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Day of Pentecost • June 5, 2022 

by Pat Berger 

 

Somehow, this seems a fine day to use my favorite quote from one of 

Annie Dillard's books.  "It is madness," she writes, "to wear straw hats 

and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets.  

Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us 

to our pews."   The life of faith, and surely Pentecost, ought to have 

that impact. 

 

Pentecost: the celebration of the birth day of the church.  Oddly 

enough, this major celebration has not been hijacked by commercial 

concerns; most of us probably have not sent out Pentecost cards, or 

purchased and wrapped and exchanged Pentecost gifts.  The 

outpouring of Holy Spirit, one commentator calls it; the day on which 

it is recorded in the Book of the Acts that a scruffy group of disciples 

gathered, and suddenly there was a sound like a big wind, and there 

were divided tongues, like tongues of fire, which rested on each of 

them, and each one could speak so that all the others could 

understand, no matter what language they spoke -- they had been 

filled with Holy Spirit.  That's pretty dramatic.  And, it was exactly what 

Jesus had promised them. 

 

Our reading from the Gospel of John details this promise of Jesus to his 

disciples as he prepared for his death.  He told them that after his 

death they would do not only what he had done, but that their works 

would be greater than what he had done -- imagine hearing that 

from the mouth of Jesus.  They were somewhat nervous about this, as 

we might imagine, and so he told them they would be able to do 

these things because he was returning to his Father.  He would ask his 

Father, and the faithful ones would be sent an Advocate, who would 

be with them forever. 

 

The Greek word translated in the NRSV as "Advocate" is not easily 

translated into English.  Parakletos is the Greek word, and it means, 
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"one who is called in."  The Greeks used the word in several different 

ways.  A parakletos might be called in to assist in a difficult case in a 

court of law, often as an expert witness.  A parakletos could also be 

called in during a battle situation where soldiers were weary and 

morale was bad and some encouragement might prove helpful.  A 

parakletos was always the one called when a person was in trouble 

or distress or doubt or bewilderment. 

 

This leads us to another traditional translation, which is comforter.  This 

sense of the word began to be used in the 1300s, and came from Latin 

words which meant, "to be brave with."  I don't know how to put that 

into one English word, but if Holy Spirit is to accompany us always, 

being brave with us must surely be a piece of the role.  I don't often 

feel like a very brave person, but just think: every day, we head out to 

meet God's world knowing that the One beside us carries a title that 

necessitates comforting us and being brave with us.  Especially some 

days, and especially some days recently, I am grateful to know that 

the one walking beside me is in charge of brave. 

 

Jesus knew that that was exactly what his disciples would need after 

he was gone from them, in order that the ministry which he had begun 

might go its next steps.  Those who were with the disciples when Holy 

Spirit came upon them -- Jews, other faithful ones, visitors in town for 

the Feast of Weeks: a great number of them went away from that 

happening with a new faith, and resulting new life. 

 

We can think of other times in the New Testament when Holy Spirit was 

poured out, when amazing things happened, when people came to 

a new faith.  Not all of them were as dramatic, but surely all resulted 

in new life.  David Lose suggests that if we just looked in the Gospel of 

Luke, we could think about when Philip baptized the Ethiopian 

eunuch as one of those times; Paul's conversion story might be seen 

that way; Peter's encounter with Cornelius and the subsequent 

broadening of his faith is another.  Maybe Pentecost didn't happen 

just that once, and Peter may have got that.  When he spoke to the 

people on that "wind and tongues of fire and foreign languages" day, 

he quoted from the prophet Joel: "In the last days it will be, God 
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declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, . . ."  All flesh.  New 

life.  And the last of that reading: "Then everyone who calls on the 

name of the Lord shall be saved."  Everyone.  New life. 

 

Pentecosts great and small happen often -- and sometimes we are 

even paying enough attention to notice.  We are the believers, now; 

we are the ones called to do greater works than Jesus, now.  It isn't 

easy to understand, and it isn't about understanding; it is about 

experiencing.  A friend sent me his pastor's newsletter last week, and 

one of the pastor's points had to do with how difficult experiences -- 

we may think most easily now of mass shootings or of what is 

happening in Ukraine -- these can make our souls go numb.  Our brains 

want to do that.  But, he said, DON'T!  We can't just numb ourselves 

from pain; our brains then can't feel joy or peace or delight or any of 

those fine things, either.  Take appropriate action, he said.  And I 

thought, you know, people in this congregation do a lot of that.    We 

lash on our crash helmets, and we change lives!  The first things that 

came to mind were all of the gifts we gathered during Lent for the 

school and for Habitat and for the animal shelter and and. And then 

I thought of all of the coins we collected that are buying books for 

young children.  And I thought of the Pentecost offering we are 

gathering this month, 40% of which will stay here in St. Helens to help 

children and young people in need.  We change lives.  Where will we 

be called next?  How will we respond?  I don't think we will let ourselves 

go numb.  And Pentecost won't stop unless we do. 

 

Let us pray.   

 

 

 

  


