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Day of Pentecost
May 31, 2020
We celebrate today one of the three great feast days of the Church, and one of the earliest – celebrated even before Christmas entered the calendar! It is often called the “birthday of the church”, but it also marks a turning point in the church year, particularly in the liturgy, where our readings move from the earthly life of Jesus and its key events (Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Ascension) to a study of his teachings. This opens a season of growth, symbolised by the green liturgical colour, and paralleling the season of growth which followed the first Pentecost.
We are also fortunate that the Feast of Pentecost is not encumbered with the commercialism which surrounds Christmas and to a lesser extent Easter, so that to the world outside the church Pentecost slips through almost un-noticed if it doesn’t happen to fall on a holiday weekend as it has in some years.

The concept of the Holy Spirit long predates the first Pentecost, though. In the Old Testament it was considered the distinguishing mark of prophets, priests and kings, special people designated for special missions. And really, its coming on the disciples was no different – they too were special people designated for a special mission, albeit one which was infinitely more far-reaching than that of the Old Testament.

In its essence, the Holy Spirit proclaims the Lordship of Jesus Christ, helping to widen and deepen our knowledge of Jesus rather than revealing any new doctrine. The Holy Spirit is for the most part a gentle force, imparting those gifts of the Spirit that Paul writes about in Romans – love, joy, peace, gentleness and the rest – but on occasion it can appear as that same “rushing mighty wind” which filled that upper room. Its sheer force turned those disciples around from being a timid and terrified bunch of leaderless people into an evangelizing force which took the Gospel of Jesus Christ out into the marketplace in a way which everyone could understand. Everyone who heard them found them speaking in his or her own language, although they came from widely separated parts of the Roman empire. There was an astounding wholeness to that communication then, and it continues to this day as we are in communion as the Body of Christ, the family of God and the temple of the Holy Spirit, all the baptized called to share in mission and ministry.

The Holy Spirit came upon Mary at the Annunciation, moving her forward into acceptance of God’s will for her; it overshadowed Jesus at his baptism, signalling the beginning of his earthly ministry, and it overshadowed the disciples at Pentecost, pushing them out to begin the ministry to which Jesus had already commissioned them in his farewell talks.

John’s gospel tells us of Jesus’ promise to send an Advocate, one to be with the disciples for ever even as Jesus himself leaves them and ascends into heaven. It is to be a spirit of truth and peace. It came as fire, purifying and sanctifying, and as wind, that invisible power and force which is both cleansing and energizing. That “rushing, mighty wind” also serves to redirect the lives of individuals – to say nothing of the life of the Church! It led the disciples to create a new community which would transcend many of the boundaries in society in their time, and which continues to do so today.

At other times in history as well the Holy Spirit has been clearly at work, notably in 1549 when the Book of Common Prayer came into force – interestingly, on the Feast of Pentecost – because it was through the gift of languages that it came into being. That gift was equally apparent in the next century when the King James version of the Bible was produced, even more through the gift of language.

We learn from the story of Pentecost that suddenly, through the action of the Holy Spirit, everyone present heard the message of the Gospel in his or her own language, which is a neat reversal of the story we know from Genesis.

The story of the tower of Babel probably happened about 100 years after the flood, the world was repopulated and everyone spoke the same language. But, that facility of communication enabled them to make plans to protect themselves and become famous by building a tower which would reach to heaven. We don’t exactly know where it was or how high it got to be, we do know that they used “man-made” materials, brick and tar instead of “God-made” materials, stone and mortar. They saw it as a defence mechanism on which they could depend, instead of depending on God. It was a monument to themselves, not to the glory of God.

I find it interesting that in that original common language, most likely what the experts now call Akkadian (nothing to do with Nova Scotia, by the way!), the word Babel meant “Gate of God”, but after God intervened and muddled the languages, it came to be associated with the Hebrew word “balal”, which means confusion or disorder.

Having removed from humanity the common language because they were basically misusing it as a tool to plot and plan things which were not of God or for God, when it finally came to spreading the Gospel after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus, the Holy Spirit again enabled a sort of common language by making it possible for everyone to hear the message in their own language. And even to this day, the language and the words we use – and even the tone we use – changes depending on our intention.

I cannot help feeling that in this context of language, or tongues, there are valuable lessons for us to learn about our own language and more particularly our use of it. In some respects, this is perhaps more pertinent than ever in the current times of stress and uncertainty, when our own frustrations may lead us to say things we would not otherwise say or mean.
Do we use open and inclusive language or “insider” jargon or code?

To borrow from that new jargon, do we weaponize language?

Do we speak positively or negatively?

Is our speech clear and gentle, or do we use words to shame and humiliate – and even destroy?

Is what we say about opening doors or about building barriers?

Are we forgiving or grudge-bearing?

Are we reaching out for reconciliation or preferring isolation?

My grandmother used to say, “Be sure to keep your words both soft and sweet; you never know which ones you’ll have to eat!”
This gift of the presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives was given us at baptism, reinforced at confirmation and, for those of us in Holy Orders, called down on us by our bishop at ordination to be our strength and our guide in ministry.

We can claim – or reclaim if necessary – these gifts of the Spirit at any time in our Christian journey, they are there for the asking, and they are gifts which are very difficult to misuse in any way.

Let me close with this beautiful prayer of invocation of the Holy Spirit.

Come O Holy Spirit, Come.

Come as Holy Fire and burn in us.

Come as Holy Wind and cleanse us.

Come as Holy Light and lead us.

Come as Holy Truth and teach us.

Come as Holy Forgiveness and free us.

Come as Holy Love and enfold us.

Come as Holy Power and enable us.

Come as Holy Life and dwell in us.

Convict us, convert us and consecrate us

Until we are Holy Thine for Thy using, 

In Jesus’ name.


AMEN.

