Homily John 20:19-23

So much of our sacred Church language is not clearly defined as we attempt to explain it in the
language of the day. Simply stated, Pentecost is the fiftieth day after Easter when Jesus fulfilled
His promise to send the Holy Spirit. | have many thoughts about this sacred feast, and | would

like to share two personal experiences.

After my ordination to the Sacred Order of Deacon thirteen years ago, | preached at my Mass of
Thanksgiving. That day was Pentecost Sunday, and it was the first time | stood before a church
filled with people and preached. My vestments hid the sight of my knees knocking together, but
| could swear the noise could be heard throughout the church, much like the drums we use in
the choir.

The second experience happened when on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, when | stood with our
pilgrims in the actual Upper Room in Jerusalem. It was just our group, and the silence and
holiness of the room overwhelmed us all. The sacred silence gave us the opportunity to reflect

on the words of Jesus after Judas left their presence.

Jesus spoke from the heart. In what is called “The Upper Room Discourse,” St. John tells us that
Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit. The original Greek word for Holy Spirit used here is full
of meaning that usually doesn’t translate well into English, but the term the Church uses

preserves the original meaning.

In the 14t chapter of his Gospel, John uses the word Advocate. Another word we have heard is
Paraclete. These are rich words that weave a beautiful tapestry for our faith. Paraclete

means Advocate, Intercessor, Teacher, Helper, and Comforter. All these words describe the
third person of the Trinity. Jesus was in control of every aspect of His ministry and His
mission...and this event in the life of the Church is no different. Pentecost is not just about a
loud wind, tongues of fire, and disciples speaking in languages they never used before. This day
would mark the beginning of the Christian Church's mission to the world. God the Father
fulfilled the promise Jesus made by sending the Holy Spirit for a specific purpose. He knew we
could not carry out Christ’s mission alone, and St. Paul beautifully unpacks this for us in his first
letter to the Corinthians, focusing on the Gifts of the Holy Spirit. So why does Paul think we
need to focus on our spiritual gifts? | think there are at least two reasons: First of all, the

world needs us to be focusing on our spiritual gifts. Even though the word “Spiritual” often

relates to something inside a person, spiritual gifts are given to us to be used in the



world and for the world. The world is more like Good Friday than Easter, but we Christians are

Easter people.

In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told us that we are the salt of the earth and the light of the
world. Salt flavors and preserves. As salt, we preserve the teachings of Jesus, and our light
shines forth from us because we are gifted by God. A focus on our spiritual gifts gives us
practical help living as God’s salt and light in the world. The second reason | think we need to
deal with our spiritual gifts is because other Christians need us to be doing so. Paul reaches out
to the Ephesians and tells them, “The gifts God gave were for the work of ministry, for building
up the body of Christ.” That is quite a challenge, but what did it mean then, and what does it
mean now? It means this: the Church Christ established is filled with the Holy Spirit. Does it
struggle? Does it have issues? Yes, and if you study Church History and the Early Church
Fathers, you will see this to be true. The second chapter of the book of Acts tells us that some
people thought the disciples were drunk on wine! There was the first Church scandal...right on

the day it was born.

The Church will have labor pains, but it will survive despite its detractors. The Church will
survive because Jesus told us it would survive. It will survive because of today, Pentecost
Sunday, when God sent the Holy Spirit to breathe life into it. The very same Holy Spirit that
breathed life into the Body of Jesus when He laid in the tomb. That Spirit is here now and
forever, and today all of us are in the Upper Room feeling the presence of the Holy Spirit upon
us. We are the keepers of the flame, and we carry the light of Christ to the world. We hold the
torch that shines a light on our spiritual gifts for all to see and be drawn into God's embrace.
People are becoming dissatisfied and frustrated with the world's materialistic solutions and are
looking for something beyond themselves to build themselves up and fill the emptiness inside.
The Church Jesus established is the instrument to satisfy this hunger. St. John XXIll is to have
said, “I believe that, when | stand before God, God will simply ask me, ‘How did you use the gift
of life | gave you?’” | would like to add to that. | think God will ask, “How did you use the gifts of
the Holy Spirit | gave to you?”

In modern-day culture, the word gift, though meaning something given to someone by another,
sometimes carries or implies the expectation that we deserve the gift. We receive a birthday
gift, and it is ours to keep. This is not so with spiritual gifts. The Gifts of the Holy Spirit God gives
us are not gifts to us; they are gifts through us. They are not ours to keep. They are ours to use.
They are lent to us and only activate when we give them away. God gives us gifts of the Holy

Spirit for service. If someone has the gift of teaching the faith, that gift is for those whom they



are teaching. We are only vehicles for carrying the gift. In that same way, if someone has the

gift of leadership, this gift is for the benefit of those being led.

In chapters 12 to 14 of 1Corinthians Paul identifies at least 20 gifts of the Holy Spirit. He
identifies the gifts of generosity, encouragement, mercy, wisdom, nurturing, and others. Paul
teaches that God has given us spiritual gifts so that we are equipped for ministry. Ignoring our
spiritual gifts cuts the people of God off from the power of the Holy Spirit and limits our ability
to minister to the needs not only of our community but of the world. Studies have shown that
there are four needs that people turn to the Church to meet, and the health of a church
community can be determined by the way these needs are met. The four needs are biblical and
basic. First, there is spirituality. We all need to be in touch with something greater than
ourselves. We cannot allow our spirituality to be dampened and snuffed out by the
discouragement the world has to offer. The world may think they can push God aside, but those
who attempt to do so forget one thing...the world belongs to God. It is His creation. We want a
close walk...a meaningful relationship with God. Spirituality is at the top of the list of what the

Church can do.

Spirituality is nurtured in worship. It is cultivated in prayer and meditation, in small groups,
Bible study, and other disciplines of the Christian life. The Church can excel in meeting people’s
need for spirituality, and for the most part, the Church is the only place that does this.

The second need that people look to the Church to fulfill is the need for community. People
need people. The Christian is not alone. Christianity is a relationship religion; it is not a solitary
experience. In community, we experience God with us, God around us, and God between us,
and God in us. This truly is the Word made Flesh. The third basic need that we all have is care.
Anyone who has experienced life knows that loss, grief, hardship, and pain are all a part of life.
The way the faith community responds to this need dramatically influences the attitude
individuals have about their congregation and, ultimately, with God. Finally, the fourth need
that we turn to the Church to fulfill is the need to minister—to be involved in a mission larger
than ourselves. As our needs for spirituality, community, and care are being met, we are
touched by God and feel compelled to give something back. | invite you to read and meditate
on chapters 12-14 of 1Corinthians. And today, as we approach the table of the Lord, let us unite
in prayer to the Holy Spirit. Let us pray for wisdom so that our hearts guide the actions of our
day...for it is in the heart that the spark of the Holy Spirit lives, waiting for us to fan it into a

flame of God's love...and it is that flame that leads us on the path of eternal life.



