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Year A:  Pentecost-b  Acts 2:1-11; Ps 104:25-35, 37b; 1Cor 12:3b-13; Jn 20:19-23 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – May 31, 2020  
 
Focus Sentence:  Come, Holy Spirit, breathe new life into us. 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

Today is Pentecost, the conclusion of the Great Fifty Days of the Easter Season, 

and the day on which we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit to be our Advocate and 

Guide.  We also celebrate the real birthday of the Church when we, redeemed humans, 

are empowered by that Spirit to continue the ministry of Jesus here on earth in and 

through our own persons. 

 

PAUSE 

 

It’s interesting and notable that today’s Scripture readings, the one from the Acts 

of the Apostles, and the one from John’s Gospel give us two different versions of 

Pentecost, of the coming of the Holy Spirit.  In the version from Acts, no doubt the one 

most of us think of when we hear the term Pentecost, the Apostles are gathered 

together in one place, probably that locked upper room where they had been praying 

and hiding from the religious authorities.  It’s the Day of Pentecost, which comes from 

the Greek, and means “fifty days” (fifty days after Passover, or for our purposes, fifty 

days after Easter.)  The Apostles are suddenly surrounded by a sound like violent wind 

rushing, and tongues of fire descend upon each of them.  Luke goes on to tell us that 

they are filled with the Holy Spirit, they become emboldened, and begin speaking in 

different languages. 

Luke’s is the familiar, and very dramatic, version of the Pentecost story. 
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In the other version of the story, from John’s Gospel, you will first note that the 

gift of the Holy Spirit is much less dramatic (there’s no violent wind or tongues of fire), 

and it seems to occur almost simultaneously with the Resurrection of Jesus.  John sets 

the scene by telling us that it was “evening on that day, the first day of the week.”  That 

particular “first day of the week” is the day of the empty tomb, the day of Resurrection. 

This Gospel reading might also seem rather familiar to you, and the reason is 

because we heard it just a few weeks ago, on the second Sunday of Easter.  Back then, 

the passage was longer, because its emphasis was on the story of the Apostle Thomas 

(so-called “Doubting Thomas”), and it spoke to us about belief in Jesus’ Resurrection. 

This Sunday, we’re repeating the passage (in a shorter form), but now we’re 

emphasizing the descent of God’s “Holy Breath,” the Holy Spirit, today on Pentecost. 

In John’s account, the resurrected Jesus is appearing to the whole gathered 

group of Apostles (minus Thomas) for the first time, and Jesus has two gifts for them:  

first is the traditional Hebrew gift of shalom, or peace.  It’s as if Jesus is saying to them, 

“Yes, I am alive, I’ve overcome death, and I’m still here with you.  You should be at 

great peace to know this.” 

Jesus’ second gift to the Apostles is the gift of the Holy Spirit.  “Receive the Holy  

Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, 

they are retained.”  Jesus is here fulfilling his promise, heard in the Gospel two weeks 

ago, that he would not leave the Apostles (or us) orphaned or comfortless, but would 

give us the Holy Spirit to be our Parakletos, our Advocate, to stand with us. 

This is the beginning of a new chapter in the life of Jesus:  a chapter where the 

life of Jesus is lived through you and me.  And, it’s a chapter that’s still being written 

today, here and now. 

 

PAUSE 
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“[Jesus] breathed on them… .”  If you’ve ever been in close quarters with 

someone (on an elevator, maybe) who had eaten a lot of garlic at their last meal, you 

realize that this might seem socially awkward in a way, and especially in these days of 

masks and social distancing.  But it’s really a significant detail.  Remember that Jesus 

told us, “I and the Father are one.”  Breath, Spirit………..in the Hebrew, ruach.  We 

might remember this ruach from Genesis, where God breathes life into humanity.  We 

breathe, we live, because God first breathed life into us.  Ruach is not the essence of 

God.  When God breathes on the Apostles, they do not become God any more than 

Adam and Eve did.  But ruach/breath is a power that comes from God, and that sets 

things in motion, like the wind, and whose source remains mysterious.  Through God 

breathing on humanity, we came to life and were given the potential to live and move 

and have our being like God does….but not AS God.  (Remember that believing we 

ARE God is what the so-called original sin is all about.)  Here, Jesus breathes on the 

Apostles, enabling them to live and move in new ways in this world, to live and move 

like Jesus in this world. 

PAUSE 

Note something else in this account of Pentecost:  in spite of Jesus’ gift of 

shalom, or peace, to the Apostles, Jesus doesn’t add, “So just chill out, relax.”  Instead, 

Jesus says to them, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  The ruach, or holy 

breath of Jesus is what sets things in motion, and it’s supposed to set us in motion as 

well.  That motion leads the Apostles outward into the world in self-giving love.  Which, 

when you consider they had recently been behind locked doors in fear, is quite a 

message.  But that’s the Gospel.  While it may be comforting (remember that another 

name for the Holy Spirit is Holy Comforter), it’s not supposed to make us chill out and sit 

back in comfort.  It’s supposed to move us, energize us, and send us out into the world, 

sharing in God’s mission to the world.  It bids us to live as Jesus lived, so secure in the 

knowledge that we are God’s beloved that we can give our lives away. 

 

PAUSE 
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There’s more, though! 

Jesus also says, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you 

retain the sins of any, they are retained.” 

Sin, of course, is whatever separates us from the love of God, and from each 

other.  Sin is broken relationships wherever God dreams of wholeness. 

With the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus thus gives the Apostles --- the newborn 

church --- the power of wholeness and the power of brokenness.  And, in doing so, 

Jesus gives the Church her mission. 

In the Catechism section of our Book of Common Prayer (page 855, to be exact), 

it says, “The mission [emphasis is mine] of the Church is to restore all people to unity 

with God and with each other in Christ.”  And by the way, two questions later, the 

Catechism says, “The Church carries out its mission through the ministry of all its 

members.”  (And that’s you and me, sisters and brothers!) 

This mission of the Church, then, is a mission of the forgiveness of sins, of 

bringing blessed wholeness out of the tragedy of brokenness. 

Unfortunately, the opposite is true as well.  We also have the power of retaining, 

of holding back.  We have the power of hanging on to brokenness, and even the power 

of creating more.  And where we exercise that power, there will be brokenness, there 

will be division, there will be sin. 

Jesus’ words to his Apostles are words of great power.  Through the power of the 

Holy Spirit, God can use us to make lives whole, to make LIFE whole.  Of course, with 

that power comes great responsibility.  Sin, brokenness, can be retained --- in our world, 

in our lives, in our own hearts. 

Part of our own brokenness is that we hang on to things which separate us from 

God:  unhealthy habits, unhealthy relationships, unhealthy ways of thinking and being. 

These are sin --- subtle and seductive, and each with its unique gravitational pull. 
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What is separating you from the love of God in Jesus Christ?  Are you letting go 

of sin, or hanging on to it?  In your life, in your family, in our church community, in our 

communities, in our world? 

Jesus has given us power, in the Holy Spirit, to let it go.  Let’s resolve, on this 

day of rebirth, this Day of Pentecost, to commit anew to that challenging, but wonderful, 

reconciling mission of the Church. 

And let the church say, 

                      AMEN.  ALLELUIA! 

(inspired by the Rev. Mike Kinman and his Gnaw on This blog for June 2, 2014,) 


