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Today is the last Sunday of the Easter season. Pentecost is the day we celebrate the 
coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the Church. But Pentecost was originally, and 
still is a, Jewish festival. On this feast day Jews celebrated two things: the bounty of the 
harvest and the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai.  
 
Pentecost comes 50 days after Passover when the Jewish people celebrate their 
freedom from slavery in Egypt. Having been made free they were given the Law to live 
by so that they might know and do God's will. For Christians, Pentecost comes 50 days 
after Easter when we were made free by the death of Jesus on the cross and we were 
given a new law:  to love God and our neighbor.  By accepting the forgiveness Jesus 
won for us on the cross, we are liberated from sin, death and decay. Having been set 
free, the Holy Spirit comes to empower us to be disciples continuing Christ’s mission in 
the world. 
 
People have funny ideas about Pentecost and the Holy Spirit. Some years ago a young 
airman showed up at one of my RCIA classes.  He was a member of the Assemblies of 
God and, reluctantly--at the insistence of his Catholic fiancée—agreed to attend our 
RCIA classes.  At the end of one class, just before we adjourned, I asked if there were 
any questions.  The young airman raised his hand and asked me if Catholics were 
Pentecostal. 
 
Now I don't know how many of you have ever attended an Assemblies of God or other 
Pentecostal church but, if you have, you may be able to appreciate his question. What 
he was asking really was whether Catholicism was a real Christian faith. I said, “we are!” 
"Well, they all say that," he scoffed. "What I really want to know is do you believe in the 
Holy Spirit?" I assured him we did. "But," he asked intensely, "are you Pentecostal?" "Do 
you mean, do we speak in tongues?" I asked. "No, I mean are you Pentecostal?" he 
repeated. "Do you mean do we believe in the baptism of the Holy Spirit?" "No," he said 
getting exasperated, "I mean are you Pentecostal?' Finally, I said,   “you know, I'm not 
sure exactly what you mean by that.” To which he replied, "Then obviously you are not 
Pentecostal."  And then he stomped out, never to return, dead certain, I’m sure, that by 
his measurement, Catholicism was not a real Christian religion. 
 
Pentecost means fiftieth day. It was the second of three great Jewish Feasts and came 
50 days after the celebration of Passover. It was a day of gratitude and thanksgiving for 
the completion of the harvest.  For Christians it is a celebration acknowledging that we 
have seen the long-awaited Messiah come into this world. We have seen him sow the 
Spirit of God. We have seen him work wonders among the blind, the sick, the lame and 
hungry.  We saw him condemned and yet, return to those who deserted him with love 
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and forgiveness. We saw him coax his disciples to raise their eyes and look beyond their 
own little world as he ascended into heaven. In today’s Gospel he appears again while 
they, perplexed, dumbfounded and disappointed, were hiding and closeted in a little 
upper room.  We are not told where that room was situated.  We only know that room 
was in a house in Jerusalem.  And we’re told Jesus breathed on them and said “Receive 
the Holy Spirit, whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and who sins you retain are 
retained.” Meanwhile, the Acts of the Apostles tells us, people from every nation under 
heaven had gathered in Jerusalem to express their gratitude for a good harvest. They 
spoke different languages. They came with different intentions. They had different 
motives.  And then this motley crew hear a sound that calls them to assemble together.  
And, suddenly, to their astonishment, members of the crowd hear some Galilean speak 
to them in their own native language. Miraculously, illiterate peasants suddenly speak a 
language understood by the foreigners in their midst. 
 
For me, who has spent years sweating blood as I tried to make myself understood in two 
foreign languages (and discovered that I was no Pope Francis which it came to being 
multi-lingual!) this is beyond belief.   Some of you here today know how difficult it is to 
learn another language and how impossible it seems to speak and write in another 
language as effectively as we do in our own native tongue.  It takes years of listening to 
the phonetics and practicing the complex structures of a language, before we feel at 
ease speaking it.  It takes much longer before we can—intentionally—make others laugh 
and cry in their language.  Yet we are told that these illiterates spoke languages unknown 
to them, and people coming from various nations understood them. It is the hearers and 
not the speakers who made this claim!  This was the novel experience of the new 
harvest, the new Pentecost!  But, why is it that we rarely experience such a harvest 
today? St. Paul gives us a clue. 
 
 No one can say, "Jesus is Lord" unless he is under the influence of the Holy Spirit.” 
 [I Cor 12:3] 
 
It is really not easy to understand one another unless we shed our pre-conceptions and 
biases. Every person has his or her own habits, beliefs, and practices that make them 
foreign to us. And so each of us has to see beyond our own limited world view and stand 
mentally in the shoes of the other person before we can effectively reach out to them.  
For us missionaries, it means inculturating into the community where we live and work.  
We always begin first by simply listening.  In order to truly understand someone else, we 
need to dethrone ourselves and enthrone the other. And in order to enthrone the other, 
we not only have to forgive the self-centered habits and biases of the other, but more 
importantly we have to forgive them in ourselves.  It is for this reason that the Lord says:  
“Receive the Holy Spirit. For those whose sins you forgive, they are forgiven; for those 
whose sins you retain, they are retained.”  [Jn 20:23]  
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Unfortunately, we often “retain” the sins of others and ourselves.  Therefore we do not 
harvest the fruits of God's Spirit among us.  I find it interesting that no mention is made 
in the Scriptures of the exact place where the Apostles experienced the Holy Spirit that 
came and dwelt among them. I would like to believe that such details were intentionally 
left out. Why? Because such a situation can be any time, any place where we huddle in 
our own small, upper room out of fear and distrust. 
 
Do we get the hint? Are we ready to say: Jesus is Lord!  Are we ready to forget the pain, 
the insults, the injustices we have to bear and experience. Are we ready to ascend 
beyond our horizons and see them from the vantage point of the Lord in our midst? Are 
we prepared to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ with our actions and, if 
necessary, with our words?  If we can, then, “Yes”, we can claim that not only that are 
we Pentecostal but that we are the ORIGINAL Pentecostals! 
 


