SPIRIT SPEECH
LUKE 3:15-17, 21-22
A SERMON PREACHED AT DUKE UNIVERSITY CHAPEL
ON ALL SAINTS SUNDAY, JANUARY 12, 2025
BY THE REV. DR. LUKE A. POWERY

The Word and words matter. We speak because we have been spoken. And our words do things for good
or ill. Even the prophetic literature in the Bible tells us that God’s word does not return empty but accomplishes
what God intends. Words, divine and human, do things and have an impact. There are probably words still swirling
in the hallways of your memory that were said to you years ago by a parent or teacher or coach.

These days, there’s so much buzz on college campuses in particular about ‘civil discourse’ across different
viewpoints and diverse backgrounds and beliefs. Our words about and to each other matter and so there’s an
emphasis on open and respectful discourse because words are potent and never empty. From the very establishment
of Duke University, as noted in Article I of the university bylaws, there was an aim “to promote a respectful spirit
of dialogue and understanding.”

Universities are worlds of words, but respectful dialogue, discourse, and conversation are key not only at a
university, but in everyday life. In a global milieu of political polarization, international wars, sociocultural conflicts,
how and what we speak to one another are critical. Is it civil? Is it humane? Is it holy?

I say holy because in the context of the Gospel there is what could be called ‘Spirit speech.” John the Baptist
says that there is one coming who will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire, which should make us remember
the day of Pentecost in Acts where tongues of fire rested on everyone, and all were filled with the Holy Spirit and
began to speak in diverse languages as the Spirit gave them the ability. And when Jesus is baptized and prays, the
heaven was opened, the Holy Spirit descends like a dove, and #ben there is a speech from a heavenly voice. The
Spirit ignites holy speech.

My very first academic book over fifteen years ago was entitled Spzrit Speech. In that book, I argued that the
manifestations of the Holy Spirit were holistic and material. The lectionary texts for today reveal the materiality of
spirituality, meaning we don’t just engage God with our minds but through all our senses. In the gospel of Luke, it’s
through feeling the waters of baptism and seeing the descent of the Spirit in the bodily form of a dove, and hearing
God’s voice. Even in the Acts passage, the people receive the Spirit after the laying on of hands, that is, physical
touch. There is a material reality—not solely a mental one— of experiencing the Spirit. Remember, the Word
became flesh--the Incarnation-- through the agency of the Spirit. And one of the key manifestations of the Spirit is
through speech from our mouths and tongues.

How appropriate that next weekend we celebrate the legacy of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and will
reflect again on his powerful justice-oriented rhetoric rooted in his Christian faith as a modern-day manifestation of
the linkage between Spirit and language like we hear from the last words of David in 2 Samuel: “The Spirit of
the Lord spoke by me, And His word was on my tongue.” There is a Spirit speech.

But when there are images of fire and water associated with words, we ought to be reverently cautious. The
psalm for today, as an example, reveals how the voice of the Lord “is over the waters; the God of glory
thunders...over mighty waters... The voice of the LORD breaks the cedars...The voice of the LORD flashes forth
flames of fire. The voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness...The voice of the LORD causes the oaks to whitl
and strips the forest bare, and in his temple all say, "Glory!" What else can you say to that? Yikes!? When God
speaks, it may freak us out, for God’s Word is never weak. Words do things.

And when the Spirit descends on Jesus like a dove, there is a particular kind of Spirit speech that then
descends from heaven, from God. The Holy Spirit fire tongues over the water declare, “You are my Son, the



Beloved; with you I am well pleased." These are intimate words that do something. “You are my Son”—'you are my
child, you are included in my family, you belong, I will look out for you and protect you,” “Do not fear... you are
mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you;
when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.” ‘I will be with you, my
Son, my child. This is how I treat family.”

But it goes a step further. “You are my Son, the Beloved.” We hear and know the stories where one may
have a child, but that child still be unloved and neglected. This isn’t God’s story. “You are my Son, the Beloved.” ‘I
love you and nothing will ever separate us because our love is the strong bond of the Spirit. You are my child, and I
love you no matter what.” And to conclude his speech, God says, “with you I am well pleased.” ‘I take pleasure in
you. You are a delight and a joy. I affirm who you are. You don’t have to do anything special. You are special.’

Spirit speech hovering over waters is intimate language that does something—it includes, it loves, and it
affirms. This is what and how God speaks to Jesus at his baptism and says to us when we are baptized in the waters
of the Spirit—you are included into the family of God, you are loved by God, and you are affirmed as ones in
whom God finds pleasure.

It is distinct speech hovering over water coming from a holy fire. It is Spirit speech like no other tongue. It
is anointed language coming from the Spirit to clothe a whole body, a whole life, a whole person. Jesus is not ‘the
Christ,” the Messiah, the Anointed One, #nti/ the Spirit descends on him. From that point on, all throughout the
Gospel of Luke, Jesus is anointed, that is, saturated by the Spirit. He’s full of the Spirit when he’s tested in the
wilderness, and when he returns from the wilderness. And when he teaches in the synagogue, he notes: “The Spirit
of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor...” Jesus is saturated with the
Spirit in word and deed. So when the Spirit descends, there is a particular kind of action but also a particular kind of
intimate inclusive, loving, affirming speech, as we see at the baptism of Jesus.

This can be a challenge in our time when human rhetoric or language has been eroded and used to degrade,
denigrate, and dehumanize other people. The speech we so often hear or read about—or perhaps the voices that get
the most attention because they get the highest ratings—is not baptismal speech, is not the fruit of Spirit speech, is
not often inclusive, loving, or affirming.

In the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, in the presentation and examination of baptismal candidates,
parents and godparents ate asked by the celebrant/the minister, “Will you by your prayers and witness help this
child to grow into the full stature of Christ?”” ‘Christ’ is not the last name of Jesus. It is a title that is given to him
meaning ‘anointed one’ because the Spirit rests on him. So the question really is asking, “Will you help this child
grow into the full stature of the anointing of the Spirit?’ The full stature of the Spirit includes our speech.

This Book of Common Prayer belonged to Dr. Onye Awkwari, the first Black surgeon on the faculty at
Duke, who we memorialized here in May 2019. Onye was a faithful Christian and a gentle soul, who was a pioneer
in the medical world and refused to allow racism to hinder the pipeline to academic surgical departments in the
post-civil rights era. He wouldn’t accept excuses when minoritized physicians endured skepticism from patients,
trainees, and colleagues regarding their professional qualifications. Onye embodied such a gracious, dignified
presence in the face of it all, guided by these words of his father which he quoted often— “all human beings
breathe free air, thus, no human being is bigger or better than you are, because all are the same.”

He once told his daughter, “My dream was to do something useful and being useful means doing something
for other people.” I may not have understood the medical lingo and titles of many of his research articles, such as,
“Glutathione-Mediated Preservation and Enhancement of Isolated Perifused Islet Function”-- that’s like speaking in
medical tongues on the day of Pentecost. But I clearly understood his humanity and sensed his baptismal saturation
and anointing of the Spirit.



Whenever Onye came to my Chapel office, dropping by for a visit, he always had something in his hand. It
was my office, but I felt like he was the host. Most of the time, he came with a book or an article or something else
to read and learn. And he always brought a smile and hug and these words, “my brother.” “How are you my
brother?” That word ‘brother’ is what Riggins Earl calls a “salutatory metaphor.” Onye’s speech reflected our
kinship. I was not ‘dean’ to him but a beloved brother. His speech was a portal to and reflection of God’s presence.

His wife, Anne, said that “Bitterness just couldn’t be a part of him.” Onye had grown, in word and deed,
into the full stature of Christ, and spoke Spirit speech through his language of inclusion, love, and affirmation.

How God speaks at baptism—"You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”—challenges us
on how we, especially baptized Christians, the so-called anointed ones, speak to and about others. Does our speech
reflect the Spirit speech of God at baptism and reveal that we are growing into the full stature of Christ, the stature
of the anointing of the Spirit? In water baptism, we are buried with Christ in his death and share in the resurrection
by it and through baptism, we are reborn by the Holy Spirit. An aspect of this new birth is the birth of a new tongue
or speech. Spirit speech.

It’s interesting that the lectionary text for Luke skipped verses 18-20 where we hear that John proclaimed
the good news to the people but Herod, who had been rebuked by John for all the evil things he’d done, shut up
John in prison. It’s a reminder that words or good news get John into trouble, so not everyone appreciates baptized
Spirit speech and would love it if we just shut up like John was shut up in prison. Spirit speech is risky and a form
of resistance to much of the terroristic, tyrannical tongues flapping in our time.

To be honest, even Christians often fail at inclusive, loving, and affirming speech, toward other people. So
as we begin 2025 and look ahead, this passage leads me to close with basically two overarching questions for us to
ponder.

First, “‘What voices will you listen to this year? The voice from heaven or the prevalent iterations of hate on
earth? Voices of inclusion, love, and affirmation or voices of exclusion, fear, and neglect? The voice of the Spirit or
the latest breaking news on social media?

Second, ‘What words will you speak this year? What kind of world do you hope to create with your words?’
As Genesis reveals words around water create worlds and we inhabit the worlds our words create. Thus, ‘Will your
words be Spirit speech?’

Civil discourse is important in our day but so is Spirit speech, especially as followers of Jesus Christ. In
both the Luke and Acts readings, prayer is linked to the coming of the Spirit, so as we start a new year and
anticipate all that is to come, may we be mindful to pray without ceasing: Come, Holy Spirit, come.
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