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By Jude Siciliano, OP

Dear Preachers:

There is a lot of imagery in the Acts( Pentecost account that stirs up biblical memory and connects us to other moments in the biblical narrative(and other moments in our own narrative as well.  Pentecost, the Feast of Weeks, was originally a Jewish agricultural feast.  It was celebrated fifty days or seven weeks after Passover.  It started as a feast of thanksgiving for the harvest.  As it developed it also became a reminder and celebration of God(s mighty deeds in the history of salvation.  We too celebrate the harvest of our faith and how it has been nourishment during times when we would have withered under the burden of difficult days.  So, the Eucharist we celebrate today gives us a chance to remember what God has done for us in the mystery of Jesus Christ.  We celebrate the church that surrounds us in this congregation, for the Spirit(s signs and wonders we have experienced in our midst. We have been strengthened by the committed members who serve in ministry, both the full time and the many volunteers.  No one of us has all the gifts needed to minister to this community or to address the needs of the world around us. But as a community we have seen the Spirit(s gifts still being poured out on those gathered in (one place together(, as the disciples were on Pentecost and we are this day.

Jesus( disciples were probably together on Pentecost because it was the next big pilgrimage feast to Jerusalem after his death and resurrection.  We are still at the beginning of Acts and we have this powerful manifestation of the Spirit.  If this were a drama, we could title it (The Acts of the Spirit(; this is early in act one and already the main character in the drama has made a strong entrance.  We will remember this spectacular entrance as we hear the subsequent tales of the early church. No matter how stellar the other characters in this drama become, we will always remember how it all started; the Holy Spirit came to them first.  

The biblical reader is reminded of God(s manifestations on Sinai; remember the thunder and smoke that dramatized God(s appearance on the mountain?  Pentecost represents God(s renewing the covenant with us.  At Sinai people accepted God as their God; they became a people of God.  Now, through the Pentecost event and the subsequent preaching of the disciples to the nationalities gathered that day in Jerusalem ((Parthians, Medes and Elamites,( representing the people(s of the world), the invitation to become covenanted to God will be proclaimed to the entire world:  It(s an invitation to all, including the Gentiles, to be God(s people.  

Wait a second.  Are these the same disciples who fled when Jesus was taken captive and killed?  Are they the same frightened group that huddled behind locked doors for fear of the authorities?  Now look at them(breaking out of confines and fear to boldly proclaim the news about Jesus Christ.  What has changed them?  It(s the new life God(s Spirit has given them. They used to be scattered--- no community.  Now they are drawn together, made a church by the same God who took the initiative and appeared on Sinai to a frightened and fleeing group of former slaves.

Ever see one of those western films that depict a wild fire spreading across the grasslands?  Usually there’s a strong wind driving the flames and no way of controlling the fire. There(s usually a cattle herd stampeding in front of the fire and lots of excited cowboys trying to get things under control.  That(s the sense I get as I read this account of the Spirit (though I don(t image the early church as a herd of cattle!  They are more like the grass.  First they catch fire and, driven by the wind, they start to spread the fire to those nearest them, those attracted by all the excitement, those right outside the room where the disciples have gathered.  As Acts proceeds, the narrative will recount how the fire spread; how more and more joined this fired community; and now more and more will witness to Jesus Christ, thanks to the Spirit--- the fire starter.  

In both I Corinthians and in various places in Acts, the gift of tongues is associated with the Holy Spirit.  Several times in Acts the gift comes as a sign of authenticity, a sign of approbation.  As, for example, when Peter preaches at Cornelius’ house and the Gentiles there begin to speak in tongues (Acts 10). This moment is for Peter, a sign that the Gentiles too are receiving the Spirit and that they should be baptized.  As a result, the church began to accept those outside its Jewish roots.  The floodgates were released and the church was about to be watered with the peoples of the world.  

The disciples are described as speaking in languages understood by the different nationalities who heard them.  Each heard in his or her respective language.  This speaking in tongues was different from the phenomenon Paul was addressing in I Corinthians (13-14).  On Pentecost the preached message needed no interpreters, those present understood them in their native languages.    People weren’t asked to learn a specific religious language.  The gospel they preached from Pentecost onwards wasn’t a gospel limited to one culture, one manner of expression.  To be spoken to in one(s own language means the Speaker is one with us; comes from our nationality;  has wanted to communicate with us enough to come more than half way towards us. God has removed barriers; has shown appreciation for the uniqueness of each of us(speaks our language, not as a foreigner, but as one of us.  

Let(s look again at the signs of the Spirit(s action(fire and the strong driving wind.  As has been said, we are dealing with divine manifestations here.  These are not easily controllable forces, not conveniently channeled into manageable streams.  Those touched by the Spirit show the same unmanageable qualities.  They too are not easily channeled into what society or church considers polite behavior.  They cannot be easily silenced either. They can be very inconvenient to the rest of us, unsettling us from our fixed positions and views.  They, like the disciples in the story, are not cowered easily or afraid to stand up in front of a group of strangers, or familiars for that matter, to speak and do what God wants spoken and done.  

Now we know, from biblical stories right up to this one in Acts that God speaks and acts wherever God chooses. No one has proprietary rights on God.  No one church or religious body has copyrighted God. Yet, judging from today(s account, in this instance, the Spirit comes to where (they were all in one place together.(   The chance of catching the Spirit seems good if we gather, as we do today.  We are disciples of Jesus wanting to serve him, aware that we have fallen short, that our own spirits waver, compromise, lose enthusiasm, are distracted, wear down, and get bloated and dazzled by the world(s temporary delights. 

Each Sunday, we return to this gathering with some faith guarantees.  When we assemble to hear God(s word and celebrate Eucharist, God stirs up the Spirit once again.  The signs may not be as spectacular as wind, flames and charismatic speech, but they are, nevertheless, part of the drama of the Acts of the Spirit. The lead player in this drama enters the scene again today. For here among us are people who have been nourished by God’s Spirit over a lifetime. We are still believing, still yearning for God and still trying to be faithful to our commitments. In a fickle world, where people all too easily move away from commitments they have made, we have struggled to proclaim in word and deed Christ(s ongoing life among us.  What could be a more telling sign of the Spirit(s dramatic but often quiet presence?  Once again in this assembly today, the Spirit is lighting the fire that will fuel our faith and is stirring up the wind that will urge us to share it with those right outside our doors?  

ONE GOOD PUBLICATION FOR THE PREACHER:

(HOLY SPIRIT,( THE LIVING PULPIT, January-March 1996, Volume 5, No. 1.  

This excellent quarterly focuses on one theme each edition and then provides essays, quotes, biblical commentary, poetry and book reviews to help the preacher study the theme from various perspectives.  Previous themes include: Advent, Jesus, Forgiveness, Prayer, Grace, Suffering, Sabbath, etc.  Back issues are available. 

THE LIVING PULPIT, 5000 Independence Avenue, Bronx, NY 10471 Phone: 914-757-5109 Membership dues $39 per year.  

QUOTABLE:

Everyday Mysticism: ...the experience of the Spirit I talk of here is also to be found in a mysticism of everyday life outside a verbalized and institutionalized Christianity, and therefore may be discovered by Christian in their lives when the encounter their non-Christian brothers and sisters, or in their study of religious history, Christians need not be shocked or astonished at such a revelation.  It should serve only to show that their God, the God of Jesus Christ, wants all men and women to be saved, and offers God(s grace as liberation to all human beings, offering it as liberation into incomprehensible mystery.  The grace of Christ takes effect in a mysterious way...and... Allows people to share in the paschal mystery of Jesus, even where people who are loyal to their conscience have not yet been reached in any convincing way by the explicit message of Christianity and have not been molded by the Christian sacraments.

(Karl Rahner, quoted in LIVING PULPIT, Volume 5, No.1

ANNOUNCEMENTS:
1.  CD Available:    (FIRST IMPRESSIONS: PREACHING REFLECTIONS ON LITURGICAL YEAR C(    This compilation, from past (First Impressions,(  includes two reflections on almost all Sundays and major feasts for this liturgical year.  For more information and to purchase go to:   http://judeop.ispraleigh.com/ 
2.  I get notes from people responding to these reflections.  Sometimes they tell how they use (First Impressions( in their ministry and for personal use. Others respond to the reflections, make suggestions and additions.  I think our readers would benefit from these additional thoughts. If you drop me a BRIEF note, I will be happy to add your thoughts and reflections to my own.  (Judeop@Juno.com) 
3.  Our webpage address:   http://judeop.ispraleigh.com/                 
(Where you will find (Preachers( Exchange,( which includes "First Impressions" and  (Homilías Dominicales,( as well as articles, book reviews and quotes pertinent to preaching.)

4.  (Homilías Dominicales(-- these Spanish reflections are written by three  friars of the Southern Dominican Province,   Leobardo Almazan, Juan Torres, OP , Wilmo Candanedo, OP   and two Dominican sisters, Regina Mc Carthy, OP and Doris Regan, OP.   Like (First Impressions(, (Homilías Dominicales( are a preacher(s early reflections on the upcoming Sunday readings and liturgy.  So, if you or a friend would like to receive (Homilías Dominicales( drop a note to John Boll, O.P. at:    Jboll@opsouth.org  or   jboll@preacherexchange.org.  

5. "First Impressions" is a service to preachers and those wishing to prepare for Sunday worship.  It is sponsored by the Southern Dominican Province, U.S.A.  If you would like "First Impressions" sent weekly to a friend, send a note to John Boll at the above Email address.


DONATIONS

If you would like to support this ministry, please send tax deductible contributions to Jude Siciliano, O.P., whose address is listed below.  Make checks to: Dominican Friars of Raleigh.  Or, go to our webpage to make an online donation:    
http://judeop.ispraleigh.com 
Thank you.




Blessings on your preaching,





Jude Siciliano, O.P., Promoter of Preaching, Southern Dominican Province, USA

P.O. Box 12927, Raleigh, N.C.   27605, (919) 833‑1893, Email: judeop@juno.com 
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