St. Mary of the Angels      Pentecost Sunday      5/23/21
Acts 2:1-11;   I Corinthians 12:3b-7, 12-13;   John 20:  19-23

                                   “The Way of the Spirit” 

My Brothers and Sisters,

When my siblings and I get together – usually about once a year – we like to reminisce about our childhood days -- (much safer than talking about either the Church or politics!)  What constantly amazes me is how we view the same past event so very differently, both in memory, interpretation, and emotions, and yet are grateful that the event itself is integral and important to our life—part of our story.
Today we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit. I believe that this feast day is the most important feast day of the year, -- more important than Christmas and, I dare say, more important than Easter. The whole history of salvation – including Jesus’ incarnation, passion, death and resurrection – were all moving to the coming of the Spirit. And yet, strangely, we don’t even have a common name for this feast day.  We, in the US, call it Pentecost, emphasizing the fifty days after Easter (which, in turn, is built upon the Jewish harvest feast, Shavuot, fifty days after Passover.)  But, people in other countries call today Whitsunday emphasizing the white garments of the catechumens who used to be baptized on this day.

Not only do we have two different feast names, we also have two entirely different accounts of the Spirit’s coming, as we see in our first reading from the Acts of the Apostles and our Gospel from John.
Note the differences: The coming of the Spirit

In John:  evening of Easter Sunday                             
In Acts:  morning -- 50 days later
In John: just 10 Apostles behind locked doors                   
In Acts: many disciples, both men and women, together with Mary, under an open roof

In John: Jesus breathes quietly the Spirit upon the apostles. – rather private.
In Acts:  The Spirit descends from above with a huge noise of wind and fire.—very public.
In John: The Spirit is about forgiveness of sins that divide and alienate.            
In Acts: The Spirit is about speaking to and being understood by all kinds of people.   It is about language.                                                                    
Such a diversity of time and place and people, of images and expressions, but the presence and the purpose of the Spirit’s coming is the same. It is two-fold
First, in both accounts, the coming of the Spirit is a radical life giving event.  When Jesus breathes upon the apostles. John uses the same word for breathing as the author of Genesis used for God breathing life into Adam.  A radical new creation is taking place. New life itself is being born.  Pentecost is radical ne life.
So, too, everyone hearing the Good News in his or her language in the Acts story, was experiencing a radical reversal of the Tower of Babel when language lost its ability to communicate. But, when the Spirit is present, we understand one another even if we don’t know the words.  When the Spirit is present, love is communicated – a love that unites us.  That, too, is radical.
Secondly, the forgiveness of sins in John, and the ability to communicate and be understood in the Acts of the Apostles is precisely for the purpose of unity.  Jesus had prayed earlier that we might all be one as He is one with his Father.  Forgiveness for healing division and communication in truth are fundamental in bringing about the unity of all people.  God wants a harmony of oneness out of diversity.  After two thousand years, we still have a long way to go.  This is the first anniversary of the murder of George Floyd, a reminder of our failure.
As we look at today’s world, right now, unless there is forgiveness for healing and unless communication is used for truth there will be no resolution between Israel and Palestine for peace, no collaboration between Republicans and Democrats for the common good, no understanding between Traditionalist Catholics and Vatican II Catholics for the building up of the Church.  Sin divides; the Spirit unites.
St. Paul, in his First Letter to the Corinthians today emphasizes a healthy diversity for the sake of unity to fulfill more readily God’s dream for his people.              Different kinds of spiritual gifts – same Spirit.

Different forms of services – same Lord.
Different workings – same God.
“In one Spirit we were all baptized into one body.”

The Spirit needs each one of us – especially in our diversity -- to contribute to the one Body of Christ.

If we are not doing our part, we are neglecting the Spirit who is within us and around us.
The two accounts of the coming of the Spirit, the quiet one of John and the noisy one of Acts takes place right here at St. Mary of the Angels.

Usually, we are accustomed to the noisy one: gathering as one bi-lingual community in the park up Walnut street, dressed somewhat in red, processing with flags waving, joyfully singing Alabore, Alabore, and then placing our flags of some 27 nationalities one by one behind the altar where they then stand united  side by side.  We are of many nationalities and cultures, but one in faith, in Baptism, in the Spirit.  We celebrate lively and aloud our diversity and oneness.
This year, we live the quiet account of John.  No gathering outside, no procession, no waving of flags, no exuberant singing, and we sit here distant from one another. (And no Brian either!)  But Jesus is in our midst, and, in the Eucharist, Jesus is breathing – breathing -- his Spirit into each one of us to do the same work of forgiving, of healing, of seeking a common language, of uniting in order to further God’s dream and desire for all of us – that we may all be one as the Father and Son are one through the Spirit.

So, may we plead the Spirit with the words of today’s Gospel Acclamation: “Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in them – kindle in us – the fire of your love.”

This day, we welcome the Spirit once again and, once again, we ask the Spirit to make us an ever more Spirit filled people, working for the good of all people.
                                                                             Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                             Brighton, Mass.  5/23/21  

