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During the Pope’s recent visit to Brazil, the rapid growth of Pentecostal sects in that country was discussed. Thirty years ago, more than 90% of Brazil’s population declared themselves Catholics. Now that proportion is down to 70% of her 192 million. An estimated 30 million Catholics have voted with their feet and joined Pentecostal groups.


Some observers noted that whereas – politicised by some forms of liberation theology - the Catholic Church made a preferential option for the poor, the poor made a preferential option for the Pentecostals.


Brazil may soon have more practising Pentecostals than practising Catholics. Pentecostal pastors outnumber priests by some 15 to 1. It suggests an urgent need to train Catholic lay catechists and permanent deacons for work in evangelism.

Pentecostalism lays great stress on the direct experience of God, on the Bible and on the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life. It takes seriously Jesus’ promise: “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I shall be there in the midst of them.” 
One has to admit that in the lives of many nominal Catholics, these are not strong realities. They receive Baptism and First Communion, but come from homes where the Faith is a dusty old heirloom, or a meal ticket to the local parish school, not a lived reality. 

When Catholic spirituality is at a low ebb, questioning young adults facing some crisis in their life, may find an easier, quicker answer in the simple Bible message of the Pentecostal groups than in the relatively complicated nuances of Catholic theology. 


In Britain one meets from time to time young ex-Catholics who have joined evangelical churches. One feels they have discovered part of the Biblical Christ but lost the Eucharist and the richness of Catholic tradition. 


Pentecostal worship, with its emphasis on praise and vibrant music, its spontaneous prayer and flexibility, can seem at first glance much more appealing to the younger generation than the Catholic Mass. 


At Mass the priest is obliged to follow the rubrics. It cannot be a spontaneous prayer meeting. It is a solemn public act of worship, in which our praise is secondary to the central reality of Christ’s self-offering to the Father.


Although the Mass is the “fons et apex”, the source and summit of the Church’s spiritual life, the lack of other prayer meetings or services in many Catholic parishes means that many people have no experience of “church” other than “the Mass.”  Our Sunday Mass obligation prevents any substitution of a livelier, more upbeat prayer service, even though this might attract a new younger clientele. We seem to be stuck. 

In terms of delivery, the Mass is very much a one-way communication: from the priest or the lector to the people. The congregation have no chance either to discuss the ideas in the Scriptures – only at home afterwards - and seldom any chance to utter spontaneous prayers of their own.

Throughout the twentieth century the Pentecostal denominations were the most rapidly growing sector of Christianity. They are not without their own problems, especially their tendency to fragment into ever more separate churches. A church elder falls out with the pastor, so decamps to set up a new congregation a couple of streets away.


Some Pentecostal groups have imbibed the worst Reformation polemic against the Catholic Church. One finds Church history texts which explain how genuine Spirit-filled Christianity disappeared at the time of the Emperor Constantine, when millions of mediocre believers flooded into the newly legalised Church with its “Catholic inventions.” Not until Luther and the reformers did real Christianity appear again. 
This skewed spin on history makes a nonsense of Jesus’ promise to be with His Church until the end of the age, and to guide her always by the Holy Spirit.


Because they lack Sacraments, Pentecostals concentrate instead upon visible signs like speaking in tongues and an expectation of automatic healing - if you have faith.

As a student, I remember visiting out of interest a few Pentecostal churches in my home area of South Lancashire. There were hymns and readings as one might expect. The pastor’s address was punctuated with “alleluias” and “Praise the Lords” from the congregation in a very stereotyped way – as if they were saying what they were supposed to say. It left me with the feeling that perhaps the Holy Spirit had been there once upon a time, but He had taken a break.


After one meeting I fell into conversation with a man who turned out to be both ex-Catholic and virulently anti-Catholic. There was obviously a bitterness and woundedness from some past disappointment. One can understand people being angry at things that go on in the Catholic Church in this country, but each of us has our own sins too.


Catholic Charismatic Renewal, by learning from the Pentecostal experience, has brought many graces to the Church. Retreats and conferences have provided many with those “peak experiences” the psychologists tell us are so determinative, and led to many deepened conversions. Admittedly not all prayer groups have been well-led or well taught. A few have gone off the rails, or proved to be more froth than substance. 

For six years in Rome, I attended on Sunday afternoons the Lumen Christi prayer group, held at the Gregorian University. The group was well led by teachers like Fr Bob Faricy SJ, Fr Francis Sullivan SJ, and Sister Teresa Clemens, among others. 


We benefited from excellent teaching, blending the Pentecostal or charismatic experience together with the broader Catholic tradition. The usually 80 to 150 participants, many of them religious priests and sisters, came from all ends of the English speaking world. From its internationality, and the missionary experience of the participants, one breathed a wider air than was the case in seminary.

Back in England for years I was affiliated to youth prayer groups and regularly helped at healing Masses in Manchester or Liverpool. Hospital chaplaincy at one stage, then increasing parish responsibilities have gradually squeezed this out.  I still miss that prayer group experience. 
Prayer groups provide a faith-building environment in which people can grow spiritually. Personal testimony and thanksgiving for prayers answered, play a large part. Our Faith is strengthened by hearing the accounts of other believers – “what God is doing in my life.” 
They also provides a setting in which the charismatic gifts can be exercised: prophecy, wisdom, healing, tongues, faith, discernment and so on. An ordinary parish Mass provides little outlet for these. Indeed the responsibility for relating faith-building experiences falls entirely upon the priest in his homily. It depends upon anecdotes he has picked up.  

The more expressive forms of charismatic worship: hands raised high, or praying in tongues, cause some embarrassment in many Catholic circles. Yet they are present deep in the history of Catholic tradition. And what is more charismatic or praise filled than Cistercian monks in choir, chanting the praise of God for five or six hours per day?

Some Catholics regard singing as an optional extra, or even a nuisance because it makes the Mass longer. In reality, praise and worship help to open us up to the Divine Presence. They attune us to the Holy Spirit, and allow His power to move in our lives. Pentecostalism and charismatic renewal have reminded us of this vital role of praise and adoration in our collective worship.

What is more Pentecostal than the Mass, in which the Holy Spirit miraculously converts bread and wine into the living and active Eucharistic Presence of God the Son? Often we Catholics have wonderful goods on offer, but we are very poor salespersons, compared to the evangelicals and Pentecostals. 


The graces and charisms of the Holy Spirit are not limited to charismatic renewal or Pentecostal worship. St Paul lists other charisms like almsgiving, teaching and administration. Many of the older parish groups – like the St Vincent de Paul society, or the Third Orders, are inspired by and exercise charisms of the Holy Spirit.

The new movements and religious orders in the Church are an impulse of the Holy Spirit, which Rome has frequently encouraged, but they have not always found a warm reception at a local level.  


In England we seem to distrust religious zeal and enthusiasm and motions of the Holy Spirit. Currents like charismatic renewal are often accused of that one theological mortal sin - Fundamentalism. Why? Because they believe that one can have inspirations directly from God, they believe in the existence of angels and demons, they believe that God has power and the desire to heal the sick. 
Liberal modernist theologians can’t cope with Christians who take the Word of God seriously and experience supernatural aid in their lives, so they pour cold water upon the fires of the Spirit. They are largely responsible for the steep decline in English Christianity. 

Now it has to be said that we should go by faith, not by feelings. We should love God for His own sake, not for the spiritual consolations or bonbons He gives us. If we seek after spiritual novelties in a selfish way, as St John of the Cross reminds us, the Evil One can easily lead us astray. 


Nevertheless, at the start of the spiritual life, newly committed Christians frequently need a more tangible experience of grace, an assurance of God’s love and presence with them. This is perfectly natural and healthy. You say God loves me – am I wrong to want to feel it? How else are they to develop a strong faith in a pagan world?


The best charismatic groups have found themselves drawn increasingly to the Mass and to Eucharistic adoration. They have deepened into contemplative prayer, missionary outreach and community service.  Even if, with the passing years, like Joseph Ratzinger, we prefer plainchant and Palestrina more, and pulsing guitar hymns less, we have to allow the younger generation to discover and live the gifts of the Holy Spirit too, in a way they can relate to. That is something to ponder this Pentecost.
