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Day of Pentecost
June 12, 2011

Acts 2:1-21
1 Corinthians 12:3b-13

John 20:19-23

Our tradition is steeped in the Holy Spirit. Our catechism  – the outline of our faith

tells us about the person of the Holy Spirit.i We know of the Holy Spirit from reading the

Old Testament and the New Testament.ii The Holy Spirit was promised by our Lord

Jesus, but Isaiah had prophesied of his coming to bring what we know as the seven gifts

of the spirit.iii In his first letter to the people of Corinth, Paul wrote concerning the

varieties of gifts of the Holy Spirit, gifts given to each person as the Spirit chooses.iv (In

his Summa Theologica written 1265–1274,) St. Thomas Aquinas fully described these

seven gifts of the spirit: wisdom, understanding, counsel (or right judgment), fortitude,

knowledge, piety (or reverence), and fear (or awe and wonder) of the Lord.v Indeed on

Pentecost the Holy Spirit – the counselor and advisor that was promised – came to the

disciples and other followers of Jesus. The Holy Spirit worked – and continues to work –

through the faithful. We have felt the Holy Spirit. We have seen the strength of the Holy

Spirit through the work of one another’s hands as we do the Lord’s work. We have felt

the power of the Holy Spirit when we were baptized. Jesus referred to the Holy Spirit as

water (John 7:37-39) – water that would bring eternal life so that we would never be

thirsty again – the Holy Spirit like a fountain of water springing up to eternal life (John

4:14; 17:3). We experience that life giving water at baptism.vi But we can experience the

Holy Spirit at the Lord’s Table, at confirmation and marriage, when we are forgiven, and

through all the sacraments and yet – at any time a– t any moment. The Holy Spirit can

descend on us like a dove. It can be as gentle as a breath or it can be like a violent wind.

It is a moving engaging entity that can empower our faith individually but also that can

tie together those of good faith to God the Father and God the Son, Jesus the Christ. And

the Holy Spirit can renew us again and again and make us recall the one who created us
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and recreates us day after day, hour after hour and turn our hearts to Jesus again and

again. We know the Holy Spirit through experience.

But the people of the 1st century, the disciples, Mary, the mother of Jesus and all the

followers of our Lord, men and women alike, who had walked and talked with him on the

many roads around Galilee and Bethany and Capernaum and Jerusalem, and Paul and

those he preached to in Corinth and those he touched on his missionary excursions

throughout the Roman Empire, and even those who first worshipped Jesus and founded

the church, all those first faithful followers of Jesus the Christ  – all they had – had were

sensory images to describe the Holy Spirit. Metaphors. How weary God must be of

always being described using metaphors. But that is really all the early believers had was

symbols, images, allegories, metaphors, similes. And often that is how we still imagine

God, how we see or feel God, the Holy Spirit.

Those who remained faithful, the eleven disciples and other followers, including many

women, were gathered in a house not unlike the home of the wealthy sisters Mary and

Martha in nearby Bethany where they had met while Jesus was with them. The Upper

City in 1st century Jerusalem was a neighbourhood of the rich with large elaborate

dwellings.vii They would have been spacious enough to accommodate a fairly large group

of people. This is where the disciples were waiting. They had been waiting – confident in

Jesus’s promise spoken at his Ascension just ten days before: “I am sending upon you

what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power

from on high” (Luke 24:49). Jesus had filled their lives with such meaning. They were

bewildered and filled with deep sorrow at his death. They longed for his return to them as

he had promised. They were filled with astonishment yet great joy when he was raised

from the dead. They were encouraged by his appearing to them. Through his teachings

they had come to understand of the prophecies of the Spirit, but it was through his

resurrection that they came to believe with their whole hearts. They trusted that Jesus
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would not leave them orphaned. (John 14:18). They had complete confidence that Jesus

would fulfill his pledge to send the Holy Spirit to be their Advocate forever (14:16). And

so they waited, in faithful expectation. Likely they were praying, silently praying. They

dozed and awoke and prayed some more to be renewed by the Spirit that Jesus had

promised. And then their senses were awakened. They heard the roaring noise and felt the

stinging of a powerful wind. They experienced the Holy Spirit as a “rush of violent wind”

(Acts 2:2:2). It was all encompassing because it “filled the entire house” (Ibid.). The

Spirit is like the wind – a force of nature that moves our hearts to give us life and to bring

us to faith – a wind that “blows wherever it will. And you hear the sound it makes, but do

not know where it comes from and where it is going” (John 3:8). And they saw the Holy

Spirit as fire, as divided tongues of fire (2:3). In their happiness and excitement they

spilled out into the streets. And they drew a crowd. The Holy Spirit gave them the ability

to speak in different languages that all understood (2:4, 6-11).

The Holy Spirit came upon them and they were able to understand one another. The

disciples were tied together by their faith in the one God as taught by God’s son Jesus the

Christ. Now they were equipped by the Holy Spirit to more fully know their God and

Jesus God’s son. And they were able to more fully understand one another.

While they were all Galileans those in the crowd that gathered were from many

different countries. How was it that the Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of

Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt

and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and

proselytes, Cretans and Arabs – how is it that they could all understand the disciples who

were speaking of the great deeds that God had done through their Lord Jesus Christ?

How indeed?

It is through the Holy Spirit that we can comprehend and appreciate the lives of

others. It is through the Holy Spirit that we come to know and knowing come to value
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one another as children of God. It is through the Holy Spirit that we can identify with and

then empathize with those less fortunate than we so that we can allow God to live and act

through us, as Jesus taught the disciples and through them we have been taught.

May we come to trust as the disciples and men and women who waited as the Lord

had promised. And in faithful expectation may the Holy Spirit descend upon us this

Pentecost. May that same Holy Spirit descend on us like a strong wind or a gentle breath,

like living water. May it renew us again and again, day after day, hour after hour.

                                                  
i From the Book of Common Prayer, ECUSA, Church Publishing Company, NYC, pp.
852-3.
Q. Who is the Holy Spirit?
A. The Holy Spirit is the Third Person of the Trinity, God at work in the world and in

the Church even now.
Q. How is the Holy Spirit revealed in the Old Covenant?
A. The Holy Spirit is revealed in the Old Covenant as the giver of life, the One who

spoke through the prophets.
Q. How is the Holy Spirit revealed in the New Covenant?
A. The Holy Spirit is revealed as the Lord who leads us into all truth and enables us to

grow in the likeness of Christ.
Q. How do we recognize the presence of the Holy Spirit in  our lives?
A. We recognize the presence of the Holy Spirit when we confess Jesus Christ as Lord

and are brought into love and harmony with God, with ourselves, with our
neighbors, and with all creation.

Q. How do we recognize the truths taught by the Holy Spirit?
A. We recognize truths to be taught by the Holy Spirit when they are in accord with the

Scriptures.

ii The Spirit of God that descended on Jesus like a dove (Matthew 3:16, Mark 1:10, Luke
3:22, John 1:32).
Jesus breathed on those who were waiting for the gift of the Holy Spirit (John 20:22), just
as “the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life, and the man became a living soul” (Genesis 2:7).
The Holy Spirit – the spirit of truth (John 16:13) is to be our guide. The Spirit is to be our
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advocate to teach us everything and cause us to remember it (John 14:26). The Holy
Spirit will reveal Jesus to us and to all people (John 16:14).
The Holy Spirit is our helper, to show us how to pray, to help us in our weaknesses, to
search our hearts and to intercede for us, appealing to God on our behalf (Romans 8:26-
27).
We are renewed by the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5).
God is revealed to us through the Holy Spirit (I Cor. 2:10-11).
We are inspired and motivated and animated by the Holy Spirit to move towards God (2
Peter 1:20-21).
The Spirit was also described as new clothing (Acts 1:8). As a guarantee and a pledge
and a seal of being a Christian (Ephesians 1:14, 4:30, 2 Corinthians 1:21-22, Romans
8:30).

iii The seven gifts of the spirit are wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge,
piety, and fear of the Lord. “A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse, and a branch
shall grow out of his roots. The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom
and understanding the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of
the Lord. His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord (Isaiah 11:2-3).

iv Utterance of wisdom, utterance of knowledge, faith, gifts of healing, working of
miracles, prophecy, discernment of spirits, various kinds of tongues, and interpretation of
tongues (I Corinthians 12:4-11).

v  Wisdom: We see God at work in our lives and in the world. For the wise person, the
wonders of nature, historical events, and the ups and downs of our lives take on deeper
meaning. The matters of judgment about the truth, and being able to see the whole image
of God. We see God as our Father and other people with dignity. Lastly being able to see
God in everyone and everything everywhere.
Understanding: In understanding, we comprehend how we need to live as a follower of
Christ. A person of understanding is not confused by all the conflicting messages in our
culture about the right way to live. The gift of understanding perfects a person's
speculative reason in the apprehension of truth.
Counsel: With the gift of counsel or right judgment, we know the difference between
right and wrong, and we choose to do what is right. A person with right judgment avoids
sin and lives out the values taught by Jesus. The gift of truth that allows the person to
respond prudently, and happily to believe our Christ the Lord
Fortitude: With the gift of fortitude or courage, we overcome our fear and are willing to
take risks as a follower of Jesus Christ. A person with courage is willing to stand up for
what is right in the sight of God, even if it means accepting rejection, verbal abuse, or
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even physical harm and death.
Knowledge: With the gift of knowledge, we understand the meaning of God. The gift of
knowledge is more than an accumulation of facts.
Piety: With the gift of piety or reverence, we have a deep sense of respect for God and
the church. A person with reverence recognizes our total reliance on God and comes
before God with humility, trust, and love. Piety is the gift whereby, at the Holy Spirit's
instigation, we pay worship and duty to God as our Father.
Fear of the Lord: With the gift of fear of the Lord we are aware of the glory and majesty
of God. A person with fear of the Lord or wonder and awe knows that God is the
perfection of all we desire: perfect knowledge, perfect goodness, perfect power, and
perfect love. Aquinas described this as a fear of separating oneself from God.

vi Ideally baptism is done in living water, flowing water, water that is alive, animated,
moving through the living springs of life.

vii  Josephus Flavius described these homes in detail. The Jewish historian himself was a
native of Jerusalem.


