Whitsun Meditation

A reflection on Acts 2.1–11by Anthony Freeman at, Holy Cross, Crediton, 27.5.07
Today’s sermon is a short meditation on the gift of the Holy Spirit at Whitsun, or Pentecost, as it is portrayed by Saint Luke in the passage from the Acts of the Apostles that we heard just now. We learn from the story that there are three distinctive marks of the Spirit as given to the infant Church, and these marks apply also to the Holy Spirit as it is given to all Christians, including ourselves.

First, it is a gift for all. “They were all filled with the Holy Spirit.” This is not just some special divine favour for top people like Peter and John. All the disciples receive it. So it is for us. This is not something reserved for the clergy or the churchwardens or members of the PCC. Every baptized person, young and old, male and female, has received the gift of the Spirit. Every Christian is a charismatic.

Secondly, the Holy Spirit is a gift of unity. “They were all together in one place.” This is a constant theme of the New Testament writers. Saint Paul puts it like this: “Though we are many we are one body.” Saint John speaks of the one vine of which we are all branches. This is the answer to those who claim you can be a Christian without going to church. And Luke himself, as the story of the first Christian Pentecost unfolds, symbolizes this unity in the abolition of the language barrier: “All of us hear in our own tongues the wonderful works of God.”

At the Tower of Babel, when proud humans had tried to build their own way up to heaven, God had humbled them by preventing them from understanding each other. Disunity resulted. On Whitsunday the humility of God is shown when he himself comes down with the gift of himself, the Holy Spirit, and reverses the misunderstanding and disunity of Babel.

And thirdly, this Pentecostal gift is a gift of diversity. “Distributed and resting on each of them.” The Spirit fills us all, but it does not make us all the same. It makes us different, and it makes our differences a source of joy and grace rather than isolation and sorrow.

An accident of translation (quite an irony in this context!) led early to a misunderstanding of this division of the spirit. Instead of being interpreted correctly as the spirit and its gifts being divided among the apostles, it was thought that each individual symbolic flame of the spirit was itself divided as it rested on each of them. Hence the familiar phrase “cloven tongues” to describe the scene. But Luke’s meaning here is not that. He is making the same point as Saint Paul did when he spoke of the differing gifts of the Spirit making Christians like the different limbs and organs of the Body, each complementing and helping the other.

So this Whitsunday let us pray that here at Holy Cross we may “become what we are”: God’s people all filled with the Spirit, all united in that Spirit and each differently gifted to make our own unique contribution to life of the Church in this place.  Amen.

