Sermon for the Feast of Pentecost

Today we celebrate the Feast of Pentecost. Some call this the “birthday” of the Church,
though perhaps it’s better to think of it not as its ‘birthday” (which implies its origin at
that moment), but as its highly visible public launch. The events of Pentecost declared
the presence of the Holy Spirit with the disciples (and with humanity) in a powerful
and public way.

But before I explore the reading from the Acts of the Apostles, there is the Gospel
passage to consider. The Holy Spirit features largely at the end, but it is the initial
encounter between Jesus and the disciples that is worth spending some time
contemplating.

The disciples are gathered, behind locked doors. They were fearful. They did not know
what was going to happen to them. And Jesus appears and speaks the following
words: ‘Peace be with you'. I can only begin to imagine both the surprise but also the
reassurance that the disciples felt when they heard those words, spoken by that
familiar and beloved voice.

In times when we are fearful, uncertain of our own future, or of what may happen,
may we remember those words: ‘Peace be with you’. May we find comfort and
consolation in them, and also share them with those around us when they are needed.
‘Peace be with you'.

Jesus then empowers the disciples for their work of ministry in giving them the Holy
Spirit. He commissions them, instructing them that they have the power and the
responsibility to forgive sins. What it significant is that Jesus gives his disciples a
ministry of forgiveness and reconciliation, through which people may live together as
peaceably and as well as possible. We still have those responsibilities - to be people
who are willing to forgive, to live peacefully with one another, and to understand our
responsibility to contribute to the character and nature of the community in which we
live, and shape its direction.

While the Holy Spirit does indeed feature in the Gospel reading, its presence in the
passage from the Acts of the Apostles is even greater.

There is much to unpack and comment upon. From the sound like a rushing and
violent wind to the tongues of fire, to the speaking in many languages, much of the
narrative may seem strange.



What I value in the disciples speaking in other languages is the symbolism of the Good
News being shared with many people, in many languages, and being heard and
understood. It represents the gift of communication, which is a great blessing, and
brings people together in ways which are life-affirming and precious.

There is also one aspect of the Gospel passage which always brings a wry smile to my
face. It is Peter’s rebuttal to the accusation of drunkenness: “for it is only nine o’clock in
the morning”. That small exchange reminds me that there is a tendency for us to try to
find some kind of reason, some kind of excuse, by which we can explain away the
miraculous instead of accepting that we are in the realm of the mysterious and
extraordinary. Rather than rejoice in people unexpectedly being able to communicate
with one another, they cynically seek to dismiss it as some kind of stunt or fluke,
fuelled by alcohol. Yet we ought to give thanks for the gift of language, and the sharing
of stories, and the meeting of cultures that such conversation allows. After all, it is
through our initial hesitant attempts in speaking in another language that such skills
slowly but gradually develop, and our minds are further opened.

The other meaningful lesson that we can learn from the feast of Pentecost is that each of
us has a contribution to make to the life of the Church, but no two people will bring the
same gifts. In the first letter to the Corinthians St Paul writes of the differing gifts that
each person receives, with a single goal in mind: “the manifestation of the Spirit for the
common good’, which we can also summarise as “the service of God and each other’.

As we celebrate the feast of Pentecost, we celebrate what we as individuals are able to
bring to the Church, and all that we are personally, but we also celebrate what we are
able to bring as a united community, when all our individual gifts are combined. When
we do this, we show the diversity among us, but also its unity when we gather together
for a common purpose. We are able to celebrate all that God has done, all that God is
doing, and all that God will do.

May the Holy Spirit shine upon us today, continuing to inspire and encourage us, and
may we continue in God’s service, with faith and hope and love.
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