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There are some people who crave excitement in worship.  They come expecting that the Sunday 

service be emotionally uplifting.  They seek inspiration and enthusiasm; they want to be moved 

and elevated.  And if that does not happen, they may migrate to another parish, another 

denomination, or even another religion, in constant quest of a perpetual spiritual buzz.  These 

restless souls want every Sunday to be like Pentecost, the feast celebrated today.   

 

The fallacy in this mindset is that the Spirit's intervention should always and everywhere be in 

the modality of that first Pentecost.  The Spirit entered the cenacle in dramatic fashion:  tongues 

of fire, a strong driving wind, then mysterious praises of God sung in the varied languages of the 

world.  It is understandable that such phenomena accompanied the Church's nativity:  it was a 

kind of religious Big Bang, echoing the awesome explosion that marked the birth of the first 

creation.  However, the manner of the Spirit's activity is normally not so readily perceived.  Let 

us briefly consider other passages about the Paraclete.  In Sunday's gospel, the risen Lord 

communicates the Spirit by the simple act of breathing on his disciples.  This modest gesture 

recalls the Lord's handing over of the spirit as he breathed his last on the cross.  Earlier, in his 

nocturnal catechesis on the topic of spiritual rebirth w/ Nicodemus, Jesus likens the Spirit's 

action to the movement of the wind:  we hear its sound, but do not know where it comes from or 

where it goes.  The upshot is that the mysterious action of the Spirit is usually subtle, 

imperceptible; it is detected only by the dramatic effect it achieves.  Let us consider a few of the 

main modes in which the Holy Spirit operates in our midst.   

 

First, the Holy Spirit is the great Teacher of the Church.  In the alternative Gospel for Pentecost, 

the Lord states that the Holy Spirit will teach his followers everything.  Elsewhere the Lord calls 

him the Spirit of truth who shall guide them into all truth.  Throughout the long centuries of 

Christian history, the Holy Spirit has catechized God's people in the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  He 

enlightened the apostles in the first proclamation; he then inspired the evangelists as they 

consigned the good news to writing in the gospels and epistles.  And he continues to instruct the 

Church as she consults the Scriptures for answers to the many questions that arise through the 

course of time.  It is due to the Spirit's guidance that we believe such doctrines as the inerrancy 

of the Bible and the infallibility of the pope and bishops.  Clearly, the Scriptures were written by 

human beings in human language; likewise, the pope and bishops are human too.  And all human 

agents are susceptible to human error.  However, it is the intervention of the Spirit that prevents 

inherent human weaknesses from distorting the Gospel and leading the People of God into error.   

 

Second, the Holy Spirit is the principal source of sanctification in the Church.  At the very 

beginning, the Lord taught that those who would be born anew as God's children must be 

baptized with the Holy Spirit.  So it was quite logical that those first disciples in the upper room 

who were so baptized also gave evidence of the Spirit's power by their charismatic proclamation 



of the gospel in unknown tongues:  the Spirit showed his presence by inspiring their speech in 

languages that the speakers themselves knew not.  But the primary purpose of the gift of the 

Spirit was something else, namely, it was to grant these first believers forgiveness of sins and 

new life as God's children.  So also it is the power of the Spirit that guarantees the sanctification 

of those who participate in the sacred liturgy and sacraments.  No human power can forgive sins:  

not even the holiest of saints can do this; much less can they bring sinners to rebirth as God's 

children.  This transformation is effected solely by the Holy Spirit.  Conversely, not even the 

most sinful of ministers can impede the Spirit's action in the liturgy and the sacraments.  When a 

priest celebrates Mass, absolves penitents, baptizes babies, the recipient of his ministration is 

sanctified with the Holy Spirit who is always at work in the sacraments.   

 

Finally, the Holy Spirit works directly in the heart of the individual believer.  By virtue of his 

subtlety, the Holy Spirit penetrates to the very depths of the human spirit.  He knows our hearts 

even better than we fallible mortals who know not how to pray as we ought.  And the Spirit who 

scrutinizes the deepest counsels of God also intercedes for us according to God's will.  The 

Spirit's groans are inexpressible and inaudible, but they are an eloquent supplication that corrects 

and perfects our feeble petitions, harmonizing them w/ the Almighty's providential designs.    

 

During this Year of Faith, our Church seeks to recapture the inspiration of the first Pentecost that 

her members may be rejuvenated and her evangelical mission may be renewed.  May the Spirit 

enlighten our minds and sanctify our hearts, that we may proclaim w/ renewed vigor the mighty 

work God has done in Jesus Christ.   


