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Readings: Pentecost Sunday | USCCB 

 

Pentecost Vigil 

 We often describe Pentecost as the birthday of the Church, but 

today many people are questioning the future of the Church especially 

when they notice that every year more people are leaving the faith, less 

people consider themselves religious, there is a grater sentiment that 

faith is unintelligible, a mere childish hopefulness. They see the scandals 

the church has been in in the recent decades and conclude it has no 

authority in which to speak from. They hear bishops contradict each 

other which is a major red flag for any organization. If the leadership 

isn’t on the same page, the question is almost inevitable: is the Church 

still relevant today? Does it make any difference? Or is it’s time slowly 

coming to an end just like all empires and kingdoms of the world 

eventually do? 

  Those of us here today I assume believe that yes, it is important 

and relevant in the world today. We might not know how to articulate it 

fully, but we somehow trust that the Holy Spirit is leading the Church 

and at every moment and in every difficulty protect the church from 

tumbling like a falling tower. We say this is true because of Pentecost, 

when we remember and celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit which is 

often described through the symbolic images of wind, fire, light and 

water. How does Pentecost make the Church relevant today? 

 I’ll say a few words since today is our vigil mass in preparation for 

Pentecost Sunday, and conclude the homily tomorrow in our all-parish 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/060522-vigil.cfm
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celebration, so that is your incentive to be here tomorrow for our 11am 

mass (if you cannot be here tomorrow don’t worry, this vigil mass still 

counts as your Sunday obligation).  

 Pentecost means “fiftieth.” It was a celebration that was 

established fifty days after the Passover meal to commemorate the 

exodus, exit, out of Egypt and the celebration denotes that something 

new has happened.  

 Note the context of that first Pentecost. It happened during the rise 

of the first global empires. There was a lot of newness and innovation 

around the world offering new systems of governance and progress. 

Unfortunately, that newness brought about a lot of violence and 

destruction. Civilizations were built on taking advantage of others, and 

buildings were erect to remind everyone of the power of the emperor.  

Egypt was one of them. The great pyramids towering above the 

heavens as symbols of newness and power, but all motivated by the 

pride, envy, and narcissism of the pharaohs. When the focus of 

civilization lies in human power, abuse is inevitable. 

This is the universal dynamic that is behind the story of the tower 

of Babel. In that story, the leaders wanted to be important, to be the 

influencers, for the world to know and respect them, so they wanted to 

be the ones to set the rules and limitations in society.   

The tower was built as a visible sign for all to see of the power of 

their leadership over the nations. It was a way of letting them know that 

they set the limits, they dictated the law, they were the source of 

wisdom, teaching, knowledge and administration, and as it often 
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happens, power is confused with control, and the story tells us how they 

even controlled what language everyone was to speak. The story shows 

corrupt human power wanting control over all the nations disguised in 

false unity. There was no freedom.  

In this story, God destroys the tower, confuses their speech to 

where they cannot understand each other, and scatters them around the 

world. It is meant to help us understand that a society can only stand if it 

is built upon the power of God, otherwise it will eventually fall, just like 

Egypt was doomed to fail.  

The first Pentecost happened during the peak of Egypt’s reign. The 

ruhah, the breath of God, the Spirit of the Lord, led the victims of those 

abusing human power our of oppression and towards something truly 

great and new, towards a new civilization in Jerusalem.  

Using the important images of the day, the power of God’s Spirit 

that freed people from slavery out of Egypt was described as wind 

separating the sea in two clearing a path for people to walk though, and 

fire when people received the ten commandments on top of Mt. Sinai 

which you will remember form a few weeks ago established the 

covenant with God. The people that came out of Egypt are divided into 

twelve tribes, and each is given the responsibility to be light, to make 

way so that the Spirit of the Lord could establish for them a new 

civilization, Jerusalem, where the power of God would be present.  

 Fast forward to the resurrection and we encounter the second 

Pentecost, which happened in a similar context: there were new global 

empires emerging, new great civilizations, new systems of governance. 
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Locally, the Roman empire was the new Egypt, with new knowledge, 

new philosophy, science, culture… but within all that newness, the same 

old dynamics were at play: pride, envy, and narcissism were the driving 

factor.  

In this second Pentecost, Jesus gives the Spirit of God directly in 

the heart of the individual through the waters of baptism, so that the new 

community that would emerge would not fall into the same old 

temptations, where the commandment would be that of love, and the 12 

tribes of Israel were now represented by the 12 apostles which became a 

symbol of the Church.  

What makes the Christian kingdom different from all the rest is 

that it is a kingdom governed not by human power, but by the power of 

God, otherwise she too will eventually crumble like the tower of Babel, 

something that would have happened long ago with all the difficulties 

and mistakes the church has faced.  

Within the power the Church has received is the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit. The Spirit equips us with new gifts for the people of God, and at 

the top of those lists are: teaching, wisdom, knowledge and 

administration. The same gifts we try to use within our human power to 

build great civilizations but only end up abusing them, are the gifts given 

to us by God so through the Church we can accomplish what in our own 

power we cannot: build a civilization that truly unites all of the nations.  

What does unity mean? Does it mean speaking the same language? 

Does it mean having one global culture? More on that tomorrow.  
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To wrap it up for today: Pentecost denotes for us newness, and 

then newness of God’s power is always new. It has to be because at 

every age there will be new civilizations that emerge from human power 

that as a Church we must respond to.  

Today we are experiencing new powers of influence in the world 

within the digital age, where the tower of babel is not a giant pyramid or 

tower in the middle of the city, but in social media where everyone gets 

a chance to be a voice, where everyone seems to have the right opinion, 

where everyone is seeking to be the next big influencer, the next pharos, 

the next emperor whom all will look at and listen to. Ironically, just as 

much as the digital age has connected the world, it has also separated it. 

We all speak the same language of social media, yet grow further and 

further apart.  

To live in the Church, which we do, is to live in a continual 

Pentecost. The relevance of the Church lies in how well we are able to 

engage the culture and bring the truth of God’s love within it.  

St. Paul and the first apostle did so within the cultures of their day, 

and we have to do the same within the cultures of ours.  

Is the church relevant today? Does the church make a difference in 

the world? We have the power to be what the gifts of Spirit equip us to 

be: wise, knowledgeable, strong, understanding, prayerful, just, and 

loving. Each of us baptized holds that power, remember, Jesus trusts in 

you. 

Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in them the fire of 

your love. Send forth your Spirit and they shall be created. And You shall renew 

the face of the earth. 
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Ven Espíritu Santo, llena los corazones de tus fieles. Y enciende en ellos el 

fuego de tu amor. Envía tu Espíritu y serán creadas todas las cosas. Y renovarás la 

faz de la tierra. 


