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The readings of Pentecost remind us that there’s something about the Good News that simply 

can’t be kept to ourselves. Being aware of the Holy Spirit’s presence within us and living in 

harmony with the Spirit’s urgings enables us to spread the word, even if we don’t know that’s 

what’s actually happening in the moment and may perhaps be at a loss to be able to explain 

what we mean by the term “spirit.” Let me tell you a little story about that.  

 

From time to time several of us who used to do large system consulting for IBM get together to 

catch up with one another, enjoy a good dinner and yak it up. It really doesn’t look any different 

than many of your own big family, professional or civic gatherings. Typically, after dinner, we 

wander off and gather with our closer friends into little birds-of-a feather groups to continue the 

conversation the way I’m sure you do, too. There are a couple of lively Catholic folks in my 

little group and sooner or later we move from chatting about technical stuff and turn to 

discussing spiritual matters.   

 

Most of us are from the US, but one, let’s call him Stefan, came of age in East Germany before 

the collapse of the Soviet Union. He really likes math and physics, but he only listens politely, 

and occasionally asks a tentative question or two, when the conversation goes spiritual. He’d 

told us in one of our earlier meetings that religion had been suppressed in East Germany when 

he was a young person. No religious ed for him. He thus had only a sketchy grasp of what we 

were talking about, but he said that for some reason he enjoyed being around us anyway. Of 

course, the rest of us are delighted whenever he does ask a spiritual question. We relish the 

opportunity to bring him along and explain what we believe as best we can. If you were there 

with us at those times, you’d probably think you’d crashed an RCIA meeting. 

 

One time we met around this time of year, near Pentecost, and we were talking about how the 

Holy Spirit worked in and through us in our lives. Stefan looked at us with a puzzled look on 

his face. Then he raised his hand and asked: “What is ‘spirit?’ I do not know what that means.” 
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We all went silent for a moment. Of course, we knew what “spirit” meant, we were all good 

Catholics, weren’t we? But how to describe it? What would you have said? As the silence 

deepened, an uncomfortable sense began to form in my mind that maybe we actually didn’t 

have the faintest idea of how to explain “spirit” to anyone. 

My friend Jim gave it a try. “The Holy Spirit is the third person of the Blessed Trinity,” he 

explained to Stefan. He was met with a blank stare. Person? Trinity? The questions were written 

all over Stefan’s face without him even having to say anything. We were going to have to make 

this pretty simple, I thought.  

Another friend, Alice, ventured to describe “spirit” using an analogy, like this: “In a way, spirit 

is like energy, Stefan,” she said gently. “Think about a 3090 mainframe. It’s dead if no energy 

is supplied to make it work. Spirit’s like that for people, too. Without it, we’re dead.” 

“Oh,” said Stefan, brightening up, “so it’s like electricity then? This spirit you talk about all the 

time of must be like an electromagnetic field. I get it now.” 

We looked at each other and realized the next thing Stefan would probably ask for would be a 

set of equations that described “spirit.” 

“That’s just an analogy, Stefan,” Alice said quickly. “The Holy Spirit isn’t a field, a special 

kind of energy, a concept, a philosophical category or anything else we can describe like that. 

The Holy Spirit of God is utterly transcendent – far larger and deeper than anything we can 

know or speak of.” 

Stefan looked crestfallen. “Just now I thought I understood what you were talking about, but 

now you say I didn’t, and not only that, I can’t. Maybe I was better off before I started asking 

you questions!” 

We all laughed, and I decided it was time to try another tack.  

“Alice is right, Stefan,” I said, “when she says that you can’t describe the Holy Spirit 

mathematically, but there’s no mistaking the presence of the Holy Spirit.” 

“What do you mean?” Stefan asked. 

“Well,” I explained, “just as a person can use a doorbell or a table lamp without having to know 

Maxwell’s equations of electromagnetism, so you can know everything you need to know about 

the Holy Spirit without a degree in theology.” 
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“Explain that, please,” Stefan asked. 

“All we have to do is follow Jesus as he’s described in Scripture and as we encounter him in 

prayer. That’s how we open ourselves up to his presence and action in our lives. Jesus responds 

by sharing the Holy Spirit with us. And just as surely as the light comes on when you flip the 

switch, or the doorbell rings when you press the button, you’ll notice something’s different as 

the Holy Spirit begins to work within you, Stefan.” 

“What will I notice?” Stefan asked. 

“What everyone notices sooner or later is a sense of deep peace, like nothing you’ve ever felt 

before. A sense of joy begins to pervade your outlook and you find yourself engaging in 

compassionate service to others in ways you hadn’t before. Kindness becomes a way of life for 

you as you become aware of something within you that leads you to be patient and generous 

with other folks. Your ways of looking at things and treating people begin to change and you 

become a source of calm strength for other people. Someone might even approach and ask what 

has happened to you. You won’t be able to describe the Holy Spirit to them any better than we 

could just now, but by virtue of the Spirit’s fruits that I just described to you, and that you’ll 

plainly observe, you will both know and be able to explain to people what it’s like to have the 

Holy Spirit living and operating within you.” 

“How do I get this spirit, Tim?” Stefan asked. 

“We Catholic folks are privileged to receive the Holy Spirit through our sacraments, especially 

the Eucharist, and through our regular prayer disciplines.” 

“I would like to learn more about this,” Stefan said to the rest of us. “You’re all like what Tim 

just said. I never had words to describe it, but this Holy Spirit must be what makes you guys the 

way you are. Maybe that’s why I like hanging around you when we get together. I want to be 

that way, too.”  

I mentioned earlier that if you’d dropped in on our little group you might’ve thought you were 

crashing an RCIA meeting. You’d have been right. Just like the disciples who burst out of the 

Upper Room and eagerly witnessed to the reality of the Good News of Jesus, so it is with you 

and me, too, I hope. You know, there’s just something about Good News that simply shoudn’t 

be kept to ourselves. 


