Fr. Dan Ruff, S.J. – Pastor

Old St. Joseph’s Church, Philadelphia

Pentecost – 5-23-10 – 7:30 and 9:30 a.m.


The Holy Spirit, whose coming we celebrate on this great feast of Pentecost, is perhaps the least thought about and talked about person of the Blessed Trinity.  There are good reasons for this.  For one thing, theology of the Spirit was the last area of Trinitarian thought to be developed.  Even in the New Testament, if we compare references to the Holy Spirit with references to the Father and the Son, we might conclude that Christians believe in about two-and-a-half divine persons in the one Godhead, rather than the three we claim.  A further challenge is posed by the biblical allusions to the Spirit, which in both the Hebrew and the Christian scriptures avoid human images like “Father” and “Son.”  The Spirit, instead, is variously identified with water, anointing, fire, wind (or breath), cloud and light, and of course, a dove.

A further consideration: our own Church is at least as Roman as it is Catholic, which means we are fond of precision, order, and symmetry.  More than a century ago, scholar Edmund Bishop famously declared about the Roman liturgy that its “genius” could be summed up in two words: “soberness and sense.”  How then should we orderly Roman types react when Jesus tells us: “The wind blows where it wills, and you can hear the sound it makes, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes; so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit”?  That’s enough freedom and unpredictability to make a good Roman nervous at least!


Indeed, this morning’s reading from Acts tells us exactly what happens when you turn the Spirit loose: “suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were.  Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them.  And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues.”  Doesn’t that sound like a little too much excitement?!  We like our churches quiet and orderly.  Pentecost sounds like an usher’s nightmare!


And yet, if we pay attention, we will find the Spirit present at our Eucharist from front to back – from the opening sign of the cross to the concluding blessing.  The Spirit is professed in faith in the Nicene Creed and is called down on the gifts and the assembly in each of the Eucharistic Prayers.  In fact, I think that the Spirit’s omnipresence might itself be part of the “problem.”  Asking us to think and talk about the Spirit is a bit like asking a fish to explain water.  We are so totally immersed in it that we cease to think about it at all; we simply assume, take for granted, the constant presence and activity of the Spirit, and we draw on it for our very life.  

But let’s change that up, at least for today.  Let’s take advantage of this great feast, when we celebrate the birth of our Church.  Let’s use the occasion when the Spirit took Jesus’ place as “God-with-us” to think in a special way about the Spirit.  For instance, what exactly is the Spirit described as “doing” in the Scriptures?  It is the Spirit – metaphorically identified with God’s breath – which hovers over the waters at the dawn of creation.  It is the Spirit which God breathes into Adam in Eden to give him life.  It is the Spirit who conceives Jesus in Mary’s womb, and who anoints and empowers Jesus for ministry at his baptism by John in the Jordan – as it also anoints and empowers us at our own baptism.

The Spirit undergirds our faith at the most basic level – so that when we come to believe in our salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, we are said to be “born again of the Spirit.”  At our baptism, we receive many spiritual gifts, most notably, the traditional seven as enumerated by St. Ambrose: wisdom, understanding, discernment, courage, knowledge, godliness, and awe or wonder.  

St. Ignatius Loyola further identified what he called spiritual “consolation” with the presence and action of the Spirit in our lives.  By “consolation,” he meant “every increase of faith, hope and love, and all interior joy that invites and attracts to what is heavenly and to the salvation of one's soul, by filling it with peace and quiet in its Creator and Lord.”  Didn’t we hear this in John’s Gospel today, when the risen Jesus gave his apostles the gift of peace – and of apostolic mission – by breathing his Spirit upon them?  And in turn, John tells us, they rejoiced.  Pentecost was about peace, joy, and missionary zeal.


I hope, by now, that you begin to see the impossibility of praying, or of having any sort of spiritual or faith life at all, without the presence and movement of the Holy Spirit.  Whether or not we think about it or acknowledge it, without the Spirit – like fish without water – we would die.  In the words of today’s sequence: “Where you are not, we have naught, Nothing good in deed or thought, Nothing free from taint of ill.”  And so – with both thanks and apologies to the great newsman, Francis P. Church, who originally defended for the existence of Santa Claus for a little girl named Virginia in the New York Sun in 1897 – I conclude this morning with a modest Pentecost meditation.  Let’s call it, “Yes, Christian, there is a Holy Spirit.”  


CHRISTIAN, your friends who question the Spirit’s existence are wrong. They have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age. They do not believe except [what] they see. They think that nothing can be which is not comprehensible by their little minds.  In this great universe of ours human beings are mere insects, ants, in their intellect, as compared with the boundless world about them, as measured by the Divine Intelligence capable of grasping the whole of truth and knowledge.

So yes, CHRISTIAN, there is a Holy Spirit.  The Spirit exists as certainly as love and generosity and devotion exist, and you know that they abound and give to your life its highest beauty, joy, and inner peace. Alas! how dreary and hopeless would be the world if there were no Holy Spirit.  It would be as dreary as if there were no other people to love us, or we them. There would be no childlike faith in such a world, no revealed Scriptures, and indeed, no inspiration of any kind.  Without the Spirit, there would be no literature, no poetry, no music or painting or sculpture to make tolerable this existence.  There would be no inventions, and so, no human progress.  There would be no romance or imagination; and the eternal light with which faith in God fills the world would be extinguished.

Not believe in the Holy Spirit!  You might as well not believe in hope or love themselves!  No one has ever seen these things except indirectly, by their effects, but what does that prove?  Because nobody sees the Holy Spirit, that is no sign that there is no Holy Spirit. For the most real and important things in the world are those that no human being can see – at least, not with the eyes of the body

You may dissect a frog, but doing so will not yield up the secret of its life; and indeed, it will destroy that mystery for the frog.  There is a veil covering the unseen world which not the strongest person, nor even the united strength of all the strongest people that ever lived, could tear apart.  Yet as Jesus once told us, what is hidden from the learned and the clever if often revealed to the merest children.  It is faith, fancy, poetry, love, romance, and especially, prayer that can push aside the veil to view and picture the supernal beauty and glory beyond.  As Paul reminds us: “At present we see indistinctly, as in a (funhouse) mirror, but then face to face. At present [we] know partially; then [we] shall know fully, as [we are] fully known.”  

Is the realm of the Spirit real? Ah, CHRISTIAN, in all this world there is nothing else real and abiding.  We know that without a Holy Spirit, none of us could say, “Jesus is Lord”; and so, none of us could be saved or hope for eternal life!  No Holy Spirit! Thank God! The Spirit exists – always has, since before time began, and always will. A thousand years from now, Christian, nay, ten times ten thousand years from now, the Spirit will continue to transform and make glad the hearts of humankind.

COME, HOLY SPIRIT COME And from your celestial home Shed a ray of light divine!  Come, Father of the poor!  Come, source of all our store!  Come, within our hearts to shine! On the faithful who adore And confess you evermore In your sev’nfold gift descend; Give us virtue’s sure reward; Give us your salvation, Lord; Give us joys that never end.  Amen!
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