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Oil & Wine Pentecost Sunday 23 May 2010
Mass during the day

• Acts 2:1-11  • Ps 104 (103):1, 24, 29-31, 34  • Rom 8:8-17  • John 14:14-16, 23b-26

We come to this culminating feast of Eastertide as people drenched with the memory of the baptismal waters in which we are baptised and with the word which we have heard proclaimed about the Easter Jesus during the last fifty days. Each Sunday, no matter what the liturgical season, we will continue to gather as an Easter people so that this mystery becomes more and more a part of our Christian lives.
John Paul II wrote that we must be “able to dare.” Pentecost is an event that must continue to dare us, and gives us the Holy Spirit so that we can accept this dare. After their failures at the time of Jesus’ passion and death, their fumbling realisation that he was still somehow with them as an absent presence, they dare to do what is of the first importance for a Christian community, what makes us this morning such a community: they gather. It is not only a gathering of the twelve apostles, but of a larger group of Jerusalem believers.  And having gathered, they pray, helping one another to wait for what Jesus promised them – whatever this ‘Holy Spirit’ might mean…
Then the mystery breaks upon them, and Luke gropes for human words to explain it. He can only use metaphors inherited from human experience and the language of the Old Testament biblical tradition. The surging, unsettling power is ‘like’ a rush of overriding wind and ‘like’ tongues of fire upon their heads. Something is in the air and permeating their spirits that will drive the community outside this place to the ends of the earth with fire on their tongues. The Spirit is not a gift to the proud achievers in Jerusalem or anywhere else, then or now. The Spirit is given to those who acknowledge their own frailty and who need new air to breathe; who have experienced burnt-out hopes and need a new kindling to fire them into the future.
The backdrop to this first Christian Pentecost is the Jewish Feast of Pentecost, the Feast of Weeks (Shavuot) described in Deut 16:9-12. The barley ripens at Passover, and seven weeks later the wheat is harvested. Sheaves of wheat, the first fruits of the harvest, and bread made from the first cuttings of the grain, were offered in the Temple, rites that earned for Pentecost two other names: the Feast of the First Fruits (cf. Num 28:26) or the Feast of the Harvest (cf. Ex 34:22). As Israel gradually became less of an agricultural society, the liturgical memory also embraced the giving of the covenant to Moses on Mount Sinai which was accompanied by fire, clouds of smoke, and quaking of the mountainside (cf. Ex 19:16-18). Here in Jerusalem is a community who are the first fruits of the Spirit, and the harvest of believers is about to be reaped by them. Here are the people of a new covenant that must be shaken every day into a renewed commitment.
The first fruits to be reaped and gathered into the Christian community are described as “devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem.” They may have been permanent residents or only pilgrims from the Diaspora (scattered through the then known world) who had come up to Jerusalem for Pentecost. The point that Luke wants to make is that when the disciples are blown out of the room with fire on their tongues, this fire of the Spirit has purged them of all linguistic differences, so that no matter where they come from, or what their mother tongue, the listeners hear the words of the disciples in their own language. The divisions of Babel collapse. For many, the false pride in race, culture or religion is melted down into unity – but not for all. Again we are reminded that Simeon’s sword (cf. Luke 2:34-35) still hangs over the world; that the mystery of Christ will always be for both the rising of believers and seekers, and the falling of sceptics and deniers.
The gift of commonality of language is still needed today in our church. How can we both speak to and understand one another and our diverse cultures? Bishops and church leaders need to listen to what their people are saying and address their concerns in something more relevant than ‘church-speak’; the different generations need to make an effort to learn something of each others’ language, especially that spoken by the heart; the cry of the poor and dispossessed, who usually have no voice, need someone to speak for them who has truly listened to them; governments need the honesty and easily understood ‘transparency’ that is much vaunted but in words that are often coded with political subterfuge; and the media needs to speak without cheap sensationalism and hysteria. There is much work for the Spirit to do, and much openness required of us, if we are not to rebuild Babel.
With the verses of the responsorial Ps 104 (103) we speak our praise and thanks for the creating spirit/breath which God sends forth over the earth to call forth life. The psalm is like an exuberant and poetic response to the first creation of Genesis 1. The antiphon focuses our attention on v. 30: “LORD, send forth your spirit and renew the face of the earth.” Creation, our physical life, and our spiritual life are all God’s abiding and steadfast loving concern.
Paul writes to the Romans that the Spirit of God, the Spirit of Jesus, draws humanity into a life of communion and transformation. To be a Christian is not only to lead a human life, but also to have the Spirit as the determining and indwelling force in these lives, guiding us to realise our deepest hope and true destiny as sons and daughters of God in Christ: eternal life with him. As the family of God, we are destined to inherit the promises to Israel, but now universalised to Jew and Gentile, to all who call upon God with the title of “Abba! Father!”, the family name used by Jewish adult children. That Paul leaves this in the Aramaic mother tongue of Jesus, is both poignant and intimate, perhaps an expression that reaches back to Jesus’ own lived experience, and also an indication that it was familiar and reverenced terminology for the early Christian communities, especially in the liturgy. The witness of the Spirit in our lives can be threatened and smothered by the trials of Christian life, but the “Abba!” cry of the Spirit should be heard by God’s children as an assurance of God’s enduring support in our weakness. Because we are co-heirs with Christ of his eternal inheritance, we are also co-heirs of the total Christ event from birth through suffering and death to glory. We must share in his suffering, whatever form it may take in our lives, so that we can share in the inheritance of his glory.
 How can we tell if we are following the Spirit’s guidance? Paul suggests it is our honest judgement of our lives and whether they are governed by freedom or enslavement. Slavery makes us fearful: of ourselves, of other people, of faceless unknown forces, even of God; it leaves us insecure.  Paul insists that as sons and daughters of God, baptised into God’s family (cf. Rom 6:1-11), we dare to risk putting our confidence in the one we name with Jesus as “Abba!” “Father!”
When someone we love greatly goes way from us, especially in the finality of death, we wonder how we will manage without them. One of the painful realties of old age is that there are fewer and fewer people with whom we can say: “Do you remember when…?” But it is also frequently our experience that there is a strange freedom that death gives, when the limitations of place and time no longer exist; when, as one of the Prefaces for Christian death expresses our faith: “Lord, for your faithful people life is changed, not ended,” and those whom we loved in life become in death even more and more a part of our being, teaching us more by their death than by their lives. There is a new love born between us and those who have died, enabling us to see more clearly the meaning and significance of their life and relationships; a new ability to forgive, if forgiveness is needed; a new gratitude that we regret not saying to them when they were with us in life but now can be spoken and heard in the communion of saints. This is what Jesus encourages his disciples to believe on the eve of his death and departure from them: to trust that Jesus and his Father will send to them “another Advocate,” another to help, comfort and counsel them in the Spirit, as Jesus has done while among them in his human presence, an intimate and personal presence with them which is free and unbound of any limitations of time and space. Again, Jesus asks his disciples to take the risk of believing that he is not abandoning them. As he asks the church of every age, he asks them to trust that the Holy Spirit will not lead them away from his historical presence, but will bind it to them by memory of and witness to him. And the gift of the Spirit will also give the community of believers freedom for the future that stretches from Pentecost to the Parousia. 
In the Prologue to his Rule, Benedict reminds his community that: “Whoever has ears for hearing should listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (RB Prol 11; Rev 2.7). Benedict chooses to quote from the Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) 2:11, from the message of the risen Christ to the church of Smyrna, one of the seven churches (representative of the fullness of the church). It is the plural ‘churches’ that are addressed, and by implication Benedict sees the monastery as an ecclesial community. The ears with which any Christian community listens to the divine voice were described in the opening verse of the Prologue as the ears of the heart (RB Prol 1). In the two verses before the ecclesial context of v.11, the ears are described as ‘startled’ or ‘astonished’ – ears that should be ready for the surprising revelation of the Spirit which energises us for a vigorous run out of darkness into the light of life, and enables us to discern what is of either light or darkness in ourselves and in the church at any moment in history.
At the end of his chapter “On Humility,” Benedict acclaims the Holy Spirit as the one who works within us, healing us and making us passionate lovers of God rather than fearful slave drivers of ourselves (RB 7.67-70). As we come to the end of the Easter season, we might again reflect on what Benedict cannot refrain from speaking about even in the context of the observance of Lent: the joy of the Holy Spirit (cf. RB 49.6). It is in this joy that the monk and, by implication, every Christian, should be generous and self-disciplined in preparation for Holy Easter. This is a reminder that if such joy should permeate Lent, there is never any time for sadness that cannot be overcome by the memory of Christ’s triumph over sin and death.

