
Acts 2:1-11  

I love this story where the disciples filled with the Holy Spirit suddenly speak different 

languages. It wasn’t for their own benefit but for the benefit of those gathered around 

them – so that everyone could hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ in their own language. The 

language we speak is so important. I know it as someone whose mother tongue is Polish. 

There’s an instant connection with some of my friends living here when we speak our 

mother tongue. It’s not just the language but a set of values, history and culture. All of 

that constitutes who I am. 

That’s why I try, when marrying people who are not native English-speakers, to include 

at least something in their native tongue. On Thursday I blessed the marriage of a 

Swedish couple and read words of a popular love song to them in Swedish. Of course, I 

didn’t pronounce it correctly but because I read it in their own language, I hope it meant 

so much more to them. Because it’s as if your own language goes deeper than anything 

else said in another language. 

That’s also the reason why I learned not only English but also make attempts at speaking 

Orcadian so that ye ken what I’m speakan aboot! 

God knows that language is important and that’s why at the birth of the Church, many 

languages were spoken. It’s such joy that everyone was affirmed, understood and spoken 

to directly. 

Yet, as part of the diversity of languages and the apparent chaos of people speaking all at 

the same, one common message was passed on – that God loved the world so much that 

he gave his only Son that whoever believes in him will not die but have eternal life. The 

one powerful message unites us more than our differences might ever divide us. 

The account from the Book of Acts describes the beginnings of the Church of Jesus 

Christ. It gives us the foundation for our identity and our values. Today we remember and 

celebrate that event as it reminds us of who we are. However, we also celebrate this 

congregation as a small part of that greater body of the Church. 

The history of this church goes back to 1796 when the then Secession Church, which then 

became the Paterson church, was formed and also to 1843, the time of the Disruption, 

when 451 ministers left the Church of Scotland – Rev Petrie left the Cathedral and 

founded a Free Church congregation. Both groups were objecting to the local landlords 

appointing ministers to congregations.  

Without going into much detail, in 1929 the various denominations, which had split over 

and over in the 19th century, had come together again and therefore this church as well as 

the Paterson church were now Church of Scotland. In 1967 the latter became vacant and 

the idea arose to merge the two. We first worshipped in the Paterson church but since 

then we’ve moved here after a big renovation which was carried out in 2002. 



In 2011 Kirkwall East became linked with Shapinsay and we now share the minister. 

Today we welcome four new members to our congregation. Our journey continues as we 

are currently looking at the possibility of working in hubs or groups of churches across 

Orkney and merging Presbyteries into bigger regional structures – we hope to reduce the 

number of Presbyteries from 43 to 12. In a secular society we need to find ways of 

communicating the eternal Good News to those around us in a language and manner that 

will be understood. God’s in the business of translation into many languages and so He 

will enable us to do so if we let his Spirit fill us. 

Change is part of our DNA as a Church but one thing that continues is God’s constant 

and faithful love for us and our love for God. In the ups and downs of life, changing 

culture around us and the time marching on, we remember where we came from, we 

rejoice where we are at and confidently look forward to the future. Praise be to God 

almighty who travels with us and breathes his Spirit into his Church and world. Amen.  


