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Parthians, Medes, Elamites…Who are all these people??  

Because we are not too conversant with the map of Ancient 

Israel and the Near East, we can miss the point that St. Luke is 

making in today’s first reading.  They are people literally from 

all over the map!  Cyrene, for example is totally in the opposite 

direction from Mesopotamia.  People from everywhere had 

descended upon Jerusalem. 

 

They all had come to take part in the Feast of Pentecost.  Not 

our Pentecost, but the Jewish Pentecost, which was a harvest 

feast.  A week of weeks after the Passover, the Jews would 

celebrate the “harvesting” of all the blessings that had occurred 

as a result of the Passover out of slavery in Egypt into the 

freedom of the Promised Land. 

 

They got more than they bargained for.  In spite of the fact that 

had come from the four corners of the world, they were drawn 

up into a unifying action of God to bring salvation to all of them.  

Regardless of the language they spoke they were privileged to 

receive the message that God had seen fit to complete the work 

of salvation he had begun long ago by raising Jesus of Nazareth 

from the dead.  Death had been conquered definitively! 

 

Not only that.  The resurrection of Jesus from the dead unlocked 

the fulfillment of a prophecy told long before.  Through the 

words of the prophet Ezekiel God had promised, 

 
24 I will take you away from among the nations, gather you from all the 
lands, and bring you back to your own soil. 
25 I will sprinkle clean water over you to make you clean; from all your 
impurities and from all your idols I will cleanse you. 
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26 I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  
27 I will put my spirit within you so that you walk in my statutes, 
observe my ordinances, and keep them.  
28 You will live in the land I gave to your ancestors; you will be my 
people, and I will be your God.  (Ez. 36:24-28) 

 

One thing I find interesting about this is that God does not 

require anything particular from the hearers of the Apostles’ 

proclamation.  He makes it understandable for them regardless 

of where they’ve come from or what their mother tongue was.  

Apparently, God has no problem with that.  They are invited to 

receive the same Spirit, the Spirit of the Lord, but the means of 

communicating that invitation is as varied as the people 

receiving it. 

 

That’s not always been our practice.  For quite a long time the 

presupposition in the Catholic Church was that everything had 

to be in Latin, almost as if God didn’t understand any other 

language.  The more the Church became a world-wide 

phenomenon, the more that approach showed its deficiencies.  

And the breakthrough came with the 2nd Vatican Council which 

allowed the liturgy to be celebrating in the language of the 

people celebrating.  A Pentecost moment for sure! 

 

The deeper reality really had to do with acknowledging that the 

universality of the Gospel was up to the challenge of finding its 

way into the particularities of an individual culture and to bring 

that culture organically into the light of truth.  It would not be 

necessary to superimpose some other culture—European or 

North American—on the life of people living in, say, sub-
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Saharan Africa or the plains of our continent, in order for them 

to come to faith.  The Gospel could find those elements already 

present and build on them. 

 

I’m really excited to hear about the process of canonization that 

is ramping up for Nicholas Black Elk, a Lakota Sioux medicine 

man who converted to Catholicism in the late 19th century and 

worked tirelessly as a catechist bringing the Good News into the 

ways of thinking and living that were common to his people.   

 

We all are challenged to avoid the temptation to think that the 

unity of our lives in the Body of Christ is based on a common 

culture or language.  It’s based on nothing less profound than the 

life of the Holy Spirit activating our hearts and moving us 

forward into the peace of God’s kingdom. 

 

Whenever we let other supposedly unifying factors take the 

place of that, whether they be cultural, economic, linguistic or 

whatever, we run the risk of missing the point, and overlooking 

the work that God is doing outside our scheme of things.  

Especially in our day and age, when the interconnectedness of 

peoples is coming more and more to the forefront, we are called 

upon to strive for unity in the midst of diversity, not settling for 

uniformity, which always leaves someone at a disadvantage, but 

recognizing that what binds us together is the desire of God that 

all nations be saved, and that peace reigns on the earth. 


