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Fifth Sunday of Lent: Worshipping in Many Languages 

Isaiah 45.18-25; Matthew.1-11 
 

Some of you might know that I lived in Hong Kong for a year while working as a Native 
English Teacher. While I was there, I had a bit of an adventure trying to find a church to be 

home. I initially tried out some of the (few) English Speaking churches, though I always felt 

that something was lacking. Eventually I ended up in a bilingual Cantonese and English Baptist 
Church which was relatively local to me and had recommended to me by a friend of a 

friend. When I first attended this church, I realised that what I had been missing was a sense 

of authentic community: not just friendship, but also of a worshipping community that 
reflected my own day-to-day experience of being the only native-English speaker in a 

Cantonese speaking environment - whether I was on the train, in the shops, or at the school 

where I worked, I was surrounded by another language. It felt odd, unnatural, to then be 
worshipping in a special English bubble. 

 

I’ll never be able to fully communicate what this experience was like, but this is what an 
average Sunday morning looked like: 

 

Sunday morning begins with a yawn, a stretch and a reluctant roll off of my mattress. 
The usual morning routine – the trip to switch on the air conditioners and the 

ambitious attempt to make a decent brew with the preciously sourced Yorkshire 

Teabags (we had to travel into Central for those) and the strange-tasting locally 
produced soy milk – the resulting mixture is gulped down alongside a bowl of cereal 

and the only English-language news programme (some financial channel). I often stare 

out of the living room window and look out over the bay from our 11th floor 
apartment. After trip to the bathroom to get ready for the day (the only day I didn’t 

have to compete with my flatmates for the shower!) I’m out the door and into the 

dark corridor (don’t forget to lock the gate) – into the lift, down to the lobby, greet 
the doorman “Jou-san ah!” [Good Morning] A quick check of the mailbox, then I 

press the button to leave the building.  

 
I’m hit by a sudden (yet now familiar) wall of humidity and heat, but luckily most of 

the pedestrian routes have awnings. I walk through “Mei Loc Fa Yuen” [Melody 

Gardens] – past the kindergarten and to the Light Rail station. Swipe the Octopus 
Card, wait for the train, find a seat, wait for my stop, chat with the other Gwailos 

[westerners] – “Where are you from Where do you live? How long have you lived 

here?”  I exit the train, navigate through the market and buildings and I’m at my 
church, a building brightly painted with cartoon animals as it doubles as a 

kindergarten during the week. 

 
I greet everyone as I enter “Jou-san ah! Good Morning! Sic jou fan mei ah? Have you 

eaten yet?” and make my way through the corridors and into the main hall. I’m 

surrounded by both English and Cantonese, ex-pats and Hong Kongers milling about. 
I sit with my friends and soon the service begins.  

 

This church was Cantonese first, and though the number of English speakers is 
growing, most of the service is led in Cantonese (I am very thankful that I know my 

basic classroom commands from work – “hei san!” [stand up], “co dai” [sit down]). 

The minister makes occasional asides translating for us English speakers. The liturgy 
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and hymn words are projected on screens – the left screen is English and the right is 
Cantonese – I occasionally glance over to the other screen in wonder. When we 

speak or sing together, our prayers and song are a beautiful cacophony. I think: I 

don’t know the words you are using… but I know what you are saying, what you are 
singing, what you are praying.  

 

At the sermon, two things might happen: 1) the preacher speaks Cantonese so the 
English speakers leave for our own Bible study, or 2) the preacher speaks English and 

is translated line by line to Cantonese. At the peace, we mill around and bow or 

shake hands with a jumbled mix of language –“Jou san! Ping on! Peace!” After the 
service we mill around in language groups, and make plans for lunch – where shall 

we go? Shall we Yam Cha? (drink tea) We leave, we eat, we laugh, we make plans for 

the week ahead.  
 

As you can probably tell, I could go on and on about this for a lot longer, but I’ll try to 

restrain myself. I hold these memories close to my heart, because for me this will always be 
what I think of when I imagine the worship in God’s Kingdom.  

 

In our reading from Isaiah, the prophet paints this picture: that in God all nations are 
gathered together and “every knee shall bow, every tongue confess”.  This is repeated in the 

Epistles (Romans 14.11; Philippians 2.10-11), and in the image of the first Pentecost in Acts 

2, in which the disciples prophesy in many languages. It is a great image of unity full of 
diversity, people from different paths of life, from across the world, from across time - all 

gathered together in worship by the same Spirit: different, but bot divided. 

 
Multilingual worship is a bit chaotic, and a little confusing, but it is beautiful because it means 

that we are together, and we are all expressing ourselves from the heart. I love learning 

languages because each one expresses things so differently, each one reveals a different way 
of looking at the world, of understanding God. When we share our languages with each 

other in worship, perhaps our image and understanding of God might become bigger, 

deeper, more complex – as diverse as we are. 
 

But, as I think about it more, this image of united yet diverse worship doesn’t just apply to 

language. We are called to bring our whole selves to worship, and each one of us is unique. 
Just as there are different ‘love languages’ all have different ‘languages’ for worship – the 

preferred modes of connecting with God. Some people need formality and ceremony, 

others freedom to be spontaneous; some like to sing, others would rather just listen; some 
people want to make a great joyful noise, others prefer stillness and silence. These 

differences do not ned to divide us, as in all these ways of worship we are gathering before 

the same God and are drawn together by the same Spirit. And in fact, the Church is 
healthier, more beautiful for these differences – what a beautiful Body of Christ, so broad 

and rich and deep and diverse. 

 
I wonder, could some of this beautiful, unified diversity also be in Jesus’ beatitudes? It’s a 

different angle from which to approach the teaching, but isn’t Jesus addressing a large group 

of people? Isn’t he unifying them through blessing? Rather than addressing individuals, he 
addresses values – “these are the things which will draw you together, not your skin colour 

or your nationality or your wealth or your gender, but the things you will hope and strive to 

be and do, the things you will experience, the things you will overcome…” In these 
statements, Jesus is not merely offering consolations to the ‘weak’, but he is dismantling a 
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world order. He’s casting aside the barriers which had previously been used to identify 
‘holiness’ – Jewishness, adherence to cleanliness laws, etc – and is instead offering different 

categories, ones which anyone could be a part of.  

 
This is diversity without division. 

 

I wonder, what could the meek learn from the hungry? What could the peacemakers learn 
from the persecuted? What could the speakers of different languages learn from each other? 

What gems of language, of experience, of worldview could we share? How might our 

knowledge of God grow? 
 

In this service alone we are worshipping in English, Makaton, Spanish, Latin and Xhosa – we 

are also worshipping through liturgy, song, silence, sharing… in our community we have 
many more languages and differences, how much more could we shape our worship to 

reflect our diversity? What more could we learn about each other and about God? 

 
What do you bring to worship? What is your language of faith? How do you communicate 

with God? How does it shape how you understand God? How could we share that, 

embrace it? 
 

I pray that we may be a community whose worship reflects the diversity of our experiences.  

May our beautiful cacophony rise like incense before the Lord,  
may we all feel able to offer our authentic selves,  

and may we be united in Spirit,  

different but not divided.  
Amen. 

 
 
 
 


