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Pentecost 2013 
 

Last Sunday, I mentioned that in the traditional icon of Pentecost, both Western and 

Eastern, there is an empty chair in the midst of Jesus’ disciples, and that empty chair 

embodies both the absence of Jesus from his Church as well as his presence.  I also 

suggested that we often don’t know what to do with the sense of that emptiness, and so 

we try to fill it with either somebody or something.  In art, we filled the chair with either 

Mary or Peter.  As difficult as that empty chair may be for us at times, it represents at 

the same time, the most basic, the most fundamental confidence that the Christian 

community has- confidence in the promise of Jesus that he will continue to be with his 

people through the power and the descent of his Spirit, the Spirit of God, onto the 

People of God. Just before his ascension, Jesus sends his disciples back to Jerusalem 

with the words, “Look, I’m sending the promise of my Father upon you.  But stay in the 

city until you are clothed with power from on high”.   

 

In other words, you have lots to do, but you won’t be able to do anything until you have 

been clothed with the power of my Spirit, until the Spirit of God comes to you, Jesus 

says, “to teach you and to remind you of everything that I’ve told you”. No one comes to 

Pentecost other than by way of Good Friday and Easter.  The goal of Spirit’s coming is 

always so that we can turn back again and again to Jesus, so that we can learn and 

relearn and learn once more who Jesus is, what he looks like and how we are all called 

to become like him.  Every kind of Pentecostalism that is healthy and catholic is always 

evangelical.  Every authentic experience of the Spirit always directs us back over and 
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over again to the evangelion, to the gospel of Jesus, so that we can come to know and 

to imitate the Jesus of the gospels more and more closely. 

 

That’s why Pentecost is what gives Christians confidence- a confidence rooted in what 

St. Ambrose called “drinking the sober intoxication of the Spirit with joy”.  Whoever 

“becomes intoxicated with the Holy Spirit”, St. Ambrose said, “is rooted in Christ”- is 

deeply rooted and grounded in Christ.  There was a time in the life of the Church, a time 

when we were young and still had fire in the belly, when all of Christendom was 

experiencing this spiritual intoxication, this inebriation of the Holy Spirit- not just a few 

exceptional mystics, but all the baptized.  It was a time when we all knew what it was “to 

drink of the one Spirit”, to live by the living water that was welling up inside of us, and to 

have the Spirit who had raised Jesus from the dead come to dwell within us, give us a 

direct experience of God and  begin shaping and forming within us the mind of Jesus. 

 

As Fr. Raniero Cantalamessa, preacher to the papal household during the pontificates 

of both John Paul II and Benedict, has said, all of this happened because the Holy Spirit 

flowed freely in the Church, like honey in a honeycomb, as the early Fathers of the 

Church used to describe it.  Required procedures had not yet been rigidly 

institutionalized by means of human treatises, laws and canons.  The confidence of the 

Church was not in the efficacy or efficiency of its organization, its structure, but in the 

presence of the Holy Spirit in the lives of the baptized.  While visibly structured around 

the bishops from very early days, the Christian community knew itself to be 

fundamentally and essentially a body animated and empowered by the Spirit of Jesus 
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the Spirit who both kept the chair of Jesus empty, waiting for his reappearance, and at 

the same time came down like wind and fire to fill the disciples with the life and the light 

and the power of Jesus’ own life.  Our own confidence as Christians needs to be in that 

very same Spirit of Christ.  Our ongoing task as Christians is to find and to re-find the 

living water- the Spirit of God- bubbling up inside of us, water that speaks to us deep 

inside our own hearts and souls.  

 

Today as we remember once again the great and saving event of Pentecost, we also 

anoint with the Oil of God twenty-six young people.  We seal them and consecrate them 

and pray to God to allow his Spirit to flow onto them and into their lives, to “baptize them 

with His Spirit” so that they can find the living water inside themselves and come to 

have the mind of Christ.  Far, far too often in the life of the contemporary Church, 

Confirmations are treated like graduation events, a kind of exit visa out of the Church, 

rather than as a Gift that empowers people to live ever more deeply into the mystery of 

Christ and his people.  But the Gift of God always requires free acceptance- precisely 

because it is a gift.  God’s “Yes” to us always calls for our “Yes” to God in response. To 

be confirmed, to be chrismated, means that we become “christs”, anointed ones, so that 

we can live as Jesus’ hands and feet and body in this world. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge for you who are being confirmed today is for you to find 

the living, bubbling water of God’s Spirit inside your own hearts and souls so that you 

can live passionately and powerfully out of the Spirit of Jesus.  Your parents and your 

teachers and your pastor can only encourage you, can only point the direction, and can 

only help to mentor you, but they cannot find that water for you.  That is a task that only 
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each of us can do for ourselves.  And that stream of living water, that bubbling fountain 

of God’s Spirit, is deeply and intimately connected with who you really are in the depths 

of your souls.   

To find yourself is a God-given, Pentecostal task, because when you discover who you 

are, the pathway for what you are called to do in this world and how you are called to 

live passionately and powerfully can then open up.  “Soul” and “role” in life are deeply, 

deeply connected.  Every human being has a “vocation” in life, but “vocation” doesn’t 

mean a goal that I pursue.  It means a calling that I hear.  Before I tell my life what I 

want to do with it, I need to listen to my life telling me who I am.  I need to listen, and to 

listen deeply, for the truths and the values at the heart of my own identity.  I need to find 

that sacred center inside of me where the Spirit of the living God has come to dwell, 

where truth is to be found, where living water is bubbling up, and where I am my most 

authentic self.  It’s there, and only there, that we can find the passion and the power to 

live in a way that Jesus taught us- from the inside out- and to live that way not just 

because somebody else has told me that I ought to, but because I cannot help but live 

in that way. 

 

Pentecost is often called the birthday of the Church, when something so dramatic and 

so powerful happened, that we can think of it as a new beginning, a new birth, a new 

creation, because from that day onwards, the very same Spirit that was in Jesus of 

Nazareth has now come to live inside each one of us.  “Let us drink”, as St. Ambrose 

said, “let us drink the sober intoxication of the Spirit with joy!” 


