
Solemnity of Pentecost –Year A 
 
It’s difficult to reconcile St. John’s account of the gift of the 
Holy Spirit with the Church’s tradition of celebrating Pentecost.  
In the liturgical year we have this long period—forty days plus 
ten—where the effects of the resurrection are played out in the 
life of the disciples, with various experiences of the risen Lord, 
his ascension into heaven, and finally the descent of the Holy 
Spirit on the feast of Pentecost.   

The Church follows St. Luke’s chronology of the events. 

St. John is not concerned with chronology.  For him the mystery 
of salvation is always unfolding and it’s always a new day, the 
first day of the week.  Everything important about the new life 
with God happens on that first day, that new day:  

• the good news that Jesus is risen from the dead is proclaimed,  
• Jesus makes himself present to the disciples,  
• bestows on them the Holy Spirit,  
• and sends them out on mission all on the same day, all at the 

same time.   

With that St. John emphasizes the inner connectedness of all 
those realities.  They all are of a piece.  None of the elements 
can be allowed to fall away if we are to be true to the message of 
the Gospel. 

That makes it all the more important that we pay attention to St. 
John’s portrayal of Jesus’ activity.  His appearances, for 
example, bestow peace and banish fear.  “Peace be with you” is 
the greeting he uses—twice!  He could have done otherwise.  
There was a history there between him and the disciples that he 



 
 

might have wanted to address: “Sit down, I’ve got a bone to pick 
with you.”   

Instead, he cuts to the chase: “Peace be with you.  As the Father 
sends me, so I send you.”  And right then and there, the story of 
the disciples’ failure, their betrayal and abandonment of him is 
put to rest.  There’s no time for it.  He breathes on them and 
says, “Receive the Holy Spirit”  and indicates that the central 
feature of their mission will be the ministry of reconciliation.   

By placing all these events on the same day, that first day of the 
new creation, St. John underlines what the followers of Jesus 
have to be about, and what the basic measuring stick is for 
whether they have been about it:  “Whose sins you forgive, they 
are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.” 

What confronts me most about this boiling down of the 
Christian journey to its bare essentials is the fact that I have 
retained the sins of others.  Suppose that when I come before the 
judgment seat of God that is the central question, “Who did you 
refuse to forgive?  Whose sins have you chosen to retain? Where 
have you refused to practice reconciliation? 

A similar question, one that’s intimately connected, would be 
“Why didn’t you accept the gift of the Holy Spirit, the one who 
reconciles?” 

Depending on what part of the tradition we look at, we can 
discern many gifts of the Holy Spirit.  Our confirmation 
candidates are now in position to name seven of them at the drop 
of a hat: wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, 
piety, and a sense of awe and wonder in the presence of God.  



 
 

 
But we dare not overlook the fact that St. John places one 
activity in the very center of the whole experience: the gift of 
being reconciled with God and the mission of bringing 
reconciliation to all our encounters in the world.  A tall order, to 
be sure, requiring purification of our own intentions, but 
impelled, fostered and supported by God’s very presence in our 
hearts, his gift of himself.   
 
Left to our own devices we are inclined to sink into the mire of 
being impatient, unkind, jealous, quick to take offense, or 
insisting on our rights. But it doesn’t have to be that way.  It’s 
not meant to be that way.  There is a way out: 
 
“Come, Holy Spirit, enkindle in us the fire of your reconciling 
love, and make us its witnesses and agents to the ends of the 
world.” 

 


