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In the Sacrament of Confirmation we receive the Holy Spirit to strengthen us as witnesses to Christ and “soldiers of Christ.”  The bishop used to give the newly-confirmed a slap on the cheek as a symbol that he must now be strong in the battle against evil, and bear the slings and arrows of an outraged world.


In his Encyclical Dominum et Vivificantem (1986) Pope John Paul II described first the Holy Spirit, proceeding from the Father and the Son, given to the Church. Secondly, he explained how the Spirit convinces the world concerning sin. Thirdly he spoke of the Spirit as the Giver of life.


This Pentecost, let us consider the Holy Spirit as He who “convinces the world concerning sin.”

In the Upper Room, Jesus promised his apostles the Holy Spirit, the Advocate, who would come after His own departure to the Father.  ““It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counsellor will not come to you. . . And when He comes, He will convince the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgement.”  (John 16:4)  


“Sin” means the incredulity and rejection which Jesus encountered, ending in his death.

“Righteousness” means the definitive justice which the Father restores to Jesus, vindicating Him by the glory of the Resurrection and Ascension.

 “Judgement” means that the Spirit of Truth will show the world its guilt in condemning Jesus to death upon the Cross.  Judgement is pronounced first and foremost against the Prince of this World, the devil, foments rebellion and hatred of God. As to the world itself, Jesus came in the hope of saving it, not to condemn it. 

The world is the “theatre of man’s history, and carries the marks of his energies, his tragedies, and his triumphs.” It is a world “created and sustained by its Maker’s love, fallen indeed into the bondage of sin, yet emancipated now by Christ.”

The Paraclete’s mission is, in part, “to convince the world concerning sin.” However, this “conviction” is no sad guilt-trip without an exit. It is a salvific conviction which leads to repentance and salvation, removing man from the orbit of damnation with Satan, “the ruler of this world of darkness.” 

Sin shall be silhouetted against the bright foil of righteousness, Jesus’ Cross and Resurrection.

Jesus was crucified and rose again: “to break the stranglehold of personified Evil, so that this world might be fashioned anew and according to God’s design, and reach its fulfilment.” (GS2)

The promises of Jesus are fulfilled in St Peter’s Pentecost-day speech: “This Jesus, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs . . . you crucified and killed . . But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death.”  Through the lips of Peter, the Holy Spirit convicts the world of its sinful rejection of the Messiah. 

The homily is a call to conversion: “Brothers, what shall we do?” ask the listeners.  “Repent, and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  

Here is the double gift: firstly, the gift of conviction of sin i.e. the truth of conscience; and secondly the gift of conviction concerning the offer of redemption.

The Holy Spirit is the Love proceeding from the Father and the Son. He “searches the depths of a man.” Even more, He “searches the depths of God.”  He demonstrates the appalling face of human sin, epitomised in the worst sin of all, the murder of the Son of God on Good Friday. He links every sin to the Cross of Christ. Then, searching the depths of God, He reveals God’s response to human sin: the offer of redemption. 

At the beginning “the Spirit of God hovered over the waters.”  He made us in the “image and likeness of God,” with rationality, freedom, and the potential to have a personal I-Thou relationship, a covenant, with God. 

The gift of the Spirit is thus fundamentally a call to friendship – He opens the transcendent depths of God to human participation. 


“The invisible God, out of the abundance of His love, speaks to men as friends and lives among them, so that He may invite and take them into fellowship with Himself.” (DV2)


In the Book of Genesis, the disobedience of our first parents under the influence of the Tempter, the “father of lies,” revealed the “mysterium iniquitatis.”  Our first parents broke the limits of their creatureliness. They desired to “become as gods, knowing good and evil.” 

God’s unexpected answer comes in the redemption, the “mysterium pietatis,” the mystery of filial obedience. Totally obedient to the Father’s will, Jesus offers Himself upon the Cross, in supreme love for us. 

When our archetypal parents sinned by disobedience, they turned away from “the truth contained in the Word of God who creates the world.” Sin is always a rejection of the divine Word, the eternal law which regulates the world and all human acts.

God is the “one definitive source of the moral order in the world created by Him” – an order perceived by the gift of conscience, enabling the human image to reflect its divine model. Tragically, the human race rejected its divine source. Man wanted to be an independent and exclusive arbiter of what is good or evil.


However, man has not sinned in the way that Satan sinned. Lucifer was pure angelic spirit who in full knowledge and foresight of all the consequences turned away from God for eternity. He has already been condemned.


Human disobedience is an aversion from God, a closing up of human freedom. Man opens his will and mind to “the father of lies,” consenting to the motivation of that first temptation to sin. He dallies with the anti-Word, the anti-Truth, and allows a falsehood about Who God Is to take over. He is infected by a perverse “genius of suspicion” against God. He becomes alienated, distrustful of his good Creator. 

The spirit of darkness is adept at portraying God as an enemy of man, indeed as a source of danger and a threat to man’s freedom and happiness. Satan sows in souls the seed of opposition of God. 

“Throughout the history of humanity there will be a constant pressure upon man to reject God, even to the point of hating Him. Thus sin is, according to Augustine: “Love of self to the point of contempt for God.” Amor sui usque ad contemptum Dei.


When the Spirit “convinces concerning sin,” at the same time He reveals divine suffering. The Bible speaks in anthropomorphic terms of God who beholds the sin of the world, and “grieved at having made man.” There is an inscrutable and indescribable fatherly “pain” in the heart of God.

The Father sends Jesus into the world, anointed with the Spirit-Paraclete, to restore human nature by the perfect offering of Himself for sin. In the Old Testament, fire fell from heaven to consume the people’s sacrificial offerings as a holocaust. 

On Calvary, the Holy Spirit fell like  “fire from heaven” and consumed the sacrifice of Jesus upon the Cross. He transformed the human suffering of Jesus, inflicted by the sin of the world, into salvific love. 

This divine fire of the Spirit’s love burns up the guilt of the world. The immolated Lamb receives the Holy Spirit, and breathes it forth onto his disciples.

So it was that on the first Easter evening, the Risen Lord imparted the Spirit to his Apostles: “Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you do forgive, they are forgiven; whose sins you do retain, they are retained.”


Since Calvary, the Paraclete is present in the world in a new way. He “convinces concerning sin,” that is, “He makes man realise his own evil and at the same time directs him towards the good.” He brings about the conversion of human hearts, by working through the conscience.


The Church, charged with the Holy Spirit, stands as the conscience to the entire world. She must “call good and evil by their proper names,” as when Vatican II condemned genocide, abortion, euthanasia, wilful suicide, slavery, prostitution, torture and mutilation as crimes against humanity and a supreme dishonour to the Creator. 

The blood of the Son of Man purifies the conscience from dead actions (Heb. 9:14). The Spirit illuminates the conscience and reveals the basic disequilibrum in the heart. 

Conscience judges our actions, and inspires remorse at the evil we have done. The Spirit can transform this inner suffering, this sense of reprobation, into a conversion of heart. He leads us to Christ, whose grace alone can quell “the deathdance in man’s blood.” So a person becomes open to divine forgiveness and the remission of sins. Conversion is the most marvellous work of the Holy Spirit.

