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The Feast of Pentecost marks the end of the 50 days of Easter and celebrates the gift of the 
Holy Spirit to the Church. And the readings for this day describe different ways that this 
Spirit is encountered in our world.  
 
In the Gospel, the disciples are huddled behind locked doors in prayer when the 
resurrected Jesus suddenly appears to them, offers them peace, forgiveness and breathes on 
them (an action we are alert to in a very different way in these times!) with the words 
‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’ Within the book of Acts, the story of the early church, Jews from 
around the known world are gathered to celebrate a Jewish festival and yet are brought 
together – across experience, expectation, and all kinds of barriers – through the 
outpouring of the Spirit as Peter points them to the crucified and risen Lord. Even Paul 
testifies to the Holy Spirit, reminding us that all the gifts given by the Spirit are to build up 
community and for the common good.  
 
And this all sounds really good – the Spirit dispels fear from those behind locked doors, the 
Spirit brings together communities and breaks down divisions in our world, the Spirit gives 
us gifts so that we can live lives of joy, patience, generosity, and faithfulness (Gal 5.22-23). 
But what exactly is this Holy Spirit that we celebrate today?  
 
Within Scripture, this Spirit sometimes looks like a bird, sometimes is given through breath, 
and sometimes appears as fire, and while we cannot see it, it comes to us and is described 
as comforter, sustainer, and intercessor. For some scholars today, the Spirit is the politically 
correct, non-gender specific member of the Trinity. And for many of us, the Spirit is our 
kind of fall back when we need one, especially when we leave something to the last minute, 
stand up unprepared, and hope that the Spirit will take control.  
 
And yet the Spirit is so much more than this within Scripture: as we read this morning, the 
Spirit sends the disciples to stand up and boldly proclaim Jesus as Lord; within Paul’s 
writings we are told that without the Spirit, we cannot pray as we ought; and in John’s 
Gospel, Jesus speaks words of judgement to his disciples before he returns with the gift of 
the Holy Spirit. We prefer to think of the Spirit as a gentle, calm and comforting dove, as 
the one who will get us out of a bind, and yet sometimes the Spirit is anything but a gentle 
dove. 
 
Some of you have probably heard this story from me before, as it is one of my favourite 
descriptions of the Holy Spirit. Many places of theological training in the States have a 
tradition that is affectionately called a ‘Chapel prank’ – something that students in training 
do about once a year to liven up the daily worship. And some of their attempts are rather 
creative. After a rather mild prank in the community where I trained involving liturgical 
vestments and the colours of rival football teams, our dean told us about a prank his class 
had played. His theological college had a wonderful reredos or wall of statues, behind the 
altar and this particular year-group thought it might be a good idea to attach an invisible 
wire from the back of the Chapel to these statues behind the altar. On the wire, they 
attached a lovely papier-mâché dove that they would release at the appropriate time in the 
Eucharist, so that it would glide down the wire and hover, ever so gently over the altar at 
the moment when the Holy Spirit was invoked. What they didn’t account for is the speed 
that the dove would pick up on its journey from the back of the Chapel. And instead of 



hovering gently over the altar, the dove passed the altar, crashed into the statues, and 
shattered into pieces and a cloud of dust. 
 
This is an excellent description of the way the Holy Spirit breaks into our lives. Yes, 
sometimes the Spirit intercedes for us, comforts us, advocates for us. But much of the time, 
like those disciples in the locked room, we don’t look for the Spirit, we don’t make the 
space for God in our lives, and so one day the Spirit has no other choice than simply to 
crash into us; to jolt us out of our places of comfort; to pull us out from behind our locked 
doors and places of fear in our lives; and to remind us over and over again who and whose 
we are.  
 
This is why today and the entire season of Pentecost are a gift – a new season, a fresh start, 
a chance at new life because the Holy Spirit gives us hindsight, invites us forward, invites us 
into a greater perspective. Perhaps not unlike this time when we ourselves are locked away, 
separated from one another and our beloved parish community. When the doors are 
unlocked, will we return to life as before, or will we allow ourselves to be invited into a 
new season with a greater perspective for that which unites us, draws us together, and the 
community that sustains us?   
 
The disciples had been face to face with Jesus and didn’t get it. Only the gift of the Spirit 
teaches them the meaning of what they have seen, what they have done, who they are 
called to be. They didn’t get it until Jesus breathed his Spirit on them, for only then could 
they begin to grasp God’s fullness and have the courage and strength and words to go out 
into the world, to step into the resurrection and new life being offered. And as Jesus 
promises, the Spirit will keep doing this, the Spirit will keep glorifying God, offering us 
guidance along the way, and inviting us to step into the new life given to us through the 
resurrection. For the same Spirit that rested upon and within those early Christians, dwells 
in you and me. That same Spirit is the one that seals us in our baptism and marks us a 
Christ’s forever.  
  
How might this Spirit be calling to, empowering, and challenging us in this new Pentecost 
season? And how might we allow ourselves to be open to the movement of the Spirit, so 
that we may witness to Christ who came in weakness, identified with the outcast, cared for 
those most vulnerable, and shared God’s love for all? 
 
In the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


