
Sunday 4 June 2006:  The Day of Pentecost 
Eucharist with Baptism 
 
‘It began with the Spirit’ 
 
Acts 2: 1-21; John 15: 26-27 and 16:4b – 15 
 
It  began with the Spirit. Jesus said ‘John baptised with water but you will be baptised with the 
Holy Spirit not many days from now… you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come to 
you and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and to the ends of the earth’. Then came the 
waiting time – preparing for the climax of Pentecost. It began with the Spirit. For without the 
Spirit there would be no story to tell. Without the Spirit there would be no Church, no way to 
follow. Without the Spirit there would be no witness bearing – either in Jerusalem or anywhere 
else in the world. It began with the Spirit. 
 
What a day to be baptised Alice! 
 
The Spirit was always there. Very clearly it was an essential part of God’s creation work and yet 
we wait for its coming at Pentecost. If we think about it a lot of the Christian faith is about 
waiting and we have to do odd things with time. First, in Advent, we wait for the coming of the 
Christ Child, at Epiphany we wait for his manifestation to the wider world, in Holy Week we 
wait for death and resurrection – birth and death, Christmas and Easter, are not separate events – 
and then, after the Ascension, we wait for the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Perhaps 
that’s one of the difficulties the world has with the Church for much of  today’s Western world 
cannot bear to wait for anything. 
 
Waiting is about time and time is an interesting and strange phenomenon. Many of us feel we 
don’t have enough of it or, if we have too much, we may feel there to be something wrong. Time 
can appear to pass at different speeds according to our age, our activity or our mood. And time 
and waiting operate, of course, at different levels – past, present, future, liturgical, calendar, or 
natural year. There are promises and fulfilments, interweaving trajectories, interruptions and 
overlapping – both in our own lives and in the wider life of the Church. 
 
Much of the hope, and of the waiting, of the Christian faith is carried forward not just by what we 
don’t possess now but by what we are given now of the future. Many of the partial fulfilments of 
biblical promise we see not just as something incomplete but as a foretaste of the end to come. 
So, when Alice is baptised in a few moments, that won’t be her spiritual life done and dusted and 
complete but a foretaste of the wonderful possibilities ahead. 
 
We’ve had some terrific music in church recently if we think of all that we experienced through 
Easter and Ascensiontide and music has quite a lot to say to us about this idea of ‘pre-figuring’ 
time – of seeing a glimpse of what is ahead. When we listen to music we’re always between the 
notes in a way – on the way from one note to another. Our hearing reaches through the note and 
goes beyond it so, in that sense, the musical present is charged with its own future. 
 
We usually think we’ve recognised when the end of a piece of music approaches. It will often 
finish with a particular type of chord progression that makes it feel fairly unambiguously ‘over’. 
It’s like a gesture of closure. But sometimes a composer will use time and waiting and 



expectation in a different way. A passage may come to an apparent close with a normal type of 
cadence that makes it sound like the end and we may sit back or even begin to applaud but, in 
fact, that cadence turns out not to be the end at all but the start of something new. An ending is 
also a beginning. 
 
So, if we think of that really very dramatic description of the day of Pentecost in the reading from 
Acts. Is that an ending or a beginning? The pouring out of the Spirit and the signs that were 
associated with it speak of the ending that had been promised by the prophet Joel – the ‘last days’ 
that had been awaited so fervently. We can almost sense God’s closing cadence fulfilling the air 
and yet the atmosphere is also one of initiation and it becomes clear that this is just the start of a 
new beginning. It begins with the Spirit. 
 
The picture of the day of Pentecost that we’re given in Acts is like a very vivid drama. ‘They 
were all together in one place when suddenly, from heaven, there came a sound, filling the entire 
house where they were’. Jewish tradition said that, seven weeks after Passover, the Law was 
given at Pentecost. It was an important annual festival of pilgrimage so it’s entirely plausible that 
the disciples would have been gathered together in Jerusalem. So there’s another meeting in time 
really – of the old order and of the new. 
 
That the experience of the coming of the Holy Spirit happened in Jerusalem had huge symbolic 
significance for it helped to establish Jerusalem as the centre of the new movement – confirmed  
by the fact that no other founding centre for Christianity has even been hinted at by any early 
Christian source documents. Even Paul, whose relations with Jerusalem were often frosty, 
regarded it as the spiritual centre of the gospel he proclaimed. 
 
The followers of Jesus gathered there probably both because it was Pentecost but also because 
Jesus had told them to wait in the city and they were expecting and hoping for some confirmation 
of his promise to them. 
 
And so there came that vision of the Spirit – we’re not told that it actually was wind that they 
heard but a sound like wind. The tongues that appeared among them and rested on them were like 
fire – not fire itself. And Peter quotes Joel reminding us that we are to see visions and dream 
dreams. And this was given for all people ‘All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit’. The 
Spirit’s heavenly origin was expressed in human terms of storm, wind and fire but through its 
division ‘divided tongues appeared among them’ it was destined to spread to all people 
throughout the world. 
 
And so sprang the new community – the Church – of whom, more than 1,900 years later – we are 
part of today’s living representatives. Jesus had warned that his followers would be hated by the 
world – that was an inevitable transfer of the world’s hatred of Jesus himself. At various times 
and in various places the church is, or has been, hated, ignored or written off. None of those 
things are ground for resentment but at the moment we may sense that we’re in a slightly 
different place. Recent events and circumstances – political, ethical, ecological and so on – mean 
that the world seems ready to consider religion and to listen in a way that it hasn’t for decades. 
 
And that’s a real challenge for us. We’ve got rather used to not being listened to and so the 
Church has tended to turn in on itself in response – just think of some of the issues that have 
dominated debate over recent years. But now it seems we’re really being called from our 



slumbers and our ‘in-house’ issues to witness to the world in a thoughtful, true and meaningful 
way. 
 
In fact, the priest (from this diocese) who writes the TV review column in the Church Times 
wrote recently, after attending an award ceremony held bi-annually at Lambeth Palace for 
religious TV programming – ‘The atmosphere was palpably different from that on previous 
occasions. Normally, they have something of a defiant feel to them – “We know that nobody else 
cares but we’re convinced that what we’re celebrating is really important.” But this year the 
awards felt confident and mainstream needing no apology. The winning programmes (which, 
incidentally, included The Monastery, Tsunami –Where was God?, Priest Idol and A Test of 
Faith with Rageh Omaar) had sparked general interest far beyond the religious ghetto – noticed 
and applauded by mainstream critics and attracting decent sized audiences. Surely a reflection 
that society as a whole is far more interested in religion, for a variety of reasons, than it has 
been’. 
 
Such witness and mission, after years of rejection, may feel at times pretty well impossible. And 
it would be so if we were left to our own resources – as indeed we often act as if we think we are. 
But, as Jesus reminded his followers, as we move out into the world the Advocate, the 
Counsellor, the Holy Spirit will come, bearing witness. Not with new teaching, not as a surrogate 
for Christ but as a continuum. With us to guide and bring clarity to the gospel message and doing 
this through many different channels – through art, through science, through relationships, 
through the created world and so on. 
 
As individuals, as church and as world we find ourselves in new situations for which we are not 
and cannot always be prepared but the Spirit has been sent to guide us into the truth – truth not in 
the sense of sheer information and knowledge but as the way to God. The Spirit who, when new 
circumstances create new needs and responses, will open up new resources for us. 
 
That is the church to which we belong, I hope with a sense of excitement, from which we are sent 
out, and of which Alice becomes a member today. 
 
It begins with the Spirit. 
 
What a day to be baptised Alice! 
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