Spiritual Gifts

“Happy birthday to us.” Traditionally the feast of the Pentecost has been regarded as the Birthday of the Church, since that is the day in which, as we have seen in today’s first lesson written in the Acts of the Apostles, the Apostles were inspired (which means “spirit filled”) and began their ministry as a Church in earnest. But, hold it, wait, wait. The Gospel According to St. John gives us a different timing, there it says Jesus visited them on the day of the Resurrection, the first day of the week, and breathed on them, inspiring them on that occasion. So, which one is true? Which one is to be believed? As Father Bill told us last week, the Scriptures, which began as oral traditions, have more than one source, and it seem reasonable to assume that the two authors are recording different traditions for the timing of the same event, namely the beginning of the Church.


Both traditions seem to have similarities; we find that in each case the Apostles were assembled together in a house or the room of a house. The author of the Fourth Gospel explains the reason for the gathering as “Fear of the Jews.” The implication is that there is safety in numbers, as long as they stayed together the possibility existed that they could protect themselves from outside influences. What were they afraid of? Persecution because of whom they had been following; they were afraid of accusations that they had stolen the body to bring about a cause célèbre in claiming that Jesus has risen; they were afraid of suffering the same fate that Jesus had suffered on the Cross. They were living in uncertain times. Is it fear that causes us to meet together as a community? Fear of what? What is out there that would cause us to huddle together and cower in fear? Is that the reason we gather? 


In the other tradition the author immediately explains why they would be together; as traditional Jews themselves, they were celebrating the Festival of Shavuot, the Feast of “Weeks”, seven weeks after the Feast of the Passover. Seven weeks of seven days equals 49, and the feast takes place on the day afterwards, the 50th (which is what Pentecost means). They were gathered to celebrate, to feast. Originally it was a Harvest Festival of sorts, in which the “First Fruits”, the earliest reapings, were presented to be taken as an offering to the Temple. Later on it was to become also a celebration and a renewal of the Covenant that God made with Noah following the Great Flood. Both of these celebrations speak to God’s favor to the people, and the ways in which God has provided for them. It is right and fitting that they should be celebrated with liturgies rich in history and tradition. Is that why we assemble? To celebrate history? Tradition? To revel in the past and to remember what was? That was why all of those “Foreign speaking” Jews were gathered in Jerusalem, a convenient audience, and testimony of the influence and power of the Holy Spirit. 


The actual experience seems to be similar in both traditions, suddenly an overwhelming presence, the risen Christ in one instance, a wind (ruach-the breath of God) in the other, and they find themselves empowered, energized, inspired. Able to understand what they had not been able to up to now; able to do things that they had seen only their Lord and Master do before, as Father Bill said last week, they were able to see the world through Jesus’ eyes as well as their own. They now have gifts and talents to use in the furthering and spreading of the Gospel, the Good News. Tongues is only one of them, St. Paul enumerates several more: “the utterance of wisdom,…the utterance of  knowledge,…faith, …healing,… miracles,…prophesy, …discernment,…and…the interpretation of tongues.” These are the ones that he identifies, but there are many more that have been employed throughout Christian History. Can I ask what Spiritual gift, or gifts, you have been given? You don’t have to answer now. But you may also want to ask the question: How have I used the Spiritual Gifts that I have been given? 


I have to admit, sometimes it is not easy to identify our Spiritual Gifts, let alone use them, and few if any of us are endowed with all of the gifts. Most may have one or two at best, and it is in being in the right place at the right time that allows them to be identified and used. But they are meant to be used, and to be used for the same purposes and goals that they were given to the apostles, namely the furtherance and spreading of the Gospel. That is our task, not to sit cowering and huddled with fear; not to be hide bound by history and tradition, as rich as that may be. But to perform as the Body of Christ. “For just as the body has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.” Using the Gifts that we have been given we become (metaphorically) the hands, the arms, the legs, chest and the stomach of Christ at work in the world, bringing and sharing the Gospel, sometimes even using words.


I think that that is the greatest Gift of the Holy Spirit that we have been given, and it has only been alluded to. When we look at the Hebrew people we have to realize that what made them who they were, and are, were the laws and statutes, dietary and otherwise, which set them apart and gave them solidarity as a people, as a community. I feel that what the Laws did for Judaism, the Holy Spirit did for Christendom. Each individual in the Hebrew nation, was touched and governed by the Laws, but they collectively were bound by them! Each Christian is, in some way, individually touched by the Holy Spirit and is inspired, but we are intended to use that which we have received not as separate people but as a community, a single Body of Christ. That is how the Gospel is promoted. And it has benefits, also, ideally all are in this enterprise together. There is a Proverb of the nomadic Masai people of Kenya and Tanzania which runs: “When a thorn goes into the toe, the whole body stoops to pull it out.” The Holy Spirit has made us Community not just to advance the Kingdom of God, but to also take care of each and every one of its subjects.

Amen.
