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The Greek Philosopher Aristotle believed that you needed three things to persuade an audience: 

ethos or credibility in the speaker, logos: logic/facts, and pathos, an appeal to the emotions of the 

audience. From this theory emerged Aristotle’s Rhetorical Triangle: a lesson in persuasion that 

we still use today almost 2400 years after his death.  

 

In the story of Pentecost we know that Jesus’ followers, possibly 120 strong, were meeting in 

Jerusalem, gathered for the Jewish Festival of Weeks which was held 7 weeks and one day after 

Passover to celebrate the harvest by presenting the first fruits of the spring crops. Jewish law 

required that all adult male Jews come to Jerusalem for this celebration.  

 

Thus we have the audience: All Jewish adult males and the occasion: The Festival of Weeks. 

God, through the Holy Spirit, provided the credibility/ethos for Jesus’ followers. They are the 

speakers in the rhetorical triangle as noted in the Message’s translation of Act 2:1-21 “Then, like 

a wildfire, the Holy Spirit spread through their ranks, and they started speaking in a number of 

different languages as the spirit prompted them.” Now, like many of us might be in such a 

circumstance, the audience was not at first convinced of their credibility. “They’re drunk!” 

someone called out. 

 

Peter, however, stood up to refute that accusation, adding in some logos or facts as he explained 

that this event was foretold 800 years prior in the scripture from the Prophet Joel who said of 

God, “I will pour out my spirit on every kind of people; your sons will prophesy, also your 

daughters” ending with “and whoever calls out for help to me, God, will be saved.”  

 

Hearing this was a turning or conversion point for some of those Jewish men gathered there. 

Hearing the Galileans speak of God’s mighty works in their own languages was an emotional 

appeal: a true miracle. Referring back to known scripture rooted what they said in logic, and the 

very fact of their being able to speak in all these languages, sharing the same message, gave them 

credibility as truly being appointed by God for this task.  

 

As I reflected on the Pentecost miracle in preparation for today, I found myself praying for 

flames of understanding, a Star Trek-like Universal Translator that could help the people in our 

country to not just hear one another, but to understand.  

 

We are currently a nation divided. We are divided by politics, religion, economics, race, 

ethnicity, belief and unbelief. We technically speak the same language, but we do it without 

understanding. We may as well be speaking in different tongues. We each believe steadfastly and 

wholeheartedly in our truth which we believe to be fact about: elections, immigrants, black lives, 

vaccines, indigenous peoples, climate change, mascots, and so much more.  

 

We stand in circles of isolation, separate but not equal, as if we have our hands over our ears 

saying in a child-like fashion “La, la, la - I can’t hear you!” or like the adults in Charles Shultz’s 

Peanuts cartoon who just make noise in the background “whnnt, whnnt, Whnnt”. 



 

In other words, we are individually and collectively the “dry bones” that Ezekiel mentions. As 

long as we stand in our separate pools of isolation, cloaked in our own belief systems and closed 

to our fellow humans: our fellow Americans, then we are like that whole house of Israel. As 

Ezekiel says, “Our bones are dried up, our hope is gone, there’s nothing left of us.” Doing 

nothing, resting in whatever privileges we do or do not have, we are dry bones - of no use to 

anyone. 

 

Yet, Ezekiel was told by God to prophesy to those old bones and “bones came together bone to 

bone...tendons and flesh appeared” and, after further encouragement by God, the breath of life 

was blown into those bones so they could live.  

 

God is clearly calling us to action: to breathe life into our dry bones and to find the language to 

reach across the many divides, to work together for the benefit of all. But how on earth do we do 

that? What logical or emotional appeals will work? How do we establish our credibility so others 

will not only hear but understand? How do we learn to truly listen to and understand others? 

 

First, we work on ourselves. As Dr. Brene’ Brown says in her book Dare to Lead, we have to 

“rumble with vulnerability”. Brown has spent decades studying courage, shame, vulnerability, 

and empathy. Brown describes vulnerability as “having the courage to show up when you can’t 

control the outcome”. She also notes that means that when we are vulnerable, we are going to get 

beat up sometimes; being vulnerable is putting yourself on the line. She reminds us to “let what 

is unproductive or hurtful fall at the feet of our unarmored selves”(21). 

 

She defines a rumble as “a discussion, conversation, or meeting defined by a commitment to lean 

into vulnerability, to stay curious and generous, to stick with the messy middle of problem 

identification and solving, to take a break and circle back when necessary, to be fearless, owning 

your own parts, and as psychologist Harriet Lerner teaches, to listen with the same passion with 

which we want to be heard”(10). 

 

I am going to repeat that last one because I know it is a hard one for me. We have to “listen with 

the same passion with which we want to be heard”. That means that rather than forming my 

response while I am listening, I try to understand where the person I am speaking with is coming 

from. When I want to argue, I instead say, “Can you help me understand or tell me more 

about…”  

 

To understand different points of view, we have to have empathy, which Brown defines as 

“feeling with people”. We can relate to the emotion others are experiencing, if not the reason 

behind it. She notes that nursing scholar Teresa Wiseman came up with four qualities of 

empathy: perspective taking (the ability to recognize the perspective of another), staying out of 

judgment, recognizing the emotion in other people, and communicating that.  

 

Rumbling with vulnerability in order to have difficult conversations is hard work but I believe 

that is what God is calling us to do, how we breathe life into these dry bones. Empathy, feeling 

with people, is our universal translator. If we can listen passionately, connect to the emotion a 

person is feeling if not the reason behind it, then we just might be able to open a door of 



ethos/credibility that allows them to listen to our views just as passionately. We can then seek 

some recognition of our common ground: our love for our family, community, humanity: 

establishing pathos, our emotional appeal. Then maybe we can listen to the logos/ the facts from 

another, even comparing them, logically to our own: the beginning of persuasion: Aristotle’s 

Rhetorical Triangle. 

 

This will not all happen in one conversation, but God is calling us to action: to speak and listen 

and work together to end the injustice and inequalities in our country and world one conversation 

at a time. As said in The Message’s version of Psalm 104 “God commandeered winds as 

messengers, appointed fire and flame as ambassadors.” We are the fire and the flame. It is time 

to ignite positive change.    

 

How shocking it must have been  

To see the tongues of flame upon their heads 

That sparked their literal tongues 

And ignited the hearts of those who heard 

 

We too need flames 

To warm icy hearts 

To dispense with shame 

To inspire our part 

 

Light a fire in us oh Lord 

Set our tongues aflame 

Filled with the power of the Holy Spirit 

To help others in your name. 
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