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“We never even heard there was such a thing as a Holy Spirit,” (Acts 19:2), the disciples of Ephesus told St Paul. They had received a baptism of repentance from John the Baptist. Presumably they also had some belief in Jesus as the Messiah. Paul, however, sensed that there was something lacking in their spirituality. “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” he enquired. 
When Paul laid hands on them, after baptizing them in the name of Jesus, these disciples began to speak in tongues and to prophesy. Repeatedly in the Acts of the Apostles, the coming of the Holy Spirit was marked by visible phenomena, by charismatic gifts. 

Earlier in Acts 10, St Peter was invited to the house of Cornelius, a Roman centurion stationed at Caesarea. Whilst he was preaching about Jesus’ death and resurrection, even without the laying on of hands, “the Holy Spirit came down on all the listeners….they could hear them speaking strange languages and proclaiming the greatness of God.” For Peter’s Jewish companions, this came as a shock, because Cornelius and his associates were Gentiles. 
This evident giving of the Spirit to non-Jews led Peter to say: “Could anyone refuse the water of baptism to these people, now that they have received the Holy Spirit as much as we have?”  It led directly to the opening of the Church to the Gentiles. It guaranteed that in the long term Christianity would become a separate world religion, not merely a sect within Judaism.
Even Simon Magus, the magician in a Samaritan town (Acts 8), could see the effects that the Holy Spirit had on people when the apostles laid hands upon them. He was astonished at the miracles and wonders worked by Philip. He offered the apostles money in an attempt to buy the power: “Give me the same power, so that anyone I lay my hands on will receive the Holy Spirit.”

Peter roundly rebuked Simon Magus: “May your silver be lost forever, and you with it, for thinking that money could buy what God has given for nothing!” Simon apologises and repents, begging the apostles for prayers.

It is from this episode that we have the word “simony,” meaning the selling of sacraments or church offices for money. Whilst Christians have the duty to support their pastors and preachers financially, the direct sale of spiritual goods is still reckoned a grave abuse.

At the first Pentecost, as we hear today, the effects of the Holy Spirit were palpable. The frightened apostles were filled with boldness, and went out preaching in the streets of Jerusalem. Their hearers reported the miracle of glossolalia, of speech in many tongues. We do not know whether the miracle occurred in the apostles’ speaking or in the hearing of the listeners. The accurate term for inspired speech in foreign languages one has not studied is xenoglossia. 
These phenomena still trigger arguments today. Sceptics deny that “speaking in tongues” happened even in the New Testament. Entrapped in a materialist philosophy which leaves no room for divine action, some of them would deny the miraculous completely. Their argument is that either there is no God and such things are impossible, or if there is a God He doesn’t do things like this. Both arguments are unprovable, and can be contradicted by hard evidence and logic.
More common is the cessationist or dispensationalist viewpoint, which asserts that God gave such gifts to the early Church, but then they faded out. Therefore Christians who claim to speak in tongues today are self-deluding or have somehow learnt it naturally. The cessationist viewpoint can also apply to miraculous healings and exorcisms – such things may have happened in the New Testament, but they are not for today.
Christians with Pentecostal or charismatic experience would claim however that the modern phenomenon of praying or singing in tongues is the same as New Testament glossolalia. They would emphasize the miraculous dimension which Christianity should have. The Pentecostal denominations, which have no visible sacraments, lay excessive stress upon glossolalia as a sign of having received the Holy Spirit.


Catholics, who believe that at Mass the Holy Spirit changes bread and wine into God Himself, need have little problem with the comparatively minor miracles of glossolalia or divine healings. Our problems are often with the cultural baggage of Protestant Pentecostalism, frequently over-emotional and irrational. Some of the TV evangelists would make any sane Christian cringe.



To some extent history seems to support the dispensationalist view, although with exceptions. In the early centuries we certainly have evidence of the charismatic gifts. About 160 AD St Justin Martyr wrote “For the prophetical gifts remain with us, even to this present time…..Now, it is possible to see amongst us women and men who possess gifts of the Spirit of God.” 


St Irenaeus of Lyons (c.180 AD) was evidently familiar with Christians who had Pentecostal gifts: “In like manner we do also hear many brethren in the Church, who possess prophetic gifts, and who through the Spirit speak all kinds of languages, and bring to light for the general benefit the hidden things of men, and declare the mysteries of God.”


Also in Gaul, St Hilary of Poitiers (d.368) wrote: “For God hath set same in the Church, first apostles…secondly prophets…thirdly teachers…next mighty works, among which are the healing of diseases… and gifts of either speaking or interpreting divers kinds of tongues. Clearly these are the Church’s agents of ministry and work of whom the body of Christ consists; and God has ordained them. 


In the east, the heretic Marcion and his cult followers specialized in charismatic gifts, which may have made many orthodox Christians dubious and wary of them:  “[Marcion] became possessed of a spirit, and suddenly began to rave in a kind of ecstatic trance, and to babble in a jargon, prophesying in a manner contrary to the custom of the Church which had been handed down by tradition from the earliest times.” (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, c.339)

The fact that the devil can fake miracles and charisms to lead the unwary astray, should not invalidate the correct use of charismatic gifts within the Church. Usum non tollit abusus.


By the time of St John Chrysostom, c.400 AD,  speaking in tongues was certainly redundant in the East:  “This whole phenomenon [of speaking in tongues] is very obscure, but the obscurity is produced by our ignorance of the facts referred to and by their cessation, being such then as used to occur but now no longer take place. And why do they not happen now?”

Even the saintly Fathers of the Egyptian desert, who performed astonishing miracles, even raising the dead, did not claim this least of the charismatic gifts.

St Augustine suggested that xenoglossia was for the apostolic church alone, to show that the Gospel was to be preached in all tongues. His contemporaries did not see people receiving that gift in their own day. Speaking presumably of confirmation, he asks his priests:

“When he laid the hand on infants, did each one of you look to see whether they would speak with tongues, and, when he saw that they did not speak with tongues, was any of you so strong-minded as to say, These have not received the Holy Ghost; for, had they received, they would speak with tongues as was the case in those times?”

Yet St Patrick recorded a dream in which he heard a strange language prayed by the Holy Spirit:  “And another night - God knows, I do not, whether within me or beside me - most words which I heard and could not understand, except at the end of the speech it was represented thus: 'He who gave his life for you, he it is who speaks within you.' And thus I awoke, joyful.” 

In the twelfth century, glossolalia appears in the life of St Hildegard of Bingen with her “concerts in the Spirit.” St Francis Xavier too is supposed to have preached in Asia in languages he had never learnt.  French Jansenists, Quakers and other revivalists exhibited the gifts.
“Weird Babel of Tongues” was how the Los Angeles Daily Times reported the Azusa Street revival, which began the worldwide Pentecostal movement in the twentieth century.

The theory linking glossolalia to schizophrenia and hysteria has no empirical evidence. It was refuted in 1969 and onwards in the psychological literature. A 2003 study of 991 male Evangelical clergy found a positive link between glossolalia and stable extrovert characters.

Intriguingly, nuclear magnetic resonance scans of individuals speaking in tongues show a decrease in the activity of the brain language centres, with an increase in the emotional centres. This suggests that glossolalia is not associated with usual rational language functions. 

Whatever the pluses or minuses of speaking in tongues, Pope Leo XIII asked every parish to pray the Novena to the Holy Spirit before Pentecost (Divinum illud 1897). In today’s secular climate, the Church badly needs the divine charismata to make headway. For whoever sincerely asks for the Holy Spirit is bound to receive Him, but He may come in ways we do not expect. 
