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"In former times men, seized by madness, wanted to build a tower to reach heaven; but the Lord, by dividing their tongues, divided their evil purpose. So now the Holy Spirit descends upon them in fiery tongues to unify a divided world. The result is something new and mystical." (St. John Chrysostom  - On the Holy Spirit)

We come once again to the ancient feast of Pentecost, in Greek  pentekoste emera, the Fiftieth Day after Passover. The Hebrew “hag shavuot”, the Feast of Weeks,  was its usual name, because they had to count seven weeks from Passover. 

Alternatively it is called the Feast of Harvest, because God ordered the Jews to offer the first fruits of their crops on this day. It also marked God giving the tablets of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai.

Before His ascension, Jesus Christ instructed His Apostles to stay in Jerusalem and to wait for the "promise of His Father." The Apostles returned from the Mount of Olives to the Upper Room, the Cenacle. There with other disciples and the Blessed Virgin Mary, they joined in "continuous prayer" (Acts 1:14) and also participated in worship "in the temple" (Lk 24:53) 

They awaited the fulfilment of Jesus’ promise: “Wait, until you are clothed with power from on high.”

This was not a new promise. Centuries earlier, God had spoken through the prophet Joel: "I will pour out my spirit on all mankind. Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on my servants will I pour out my spirit in those days." (Joel 3:1-2)

The Pentecost narrative from Luke’s Acts of the Apostles is well known: 

“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly a sound came from heaven like the rush of a mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.” (Acts 2:1-4 RSV)

In our day, the Sacrament of Confirmation or Chrismation is the conferral of the Holy Spirit with its gifts and fruits. However, when the Sacrament is routinely conferred upon many teenagers who do not attend Church regularly, and afterwards continue likewise, can we be surprised if few fruits of the Spirit are apparent? 

One can always hope and pray that the Holy Spirit will have some good effect in their lives, but without the essential basics of Christian living, are we  - as so many have said over the years – simply sacramentalising but not evangelizing?

We need witnesses to tell about the concrete effect of the Holy Spirit in their lives. It is no use being purely theoretical.

Here is an account from Sr. Emmanuel Maillard.  She was born in France in 1947 and since 1989 has lived and worked in the Marian shrine of Medjugorje in Hercegovina. On a cassette tape she has recorded, entitled From Astrology to God's Light, she relates the story of her youth.

She grew up in a good Catholic family. However, while a teenager, during her last couple of years at a  boarding school near Paris, she became involved with a group of girls who spent many hours each week using ouija boards and calling up the spirits. Consulting diviners and fortune tellers, spiritism and seances, became something of an obsession with her. 

The occult activity had damaging side effects. Emmanuel found that she could not sleep properly at night any more. Nevertheless she went on to graduate from the Sorbonne in the History of Fine Arts in 1970.  Then, aged 24, she visited India in connection with her work. She had to help in setting up some business between India and Paris. 

Here, she recalls, "I met an old astrologer who told me that he had with him the book of my life. . ." Part of her wanted to know if the business plans would succeed. The Indian fortune-teller interpreted everything in her life as though it were controlled, predestined by the planetary motions. 

In retrospect, she says, he sowed seeds of despair in her heart. The way he spoke, everything was preordained by fate, by blind forces. Her free will supposedly had no effect. She felt cut off from the love and care and tenderness of God. She felt orphaned and alone.

In subsequent months she went through a very dark period spiritually: nightmares, feelings of hatred against her family and friends. She lost her appetite and was on the way to anorexia. She became tortured by anxieties. She lost the will to live.

A ray of light came through her sister, who had been to a Catholic charismatic renewal prayer group in Paris. She came back talking about miracles and tongues and gifts of the Holy Spirit like in the Acts of the Apostles. 

The next day was Pentecost Sunday, and Emmanuel agreed to go along with her sister to the group. She remembered that long ago, when she was young, she had prayed that one day she might find people like those in the Book of Acts. She had said then to God that if she ever did, she would join them.

However sitting there through the prayer meeting, although the young people were so full of joy and the Holy Spirit, she felt as if she was in hell. She felt imprisoned in her darkness. She felt like hell next to heaven.

Then a woman in the group gave a prophecy or a word of wisdom. She said that there was somebody present who was walking the way to death, because years ago the devil had taken hold of her, when she began to use ouija boards and indulge in occult practices. This person should go to the group leaders and ask them for prayer, because Jesus, by His cross and resurrection, had the power to free her from Satan. If she did this, she would be healed and find peace and joy.

Emmanuel felt deeply that the words were aimed at her, as a personal message from God. So afterwards she went to ask for prayer and the laying on of hands. She had a powerful experience of the love of Christ, and of the torture and despair and anxiety being washed away by streams of living water pouring through her soul.

She came to realize too that because she had spent her life doing only her own will, contrary to God’s will, this had given the devil greater power over her. She went on to join one of the new religious movements, the Community of the Beatitudes, in 1976. She had chosen the Light that heals, and escaped from the false illumination which the Enemy peddles, leading only to destruction.

Given today’s pagan environment and godless society, every committed young Catholic, every young seminarian or novice to the religious life, is a miracle of the work of the Holy Spirit. Let us be grateful for them.

To change the subject, it has long puzzled me why we call Pentecost Whit (White) Sunday, when the Mass vestments are red. It goes back to Old English “hwīta sunnandæg”, and is similarly so called only in Icelandic and Welsh (Y Sulgwyn).

The explanation concerns not the priests’ vestments, but the white baptismal garments of those newly baptised at Easter. They wore their baptismal robes through Easter week until Low Sunday, when they laid them aside. Hence Low Sunday was sometimes known as “Dominica in albis depositis.” 

However, at Pentecost, the final day of Eastertide, they vested in their baptismal robes again for one last time. Possibly they joined with the freshly baptised adults from the Pentecost Vigil – which was also a favoured occasion for baptisms. Hence – White Sunday.
If we were to opt for the restoration of some ancient customs, to add colour to the day – apart from decorating the sanctuary with little red votive lamps – I would go for the Italian tradition of scattering rose petals from the church ceilings to recall the miracle of the fiery tongues. This gave Pentecost the name of Pasqua rosatum. 

This shower of red petals was often coupled with letting down, from a trapdoor in the church ceiling, a large blue disk bearing the figure of a white dove, during the singing of the sequence Veni Sancte Spiritus. Remember, this is before the days of Hollywood and Cecil B. de Mille. It is Liturgy as Theatre!
Alternatively, as in parts of medieval Germany, you could scatter wisps of burning straw down onto the congregation. That was in the good old days before health and safety regulations took all the fun out of life. It would certainly void your church insurance, if it didn’t also incinerate a parishioner or two and set the church ablaze.

A fiery Pentecost to you all!

