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Oil & Wine   Pentecost Sunday 31 May 2009
• Acts 2:1-11  • Ps 104:1, 24, 29-31  • Gal 5:16-25  • John 15:26-27; 16:12-15

Today the Easter season has come full circle. We are embraced in the mystery of the risen Christ and remember that the church was born in wind and fire – not to sweep us up to heaven but to guide us down the roads of this world. There we will meet the downcast who are waiting to be lifted up, the broken in mind and body who are longing for healing, and the restless and unreconciled who are longing for peace. Pentecost is the feast that dares us to become such an outreaching community.

As he describes it in the Acts of the Apostles, Luke makes the Jewish Feast of Pentecost (Shavuot or Feast of Weeks) the backdrop for the new Christian drama. It was one of the major pilgrim festivals, celebrated fifty days (seven complete weeks) after the Feast of Unleavened Bread/Passover. The latter marked the ripening of the barley harvest while Pentecost was the ingathering of the wheat harvest. As Israel became less of an agricultural society, a developing aspect of the feast was the commemoration of the giving of the Torah/Law on Mount Sinai. The Exodus account of that event (Ex 19:16-18) is accompanied with fire and the violent shaking of the mountain. Luke’s theological creativity uses powerful images to weave the Jewish traditions with both the new apostolic harvesting of the post-Pentecostal community and the new law of the Spirit given by the risen Christ. The house where the disciples are gathered is shaken “as if” by a great wind that blows open the disciples’ hearts and minds; something “like” tongues of fire divide and rest on each of them, burning away the dross of their timidity and enabling them to speak Spirit-filled words. Then in four verses Luke rushes us with the speed of such gale force wind and spreading fire into a description of the first effects of the coming of the Spirit: proclamation, prophecy, mission, conversion, and outreach to the then known Mediterranean world.

With fire on their tongues and with boldly prophetic breath, the disciples speak to those who are described as “devout Jews from every nation under heaven.” It is faithful Jews who are the first to be gathered into the new Christian community by other Jews. After Luke had described the descent of the Spirit on Jesus at his baptism, he inserts a genealogy of Jesus which traces his ancestry back to Abraham and Adam (Luke 3:21-28); after the Pentecostal baptism with the Spirit, Luke gives us a table of nations from which come those who have gathered for Pentecost. Those are harvested by baptism into the risen Christ will return home to spread the good news. The language of the Spirit is that of a particular human group, with their recognizable Galilean accent, because God always works through real people, not obliterating our human characteristics. Symbolically, Babel is reversed as those to whom the disciples speak hear them speaking in their own languages, uniting them in the good news.

Pentecost is a continuing event that dares us to become a community of fire, disciples who will keep the passion for God and for the world that God loves burning strongly, even in the darkest times. With the force of the Spirit/wind it dares us to become a community that blows the good news of the risen Christ through the cracks and crevices of our fractured world. And if we persevere in prayer and community, the Spirit will enable us to speak in words that are intelligible to the women and men of our day. This is also a pastoral challenge for the pope and bishops in their ecclesial statements. We will all make mistakes; we may be ‘out of breath’ at times because of the pace of life which rushes us into many distractions and social changes, but God will never fail us; the Spirit will never allow the community of believers to suffocate.

We respond to the first reading with verses from Ps 104 (103), chosen principally because of v. 30: “You send forth your spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth.” But the whole psalm is an amazed hymn of praise at God’s provident creation, at the myriad forms of life into whose web our humanity is also woven. In its rarity, its complexity, its variety, the Spirit of God is an enlivening and sustaining presence, and so our relationship with the natural world should be one of reverence and concern for all species, especially those presently endangered. 

Paul tells his Galatian community how they can discern whether or not they are being led by the Spirit, keeping in step as a community, and walking in the way of Christ Jesus. Paul wants his church to be free with the freedom for which Christ has set us free (cf. Gal 5:1). Like the Galatians, if we are self-centred and self-indulgent, we are not free for Christ or for others, and will not yield a harvest worthy to be gathered into the kingdom of God. Paul lists specific examples of sinfulness that can be useful for a review of life: sexual depravity, religious infidelity, social discord and violence, addictions that become our ‘gods’. In contrast, those who try to live by the Spirit of Jesus will bear the fruits of love, patience, peace and justice. There will be no envy or competition to erode our attempts to practise something of the sacrificial love that Christ showed most fully by his death for us, and from which the Spirit is given to the church. We are called to wager our future as church upon this promise of the Spirit, and trust in the Spirit’s guidance across what may seem to be high and dangerous tightropes stretched across some of the yawning gaps between the church and contemporary society. Either individually or ecclesially, what are the ‘safety nets’ that we may be tempted to spread rather than trust in the Spirit?

Today’s gospel is from the Last Supper discourse of John, and the promise of the Holy Spirit is one of the great gifts of that night of gifts, the night of the humble service of  foot washing and friendship. Jesus names the Spirit as “Paraclete,” which can also be translated as Advocate, Encourager, Counsellor – all names which offer us great hope. If our hearts are open, the Spirit will continue to guide us into the truth, an ongoing journey both for each Christian and for the community of the church because there is no golden age to which we can look back nostalgically. As Vatican II teaches us in the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, the church will never attain this fullness until the end of human history: “Thus, as the centuries go by, the church is always advancing towards the plenitude of divine truth, until eventually the words of God are fulfilled in it (Art. 8).” We often have the experience that when someone whom we love dearly dies, perhaps a parent or close friend, they leave their spirit behind them, a spirit washed clean by death of the inevitable mix of admiration and irritation, understanding and misunderstanding of this life. On the other side of death, this memory has no limitations of space and time. As St John Chrysostom said: “Those whom we love and lose are no longer where they were before. They are now wherever we are.” This is infinitely more true of the Spirit that Jesus sends us. 

There in the lucky dark,

none to observe me,

darkness far and wide;

no sign for me to mark, 

no other light, no guide

except for my heart –

the fire, the fire inside!

So wrote St John of the Cross in one of his Songs of the Dark Night. The Pentecost challenge for us is to keep the fire in our hearts burning strongly in the seasons of both bright enthusiasm and dark chill, and regard ourselves in all circumstances as ‘lucky’ to have received the fire of the Holy Spirit. Pentecost is sometimes called the feast of the ‘birth of the church.’ It is much more the celebration of being church, and following the leading of the Spirit in the mystic dance throughout the coming weeks of the church’s year of grace.
Benedict wants his communities to be fired with such “good zeal,” a radical passion for Christ that knows no half measures, an inner dynamism that is opposed to all spiritual timidity, hesitation and selfishness (cf. RB 72). The need to become people of fire of the Spirit is recounted in a conversation between the Desert Fathers Abba Joseph and Abba Lot:

Abba Joseph said to the Abba Lot, “You cannot become a monk unless you become like a consuming fire.”


Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph and said to him, “Abba, as far as I can I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate. I live in peace as far as I can, I purify my thoughts. What else can I do?”


Then the old man stood and stretched his hands towards heaven. His fingers became like ten lamps of fire and he said to him, “If you will, you can become all flame.”

May today’s feast stretch us towards heaven so that we may cast its fire upon earth (cf. Luke 12:49).   

