Pentecost: Fresh Air

I cannot think of a Christian mystery that addresses the world so directly as Pentecost. Although I was only eight or nine years old, I can still hear Pope John XXIII convening the Second Vatican Council and calling it “a new Pentecost.” Pope John called the Holy Spirit his only “superior.” In hindsight, the Council was a bit premature or, rather, prophetic. The shock of assassinations, an open-ended and devastating war in Vietnam, civil strife, college student unrest and protest, racial strife, the culture of drugs, rebellion and sexual freedom, and the polarization of the Church still lay ahead. And much more was to come.

This same period of time produced wonders and benefits as well. Among them are the recognition and protection of civil rights for blacks, women, and minorities. Technology has provided once unthinkable breakthroughs in communication, medicine, and many other fields. At a slower pace, the Church has recovered an understanding of the baptismal dignity of all believers, and has welcomed the participation of lay persons—men and women—in many if not all the ministries of the Church.

Nevertheless, the world is not in a good place humanly or spiritually. Broadly speaking, the world today is stubborn, hard of heart, belligerent, selfish, and materialistic. In a recent article in the New York Times Magazine, the agenda of Pope Benedict XVI is given a fair and insightful analysis. The pope’s view is that faith and reason have become totally polarized. Europe’s ideal is to be completely secular; the European Union’s Constitution skips Christianity’s role in its history and hearkens back only to Greece and Rome.

At the opposite pole is fundamentalism—faith without reason. It has a considerable following among Christians, including some Catholics. Ironically, lying in the same bed with these Christians are the millions of Muslims—mostly young—fighting for fundamentalist Islamic governments in the Middle East. As Europe has lost touch with faith, the Middle East has lost touch with reason (The Islamic world preserved and was the center of wisdom and culture while Europe languished in the Dark Ages.)

Pope Benedict sees Catholicism as a tradition which has always tried to keep faith and reason together. Hence the importance of re-evangelization in the West, and more “reason-able” dialogue between the West and Islam. When faith and reason don’t speak to one another, we have what we have: war, terrorism, hatred, materialism, a growing gap between rich and poor, and on and on.

The ancient hymn (8th century) we sing on Pentecost reminds us that the Holy Spirit is “the spring of life and fire and love.”  The Spirit is the remedy for everything that troubles the world and our own hearts: rest for the laborer, dew for spiritual dryness, softening for the stubborn heart, warmth for the cold-hearted, cooling for the fire of anger, relief from the burden of sin. The Holy Spirit is described as light, comfort, solace, refreshment, satisfaction, healing, salvation, joy.

The Holy Spirit is alive in the world. But to get oxygen, you have to breathe the air.
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The Spirit is present. But what of  our opening to it? 

