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Jesus makes clear in the Gospel today that the gift of the Holy Spirit is first about forgiveness.  
Indeed, the gift-giving we heard about today is bracketed by two sets of words about forgiveness.  First, 
Jesus forgives the disciples just three days after their famous failure to stand with Him during His Passion 
and death, the time when each one ran away, and only one came back.  But then after He gives them the 
Holy Spirit, Jesus immediately speaks about forgiving others.  Here, in the Scriptural basis for the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation, we hear the words, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven.” 
Having been forgiven by God Himself, the Apostles are to become agents of forgiveness, Jesus’ vicars on 
earth, absolving the guilty just as they themselves had just been absolved. 

It's obvious that the Apostles did not get right to work.  It has already been fifty days since we 
celebrated Easter, and the Apostles spent that same period of time nearly two thousand years ago praying 
and fishing.  A good part of the time was spent behind locked doors hiding, as St. John explained, because 
they were living in fear that Jesus’ fate might become their own.  So Jesus was much, much quicker to 
forgive those who had failed Him than the disciples were to forgive those who had wronged them. 

Pentecost was originally the Jewish celebration that marked the receiving of the Law from God on 
Mount Sinai, fifty days after their miraculous escape from Egypt at the Passover.  So those two holidays 
were linked, fifty days apart.  Often the same pilgrims who had come to Jerusalem to celebrate the 
commemoration of the Passover would stay the seven weeks to celebrate Pentecost too.  That’s why St. 
Luke describes the “devout men from every nation under heaven” as “dwelling in Jerusalem.”  They 
were living there, but only until the end of their fifty-day pilgrimage.  They planned all along to return 
home once their religious obligations were complete.  That’s why they didn’t speak the language of the 
natives, any more than the average pilgrim to Rome today speaks Italian.  Truly, we don’t learn it because 
we’ll be there for a relatively short time and then return home. 

Thus, we can be sure that a good number of the people to whom the Apostles preached were in the 
crowd fifty days earlier, screaming for Jesus to be crucified.  The Jesus of whom Peter speaks in his first 
sermon was someone with whom they were already familiar.  They had been at a place called the 
pavement just seven weeks earlier, yelling for blood.  Peter was preaching to the very people who had 
demanded his Lord and ours be killed.  And he was able to do so because he had forgiven them, and he 
wanted them to repent in order to become beneficiaries of the Lord’s forgiveness. 

That very day three thousand of them did.  They heard the Good News of Jesus’ resurrection from the 
dead, and the assurance that the Lord of Life is no grudge holder, and they immediately repented of their 



complicity in Jesus’ death and were washed clean in the waters of baptism.  It is an incredible, almost 
unbelievable, scene:  The Apostles who until that very day had been in hiding were baptizing by the score 
the very people they’d been hiding from. 

As we read the Acts of the Apostles, this ring of mercy and forgiveness only expands, in concentric 
circles around Jerusalem, encompassing Jerusalem and the surrounding areas, and then reappears well 
beyond Asia.  What this represents is the forgiveness through the Church of the people the Apostles 
formerly would have seen as adversaries, even enemies.  In chapter 6 we learn about a good number of 
them becoming obedient to the Faith.  These are some of the men who got the crowd riled up so that they 
would ask for the crucifixion of Jesus.  In chapter 8, we hear about the conversion of the Samaritans after 
the preaching of Philip.  These are the half-Jews whom James and John wanted to call down fire upon 
when they rejected the Gospel during the time of Jesus’ itinerant preaching.  And finally, in chapter 10 we 
read about the conversion of the centurion Cornelius, a Gentile from Italy who was part of the Roman 
Empire’s occupation force in the provinces of Judea and Samaria.  In quick succession we’ve gone from 
the crowd to the priests, to the Samaritans, and at last to the Romans who had actually nailed Jesus to the 
tree.  Every enemy an early Christian could think of had had the Gospel preached to him, and many of 
those former enemies had already become their brothers in the Holy Spirit’s ministry of reconciliation. 

What we learn from all those amazing conversions is that forgiveness by the power of the Holy Spirit 
is the prerequisite for serving the very people who had once been our enemies.  Once the Apostles 
forgave the crowd, forgave the priests, forgave the Samaritans, and forgave the Romans, they were able to 
preach to them the Gospel of Life.  Prior to forgiveness, they avoided the people who had wronged them.  
After receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit and the miracle that accompanied the flames, they had courage 
to address them as friends and wash their feet as servants.  In doing so, they became brothers to their 
former enemies, closer in relation to them than to their natural born siblings. 

 If we find ourselves struggling with forgiveness, unable to take the step whereby we might become 
the servants we are called to be, we have as an example the Apostles themselves.  Yes, they forgive us in 
the Sacrament of Penance, but our encounter with them in the confessional has always been preceded by 
their own reconciliation to former enemies of the Cross.  They suffered the arrest, torture, and execution 
of their best friend, but in the power of His risen life they did not hold against the murderers their sin.  
Most of us have not had to endure anything that horrific, praise be to God, but if we have, Jesus comes to 
us still, promising as He forgives us, “Peace be with you.”  That peace will be ours if only we forgive as 
we have been forgiven, so that we may serve as we’ve been served. 


