we tell stories that lock us into familiar coalitions or 
will we tell stories that open up new ways of seeing one another?  
 
Gilead, as you do the work of Church, I challenge you to be different 
than the echo chamber of modern times.  I challenge you to open 
yourselves to unexpected encounters with people you might not 
ordinarily choose to be in relationship with.  The Pentecost promise is 
that when we do the work of Church, the Holy Spirit joins us.  
Sometimes it will give us tongues of fire and sometimes it will give 
them to someone else who will say the very thing we needed to hear 
just in time.  Whether such stories could have helped save Rob is a 
question I will always live with but if we can be the Acts 2 Church, I 
promise you that there will be other people about whom we will never 
have to ask that question.  And that would mean that Gilead IS a 
place where people tell stories that save lives.  
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


