
Pentecost reflection 
 
In some ways it would be lovely if Pentecost had come a little later, or if we’d been able to 
meet all together a little sooner. It would have been lovely to gather and celebrate the gift 
of the spirit in a large group- many voices raising together, I’d play the sound of wind into 
the room, we could shout hallelujah all at once in victory. It would have been beautiful.  
 
But that’s not going to happen. And actually. As with Lent and Easter, though not ideal, I’m 
sort of glad that Pentecost is happening here, on the doorstep of us potentially resuming 
our collective worship. The reason for this is, I want us to look at where we are now, as we 
remember the gift that birthed the church, and I am glad we can do that before we are 
tucked inside our lovely buildings again. Because Pentecost isn’t about being comfy inside, 
it’s about being stirred to go beyond.  
 
We’ve just heard read two different versions of the same thing- the giving of the holy spirit 
to the disciples and whoever else. 
The two stories feel quite different don’t they? One recounts a huge, incomprehensible 
event, the sound of rushing wind, tongues as if of fire dancing over people’s heads, and the 
resulting amazement of them all speaking and being understood in many different 
languages- the giving of the spirit in almost violent tumult. And the other recounts the 
breathing on the disciples by a newly resurrected Jesus, a seemingly more gentle giving of 
the spirit.  
 
And the thing is, we do often lean toward that second view of the spirit. We call the spirit 
the comforter, which is translation of the word paraclete in Greek. It isn’t wrong, obviously, 
but it can settle us into a trench of seeing only one layer of this magnificent, 
incomprehensible thing- Sophia, the spirit of God. Yes the spirit of God is with us, and that 
provides us with some measure of comfort. But the holy spirit is not here just to comfort. 
The spirit, unfortunately for us, is not here to make us comfortable. 
 
I listened to a podcast this week in which an old teacher of mine reminded me, and us all, 
that when the disciples gathered in that upper room, afraid for their lives behind a locked 
door, that when Jesus came to them – teleporting in magically by the way- he offers them 
peace, and gifts them the spirit, both of which could be seen as gestures of comfort, and 
gestures of provocation. If you’re supposed to be out, celebrating the fact that your friend 
and Lord Jesus is alive, if you’re supposed to be sharing the news of the upside down 
kingdom he has birthed and you’re not because the fear that you will be taken by human 
hands and stopped, that you will be found out- Jesus is going to come and remind you that 
you don’t need to be afraid, you need to be out there doing it. Jesus challenges their fear 
with his peace, says you have to go now, and do the work, and here is something that will 
help you go. And he breathes into them the spirit.  
Now a quick aside about that- that’s closer to what the text says than the English translation 
we often have “he breathed on them”. Instead, he breathed into them. We don’t even 
really know how to imagine that, but it feels right I think. Particularly when you know that 
the word for breath here in the Greek, is the same as the Hebrew word given to us in the 
creation story, when God’s breath animates the first humans. The spirit, giving life, and 
perhaps dwelling within us all, waiting to be ignited.  



 
So we have two accounts, or stories about, the giving of the spirit. And both are shocking, 
stirring, provocative in their own way. In Acts, which is sort of like the sequel, or the second 
volume of the gospel of Luke, we see again the disciples gathered together, but here the 
spirit comes with the sound of rushing wind, and with the tongues like fire dancing on their 
heads. It is a much more public spectacle- it’s witnessed by a city full of people who are 
gathered there for the festival of Pentecost. And it comes also with words. With 
communication that all present can hear.  
 
Those listening are divided into two groups- the ones who are shocked, quite rightly about 
the people present speaking in a way that meant all there could understand them, and are 
filled with wonder and delight, or shock and awe, and the others, who couldn’t cope with 
this thing that was happening, and tried to scoff it away by saying they were drunk, even 
though that is not a very good explanation for what was going on. I’ve said it before and I’ll 
say it again; I’ve never had enough to drink that I am left suddenly fluent in other languages.  
 
There are many things I want to say about all this but what I want to zero in on now, is this: 
do we think the spirit actually does this sort of thing?  
What do we actually think the spirit is?  
What does the spirit do?  
 
I was struck by how much would have to change for people to see us joyfully celebrating the 
gifts of the spirit in the street in such a way that they deride us for being drunk. Can you 
imagine us acting so erratically, so outlandishly, prompted by the spirit of the Lord, that 
people think we’re inebriated? I can’t.  
 
Somehow the church ended up being thought of as the opposite of drunk at 9 in the 
morning. Somehow we became paragons of virtue, contained, content, well mannered and 
well behaved. We became the ones who will look at you archly if you are acting so loose and 
joyful that others might speculate that you are drunk.  
How did this happen?  
I think I know, because it happens to me too- I think we straight up don’t know what the 
holy spirit is, and we sure as heck don’t really believe in her.  
 
I mean, we do, in that we will recite that bit of the nicene creed, and we’ll listen to and 
write sermons about her, but the last thing in the world that we expect is that she’ll actually 
move and certainly we don’t expect that she’ll move in a wild, extraordinary way, or 
provoke us to. 
 
In my preparation for this week I also read a number of articles, and one of the articles I 
read made me distinctly uncomfortable.  
 
In it a pastor recounts a number of experiences that lead him to wonder why he finds it so 
hard to maintain a faith in the holy spirit- he mentions the cynicism with which he witnesses 
people in a Pentecostal church being slain by the spirit, but then how the minister of that 
church sees him as no one else there has, and prophecies over him something that indeed 



ends up being the truth. He recounts talking to a friend of his about speaking in tongues, 
something which has long rendered me very uncomfortable to say the least.  
 
He speaks about how he thinks he would have been one of those watching the spectacle of 
Pentecost and scoffing that those folk speaking in other languages must have been drunk. 
And I think I might have been the same.  
 
The thing is, he also recounts the distinct feeling of the holy Spirit moving in him the day he 
was ordained, and I could do the same. I felt what could only have been the anointing, or 
the movement of the spirit- something happened when I was ordained, yet I would still be 
uncomfortable if anything out of the ordinary happened on her watch.  
 
Why is it that we are so keen to explain away that which confuses us, or makes us uneasy 
with its exuberance, or its unexpected display?  
Why is it we have spent much of our life in the church flattening down the miracles offered 
us, the ingredients that should launch us out to love the world fiercely, into digestible, 
respectable tenants, tuneful songs, calming prayers?  
Why is it that when we read about the gifts of the spirit, we are not reminded that our lives 
have become entwined with the moving of the creator, and that these gifts, love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, self control, are here not to make us into nice 
citizens, but to make us into the kind of community which moves also? the kind of 
community others see themselves as loved and invited into? 
 
The thing is we in the church have spent a lot of time talking about the gifts God brings to 
us- we have the spirit to make us brave and to provide us joy and comfort, and these things 
are true in their way, but the spirit of God is given to us so that we will go, as the disciples 
were told to go by Jesus, as they were propelled into the lives of other people by the 
miraculous translation of the spirit.  
 
The spirit is given for a purpose, not to make us comfortable.  
 
The spirit is given so that our sons and daughters will prophecy and see visions 
So that our old men will dream dreams 
So that we will meet others and we will understand each other,  
So that we will offer the riotous good news we have somehow stumbled upon to the ends 
of the earth.  
 
 This is a lifetime thing, not a church anniversary thing, or a just the young thing, or a just 
the ordained thing. 
 
Whether or not Pentecost happened the way we read it we’ll never know, but it points to 
things that the spirit of god is very interested in; revealing us to all around, helping us see 
people outside, clearly, and to understand them, and them us. the public, indiscriminate 
effusive giving of joy and prophecy, the gifts of God and the mission of the church being 
given to all, not just those who are in leadership.  
 
When we try to tame the Holy Spirit, we end up taming only ourselves.  



We tie ourselves to buildings, to tradition, to memories of long gone eras, to the ways we 
think a church should be, and meanwhile Sophia is doing what Sophia will do. She is out 
there, dancing, moving wildly, uncontrolled, and we have missed her.  
 
The spirit is a gift we can’t hope to understand, or control. I myself don’t know what to do 
with this, except to say that I want to give her more room to move, to shake us up, to 
inspire and to launch us out without first assessing whether we have the correct ten point 
plan in place.  
The spirit is for us only so we are for the world. it is a gift that brings joy and discomfort, 
inelegant displays and transforming power, love and potentially loss.  
 
I pray that this week, and all weeks, that we may strive to sit with the knowledge and the 
presence of this spirit, daily. I pray that I as your minister that I will read and pray and listen 
and learn of the Spirit, in a way that I have not thus far, and commit to do now.  
I pray that we may all ask ourselves honestly if we believe that we have that gift, the Spirit 
of God, within our lovely selves, and if so, if we can have the courage to let her do as she 
wills.  
 
Amen. 
 
  


