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“Come, O faithful, let us celebrate the feast of the fiftieth day, the day which concludes the Feast of feasts.”

Fifty days after Easter, we come to the third major feast of the Church’s year, the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the Apostles, in tongues of flame and with the sound of a mighty wind.


Wind and fire, symbols of the Spirit’s presence.  The Hebrew word for spirit, “ruach”, also means breath or wind. The wind is air, so necessary for life. It is air in motion. The wind itself cannot be seen, but its effects are visible as the smoke blows from the chimneys, as the trees bend, and the rain slants down. It howls around the eaves and scurries the litter along the streets.


On a cold, crisp day the lack of wind can be pleasant, but in the summer heat, without any breeze, how stagnant the air becomes. A smoggy haze of exhaust fumes settles over the city, it is heavy and humid, the flies and mosquitoes buzz in the foetid atmosphere. 


In contrast, the healthy sea air exhilarates, blowing the cobwebs away. Provided you are well wrapped up, the power of a mighty wind on, say, the Blackpool seafront can be invigorating, as it flings the waves and foam some forty yards across the promenade. 


For the seafarers of old, their journeys relied upon the winds – their galleons driven merrily across the oceans by the trade winds, or becalmed for weeks in the Sargasso Sea. Wind meant motion, power, energy. As new wind turbines sprout up around our coasts and moortops, it still does

St Luke likens the Holy Spirit to a mighty wind that shakes the house, and rattles the windows. In part it terrifies the inhabitants, and partly it exhilarates them. It shakes and disturbs. It reminds us of the power and the supremacy of God.


The second symbol of the Spirit is that of the tongues of flame. 

“This is what distinguishes the Christian – that he has received a tongue of fire in addition to his human nature. That is how the Church came into being. Each person receives the tongue of fire that is wholly and personally his and, as this person, he is a Christian in a unique and inimitable way.” (Joseph Ratzinger, Co-Workers of the Truth)

Let us reflect upon this imagery of fire. Fire is comforting and at the same time, dangerous. It affords light and warmth. It melts the frozen, warms the chill. Yet it can quicken into flame and consume. It is good for destroying rubbish. It has a power and life of its own. 

The light of the Spirit’s fire frees us from the darkness of error. It shines rays of spiritual knowledge and understanding into our gloomy confusion. It gives the power of speech and explanation – the courage to communicate, to cross the barriers of language and social background. 

“On this day, in a vivid manner, You sent down this grace upon your disciples and apostles, confirming their lips with fiery tongues so that, through them, we and the whole human race have received the knowledge of God through our own ears in our own language. We have been enlightened by the light of the Spirit and delivered from error, as though from darkness, by the distribution of visible and fiery tongues.” (Pentecost Vespers)

Note the divine order. The fiery tongues come down first upon the Apostles, and thus “knowledge of God” is passed on to all who receive what they preach. 

The Holy Spirit is not, however, some vague undefined spiritual force. He is not enthusiasm. He is not courage. He is not energy. He is not the personification of all good qualities, like Jack Frost is the personification of cold weather. Actually, He is not the personification of anything.

Rather, He is a transcendent Divine Person, co-equal to the Word and the Father. He is sharp, focussed and clear. He is acute, intelligent, all-penetrating, astringent and loving. He convicts and He convinces. He strikes dead, and He raises to life. 

Perhaps too many Christians are unknowingly infected with a type of pantheistic Hegelianism. That the Universe is God and God is the Universe, and that some vague “divine spirit” is realising itself in the human race.

The Holy Spirit, however, cannot be detached from the person and teaching of Christ. He works above all through the Catholic Church which Christ founded, through the Seven Sacraments, and through the Scriptures interpreted by the Church. His action elsewhere is by no means guaranteed. 

Too many self-appointed prophets and reformers have believed themselves endowed with the Spirit, when they were only deceived by their own illusions and subconscious urges. With all due respect to their conscientious adherents, how can the 32,000 separate protestant denominations in the world today be the work of the unifying Holy Spirit? Are they not more akin to a Tower of Babel? How could the Spirit of Truth be so fuzzy and confusing, so obscure and self-contradictory?

This prayer from the Byzantine rite has something to teach us: 

“In the days of old, pride brought confusion of tongues to the builders of the Tower of Babel, but now the diversity of tongues enlightened the minds and gave knowledge for the glory of God. Then, God punished the impious for their sin; now, Christ enlightened fishermen through the Holy Spirit. Then, the confusion of tongues was for the sake of punishment; now, there was variety so that voices could be joined in harmony for the salvation of our souls.” (Aposticha)

The Holy Spirit is not some woolly abstraction Who allows anyone to do whatever they want, to found new sect upon new sect. No, He is sharp with error and nonsense. He desires to lead all Christians back to Catholic unity, a multiplicity of races and languages, rites and cultures, but one in faith and morality.

“The Holy Spirit is Light and Life, the living Spring mystically gushing forth, the Spirit of wisdom and Spirit of knowledge, good, upright, and understanding, majestic and purifying from sin. He is God and deifies us; Fire proceeding from Fire, speaking, acting and distributing gifts. It is through Him that all the prophets and the apostles of God have received the crown, together with the martyrs. A strange report to see and strange to hear: the fire is divided for the sharing of gifts.”

For He draws these different spiritual gifts together and establishes harmony throughout the Church. Each person has their own part to play, in accordance with their own gifts and charisms. 

One of the major phenomena in our time – much encouraged by John Paul II and Benedict XVI, is the rise of the new movements: the Neo-Catechumenate, Communio e Liberazione, Opus Dei, Focolare, the Franciscan Friars of the Renewal and other charismatic movements and communities. Sometimes these movements have disturbed local parishes or dioceses. They have not always been welcomed. But that does not mean they are not of the Holy Spirit.

“The Holy Spirit provides every gift: He inspires prophecy and perfects the priesthood; he grants wisdom to the illiterate, makes simple fishermen become wise theologians, and establishes perfect order in the assembly of the Church. Therefore, O Comforter, equal in nature and majesty with the Father and the Son, O Lord, glory to You!  We have seen the true light; we have received the heavenly Spirit; we have found the true faith; we worship the undivided Trinity, for having saved us.” (Stichera)

This theme of the simple fishermen who became anointed teachers of God’s truth appears also in the Troparion for today: 

“Blessed are you, O Christ our God. You filled the fishermen with wisdom, sending down upon them the Holy Spirit. Through them You have caught the whole world in your net. O Lover of Mankind, glory be to You!”

St Augustine notes that the Holy Spirit is the gift of Divine Love “imparted to each, as to make him one who loves God and his neighbour.” “There is no gift of God more excellent than this. It alone distinguishes the sons of the eternal kingdom and the sons of eternal perdition.”

Therefore “That we may receive forgiveness of sins and the knowledge of spiritual grace and not be deprived of the Holy Spirit on the terrible and just day of the judgement of Christ, let us pray to the Lord.” 


May I conclude with some lines about the Spirit of Pentecost from T.S.Eliot’s “Little Gidding” (Four Quartets): 

“The dove descending breaks the air
With flame of incandescent terror
Of which the tongues declare
The one discharge from sin and error.
The only hope, or else despair
     Lies in the choice of pyre of pyre—
     To be redeemed from fire by fire. 

Who then devised the torment? Love.
Love is the unfamiliar Name
Behind the hands that wove
The intolerable shirt of flame
Which human power cannot remove.
     We only live, only suspire
     Consumed by either fire or fire.”

