
1  

 

Pentecost 2011 

Happy Pentecost! 

Christ is in our midst! 

Today we celebrate the coming of God’s Spirit onto the community of Jesus’ disciples. 

The early Christians struggled to find words to describe what had happened, what was 

different, what this looked like.  The writer of the book of Acts in recounting the event of 

Pentecost describes it in very dynamic, energetic, vigorous terms: 

It was like wind! 

It was like fire! 

The disciples began to speak in strange tongues! 

Something happened on the day of Pentecost that energized the first disciples.  Jesus 

had told them to wait, to wait for the Spirit, the promise of the Father,  to wait to be 

clothed with “power from on high”  so that they would be able to take the next step, to 

do what was necessary in order to be able to witness to the world what God had  

accomplished in the strange, strange events in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

The remembrance of this exuberant, inexplicable, highly-charged and wild Pentecostal 

experience has come down to us within the tradition and within the liturgy in a much 

quieter, much more reserved, and almost entirely restrained manner than was the 

original experience of those first Christian men and women.  Now we plan, and script, 

and orchestrate, and execute  the celebration of the memory of the Pentecostal event in 

a way that keeps everything in order, everything under control.   
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My guess is that the first Pentecost was anything but order and control (except from 

God’s angle1).  We Christians, especially we Catholic Christians have over the 

centuries become experts in how to order religion, how to control faith stuff.  Our 

salvation, however, is that even within this ordering and control, the Spirit of God has 

been, and still is, present to and for God’s people, still pushing to burst things open, to 

get things flowing, to energize what are often lifeless forms and lifeless bodies.   

 

All that the Spirit looks for is a window, a door, a ledge, on which to perch for a moment, 

waiting the opportunity to breathe life again into what so easily becomes mere 

convention and structure and form.  Without the Spirit, we are left with only a shell- a 

beautiful ecclesiastical shell.  But the promise of Jesus is that, whatever our own 

weaknesses and our failings, His Spirit will be with us always, that His Spirit will never 

abandon us, will never let us go or give up on us. 

 

The first, and I would argue, the most important, thing that this Spirit will do is to lead us 

into is truth.  This is what the Jesus has told us: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will 

guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13).   

• And so it is not without reason that the very first thing we prayed for in the 

Novena to the Holy Spirit that we prayed this past week had to do with precisely 

that:  “Come, Holy Spirit  Grace us with the ability to see all things in proper 

perspective, in the light of your truth.” 
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• And in the Byzantine tradition, the prayer almost constantly addressed to the 

Holy Spirit begins with the words, “O heavenly King, Comforter, Spirit of truth, 

who is everywhere present and fills all things.” 

 

Whatever else the Spirit of God does in our lives, the first thing is to lead us into truth.  

And  why?  I would argue because it’s the thing we have the most difficulty with.  We 

are all prone to tell lies, to believe lies, and to live lies.  This promise of Jesus about the 

Spirit’s coming to guide us into truth is not just about something that keeps the bishops 

and the pope from teaching heresy.  It’s much bigger than that.  It’s about people being 

led out of the darkness that seems to be an almost inevitable part of human existence 

and being drawn into what Jesus calls “the light of life”. 

 

Let me give you an example of what I mean.  Eberhard Jőngel was a German Lutheran 

theologian who grew up after World War II in Stalinist East Germany.    Within that 

oppressive environment, he discovered the Christian community as being the place 

where truth was possible.  Listen to how he describes his experience (in Toward the 

Heart of the Matter): 

 “There was, however, one experience that affected me even more deeply than had my 

experiences at home, and which was decisive for my choice. It continues to shape me 

even now. That was the discovery of the church as the one place within a Stalinist 

society where one could speak the truth without being penalized. What a liberating 

experience in the face of the ideological-political pressure that dominated in school! 

Friends were arrested, I myself was interrogated more than once -- only because we 
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dared to say what we thought. Immediately before the Workers' Revolt in 1953 I was 

denounced, together with other young Christians, as an "enemy of the republic" and 

expelled from school before a full assembly of teachers and students expressly 

convened on the day before the university entrance exams. Our fellow students were 

ordered to break off all contact with us. . . . In the Christian church, however, one 

was free to break through the silence and the pressure to lie that was growing 

stronger all the time. Here one dared to bear witness to the truth of the gospel in 

such a way that its liberating power could also be experienced in very worldly, 

very political terms.” 

The discovery of the church as a place where truth can be spoken!  This is a far cry- at 

least in externals- from that first wild Pentecost, but it is a wild Pentecost all the same, 

for most certainly where truth is found, where truth can be spoken, where the liberating 

power of the gospel of Jesus the Messiah is experienced, there the Spirit of the living 

God is cracking things open.  Jungel experienced the Christian community precisely as 

the abode of the Spirit of truth.  That was truly a gift of the Spirit! 

And this, it seems to me, is the first and the greatest challenge for us of Pentecost and 

of any and all talk about the Spirit.  If truth is what Jesus promised His Spirit would 

guide us into, and if being able and willing to speak the truth are the breeze of the 

Spirit’s wings, then why is truth such a difficult thing for us? 

I ask this question after 25 years of priestly ministry.  I have seen over and over again 

how easily religion itself functions as a cover, an instrument, of untruth, and how 

people- individuals, families, communities, institutions of all kinds- can use the name of 
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God, the name of Jesus, to hide the darkness, the lies, and the unspoken and 

unacknowledged desires of their hearts.   

• How often do we not collude with one another in what we know to be untrue?  

• How often do we not hang on to ideas and commitments that simply do not 

correspond to reality? (that’s what you call an ideology)  The damage this 

produces can be immense in the lives of people.   

• How often do we not create for ourselves fetishes- religious idols- that function 

very much like a blanket that a small child uses for comfort when anxious or 

afraid? 

• How often do we not embrace a religious piety that reduces God to a means or 

an instrument for achieving our own very human purposes and ends? 

• How often do we not mask our behavior with claims of truth and morality and 

goodness, when the reality is that self-interest is what motivates us? 

Even theological orthodoxy becomes idolatrous when it serves to flaunt God’s purposes 

for this world and the flourishing of human beings.  The God of Pentecost repudiates 

metaphysical compliments, however orthodox, ritual tributes, however splendid, and 

moral rectitude, however rigorous, if they are offered to Him with the hope of 

domesticating God for our own purposes and ends. 

I say these things not simply academically, not simply theoretically, but from my own 

bitter experience of myself.  And I know that in one way or another, we are all implicated 

in hiding and running from the truth.  That’s why we need Pentecost  and the Spirit of 

truth so desperately! 
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What God seeks in us, and for us, and from us is, before all else, truth.  “Behold,” David 

sings in the Psalms, “You desire truth in my inward being; therefore”, he says, “teach 

me wisdom in my secret heart”. 

Finding truth, beginning with the truth of ourselves, is a hard work.  It is a spiritual work. 

It is a work that is the foundation for all authentic life in God, all authentic life in Christ, 

all authentic life in the Church.   

When we run into truth, when we are confronted by it, when it overwhelms us, and when 

we are turned upside down and topsy-turvy by it, then we know that we have met the 

Spirit of God- wild, dynamic, disconcerting, energizing.  “When the Spirit of truth comes, 

he will guide you into all the truth”, Jesus said.  We really need to take Him at His word!   

 

 

 


