
Sunday May 23, 2010 – Pentecost 
Prepared by Barbara Fraser, former Maryknoll lay missioner, Lima, Peru 

 
Acts 2:1-11; Psalms 104:1, 24, 29-30, 31, 34; First Corinthians 12:3-7, 12-13; John 
20:19-23  
 
 In the Andes mountains of Peru, a Quechua woman named Hilaria Supa from 
Cusco was elected to Congress in 2006. One day, a tabloid newspaper published a photo 
of some notes she had been taking during a session of Congress. The notes contained 
spelling errors that were not unusual for someone whose first language was not Spanish. 
 The photo touched off a spirited debate. The newspaper said the errors showed 
Ms. Supa was not fit to serve in Congress. Other people, however, said the attack on her 
was a sign of discrimination in a country that has a large indigenous population. 
 Language and can be a source of conflict for us today, just as it was for the people 
in today’s first reading from the Acts of the Apostles. 
 Have you ever stood in a busy train or bus station, hearing people around you 
speaking foreign languages? Or tried to ask directions in a country where you did not 
speak the language? Carrying on conversations is such a natural and important part of 
everyday life that when we cannot do it, we may feel lost and frightened. We hear words, 
but we can’t understand what they mean. What are people saying? Are they talking about 
us? Warning us of danger? Wanting to be our friends? 
 Language is part of our identity. It enables us to express ourselves and to talk 
about things that are close to our hearts. There are more than 6,000 languages in the 
world, and they reflect the great diversity of people and cultures on our planet. 
Sometimes, though, we find that diversity overwhelming. We want to take refuge in the 
familiar, and we may wish other people were more like us. 
 Many countries have a dominant language. People who speak a different language 
may insist that their children speak only the country’s main language, so they do not 
suffer discrimination as Congresswoman Supa did. Sometimes, so few people remain who 
speak a language that it becomes extinct. When that happens, the world loses a cultural 
treasure. 
 Ruben Medina, a Huitoto Indian, grew up in a tiny village in the Amazon rain 
forest in Peru, a three-day journey by river from Iquitos, the nearest city. Unlike 
Congresswoman Supa’s family, his parents did not want him to speak his native language, 
because they thought he would be at a disadvantage later in life. “Our people are losing 
their customs,” he says. By the time he graduated from high school, he spoke no Huitoto.  
 When he went to college in Iquitos, he met other indigenous students who were 
proud of their roots. Now when he returns to his community, he asks his grandmother to 
teach him to speak Huitoto. He learned the worth of his cultural identity from other 
people who valued their own. 
 Congresswoman Supa’s native Quechua language has many different words for 
rain, because her people are farmers who depend on the weather for their livelihood in a 
harsh climate. People who live in the Arctic have many different words for snow, which is 



the main feature of their environment. These differences are a window through which we 
gain a different perspective on our world. 
 Today’s feast of Pentecost invites us to give thanks for the differences among us. 
The different gifts, different opinions, different languages, different foods, different 
customs, different talents and beliefs and ways of looking at the world.  
 When the disciples began to speak in different languages, they were able to preach 
the Good News beyond their own community. But communication is a two-way street. 
With the ability to speak comes the responsibility to listen. Once we can communicate, 
once we can understand, we must stop and listen to what others have to say. We have 
much to learn from people who are different from us. It may take a great deal of effort to 
set aside our prejudices, to realize, like Ruben Medina did, that everyone has a right to 
claim their own identity, which is shaped by their cultural heritage. 
 When we embrace the diversity in our community, despite our fears, Jesus comes 
to us, as he did to the disciples in today’s Gospel. He stands in our midst, holds out his 
hands to us and says, “Peace be with you.” He reminds us that we are one body, as St. 
Paul says, and draws us together around his table. 
 Today is a good day to reflect on the diversity in our own church community, 
neighborhood, city and country. Does the diversity divide us or do we embrace it? Does it 
frighten us? Can we draw strength from Jesus’ promise of peace, so we can reach out to 
people who are different from us, stand up for them when they suffer discrimination, 
share our lives with them and ask them to share their culture with us?  
 This Pentecost, let us pray that our church communities become places where all 
people feel welcome, and that they serve as a beacon of hope and a model of peace for 
our neighborhoods and towns, for our country and our world.  
 
Visit our website to read more Maryknoll reflections on the gift of diversity as an 
enriching contribution to inclusive security in the countries where they live and work.  
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