Fr Taylor’s Sermon for Pentecost, Boarbank, May 31st 2009


The Holy Spirit: Jerusalem (Acts 2:1-11)
The site in Jerusalem, traditionally claimed to be the Cenacle where the Holy Spirit descended on the Apostles, is on Mount Sion. It was said to be the same site as that of The Last Supper. It is contiguous with the building known as the Tomb of David - and where there is today’s holocaust museum. The famous German Benedictine monastery of the Dormition of Our Lady is in the same complex. The pope recently addressed a group clergy there - though it was turned into a mosque in the fourteenth century.
    St Luke gives us the Pentecost account in Acts - always a part of today’s liturgy. He tells us that everybody of any importance in the primitive Christian community, including Our Lady, was present there on the evening of that day. Typically Luke said they were in prayer when the Holy Spirit descended on them; Luke has everybody praying whenever possible. They had been staying there at Our Lord’s ordinance and they were afraid of the Jews.  There was a Jewish feast at the time, a harvest festival. That explains why so many from Diaspora Judaism were up in Jerusalem from all over the world. The Jews were very faithful to their pilgrimages. Indeed they were only following the stipulations of their Law in doing so.  
        The followers of Our Lord, all Jews then too, on the evening of that particular feast, were not joining in the usual celebrations. Despite their experience of the resurrected Christ they were still cowering for fear of ‘the Jews’.  We would have wondered why this was so had we not been given Luke’s Pentecost account.  If they knew who Jesus was and what the resurrection had meant how could one explain the fact that they would have been scared of anything anymore? Needless to say when we read John’s account of the resurrection and the departure of Jesus things were somewhat different. The bestowal of the Holy Spirit and the empowerment missioning of the Twelve took place eight days before his last appearance to them. The fear attested in the accounts may have been due to the compromising nature of the death of Jesus before the resurrection. And that would have been no surprise. His was an appalling end at the hands of appalling people. The Apostles had not been arrested then but their situation was precarious, guilt by association we would say. But when he appeared to them, through closed doors, the disciples were glad they saw the Lord (Jn 20:20). After his bestowing the Spirit on them they were ready for their mission, able to forgive sins and speak in the name of Jesus: as the Father sends me so I send you.

Luke’s Approach   
       Luke presents the issues quite differently. He has the whole world come to Jerusalem. But the apostles are afraid, even though it is not said that the doors are closed. Suddenly The Apostles are transformed by the Spirit. Fear disappears with the reception of The Spirit and they come out boldly to face a crowd taken until then as hostile. The scenario before they emerge is derived from an Old Testament background. Fire is associated with God - with the fear of God in Exodus 19 - the people had to keep their distance from the Holy One. This time the tongues of fire are indicative of the gift of tongues bestowed by the Spirit - now God is near to them. Israel had expected that God would send his Spirit at the end of time (Joel 3:1-5). The effect would be real, profoundly affecting the actual life of the people on whom the Spirit would descend. Lack of fear with the capacity to speak the truth out boldly was another sign. Ready access to God- through Christ, the Messiah, with his peace was the goal of existence: it is the fulfilment of all Old Testament hope.  Everything that life is about would then be realised. The citation from Joel (3:1-5) of the Spirit falling on everyone, men and women, slaves male and female, young men seeing visions and old men dreaming dreams are just ways of expressing this reality. The messianic peace has arrived. St Luke’s account shows this as already universal, symbolised by the presence of the representative peoples in Jerusalem that day. The gift of tongues has reversed The Tower of Babel; people can now talk to each other intelligibly and there is no fear and no rivalry under God - all makes for peace through the Holy Spirit.
Being Practical
           What does all this mean in practice for us? These gifts of wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety and the fear of the Lord are essential to us.  The most important thing of all is that we are able to believe in Our Lord and in everything that he is about. We do not argue ourselves into faith and we do not congratulate ourselves on being believers.  It is all gift.  To be married to someone you love and who loves you, to live in a happy consecrated religious community, to be a contented priest or minister:  this is all gift. This is all mystery. When someone says thanks be to God it is obvious that such a one has been protected and loved in a faith community. It is part of the mystery that on that First Pentecost morning some believed and some did not, when Peter preached to them and the other Apostles spoke in tongues they recognized as their own. 
        It seems so strange always looking to the past to find out the meaning of the present.  But then we do that for self identity as human beings anyway. And we live as a set of coordinated memories.  That is what we do as Christians too.  But the accent must fall on living out our values.  It is not just a question of thinking, reading and talking; it involves doing.  We try to enact daily the values we were given by those faithful people who went before us. The past is never past for Christians. As with Jesus the Apostles are still alive for us. The Communion of Saints is the name given to all who live in Christ past and present. St Augustine is not dead for us - we pray to him every day in our Mass.

Conclusion
    Let us conclude with a verse from that marvellous Pentecost hymn: 

Thou of all consolers best,

Thou, the soul's delightsome guest,

Dost refreshing peace bestow:

Thou in toil art comfort sweet;

Pleasant coolness in the heat;

Solace in the midst of woe.
There is nothing unreal about this prayer. We need what it prays for all the time. It is down to earth. We long for peace personal and social and we are so grateful when we get a little of it.
Amen.
                    

