
Pentecost Readings and Reflections 
 
FIRST READING: Apostles 2:1-11 
 
A reading from the Acts of the Apostles: 
 
 When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And suddenly there 
came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. 
Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. 
And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit 
enabled them to proclaim. Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in 
Jerusalem. At this sound, they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one 
heard them speaking in his own language. They were astounded, and in amazement, they asked, “Are 
not all these people who are speaking Galileans? Then how does each of us hear them in his native 
language? We are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, 
Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya near Cyrene, as well as travelers 
from Rome, both Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, yet we hear them speaking in our 
own tongues of the mighty acts of God.” 
 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 104:1, 24, 29-30, 31, 34  
Lord, send out your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth. 
 
Bless the LORD, O my soul! O LORD, my God, you are great indeed! How manifold are your works, O 
LORD! the earth is full of your creatures; 
Lord, send out your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth. 
 
May the glory of the LORD endure forever; may the LORD be glad in his works! Pleasing to him be my 
theme; I will be glad in the LORD. 
Lord, send out your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth. 
 
If you take away their breath, they perish and return to their dust. When you send forth your spirit, they 
are created, and you renew the face of the earth. 
Lord, send out your Spirit, and renew the face of the earth. 
 
SECOND READING: 1 Corinthians 12:3b-7, 12-13 
 
A reading from the First Letter of Saint Paul to the Corinthians: 
 
 Brothers and sisters: No one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit. There are different 
kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; there are different forms of service but the same Lord; there 
are different workings but the same God who produces all of them in everyone. To each individual, the 
manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit. As a body is one though it has many parts, and all 
the parts of the body, though many, are one body, so also Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized 
into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free persons, and we were all given to drink of one 
Spirit. 
The word of the Lord. 
 
 



GOSPEL: John 20:19-23 
 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John: 
 
 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the doors were locked, where the disciples were, 
for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with you.” When 
he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. The disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 
Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” And when he 
had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you forgive 
are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.” 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
Pentecost Reflection 
 
On Pentecost, I like to point out the etymology of the word “spirit.” The word comes into English from 
the Latin word “spiritus” which means breath. I also like to point out that the word in Greek, the 
language in which the New Testament is written, is “pneuma” which also means breath. In Hebrew, the 
Language of the Old Testament, the word is “ruah.” If one has a breath, one is alive. In this time of a 
respiratory pandemic, I prefer to avoid dwelling on this. For one contracts COVID 19 by breathing it in. 
 
I will also avoid the notion of the Spirit as a strong wind. The word the grabbed me as I read the readings 
was noise. Suddenly there came from the sky a noise. Montrose and Lawrence Avenues mark the glide 
path into O’Hare Field. The noise comes from the sky, around here, all the time. Somehow I find that 
image unpleasant too. Tongues of flame also disturb me. I have seen and smelled the smoke of house 
fires and have witnessed the ruins of people’s homes. I do not equate the coming of the Holy Spirit as 
bringing catastrophe. 
 
Jesus visited, in the gospel of John, the disciples on Easter Sunday evening. He entered a locked room 
and greeted the disciples. He offered no fire and no noise. He offered the gathered believers Peace. This 
he offered to them twice. He showed his hands, feet, and side. Jesus gave them the Spirit by breathing 
on them. Personally, I have always preferred the story in John as being a more personal account. The 
Spirit came to each disciple in turn not, as in Acts, all at once. 
 
What impresses me, though, from the story in the Acts of the Apostles is the way the disciples preach 
the gospel in languages that people understand. Receiving the Holy Spirit transformed the disciples into 
missionaries. The gifts were given for the good of the community to help it grow into Christ’s Church. 
The transformation that the Spirit brought, which was at first personal, was the leaven to transform the 
world. 
 
What I find compelling in both accounts is the suddenness of the event. All of a sudden the Spirit is 
there, Jesus appears unexpectedly and unbidden. However, the response of the disciples is not shock. 
They welcome the experience and change from grieving, frightened people into real apostles who 
spread the word to all. 
 
When I was in college in the early 1970s, Pentecostal Christianity entered the Catholic Church through 
the Charismatic Renewal. Charismatic Prayer Groups began to appear in many parishes and in the 
seminary. They were proud of the fact that they had been “baptized in the Holy Spirit.” They also felt 
that they were the elected elite of the Catholic Church. Many lamented the fact that the rest of us did 
not share their experience. The great sign of the Spirit was glossolalia or speaking in tongues. In acts, the 



tongues were clearly understood by all thus reversing the curse of the Tower of Babel. When others 
heard Charismatics as they spoke in tongues we heard babbling.  
 
During that time my personal prayer life began to revolve around the Liturgy of the Hours and the Lectio 
Divina. The Liturgy of the Hours can be prayed in community or in private. I have always preferred 
praying it with others. The Lectio Divina is a form of meditation centered on scripture. As the Liturgy of 
the Hours has at its heart the Psalms, I use it as the focus of my meditation when I pray it in private. The 
goal of the meditation is a state of contemplation. I call contemplation as getting absorbed in prayer. I 
have come to know that those who speak in tongues have reached a similar state. For people who pray 
the rosary on a regular basis, many of them report a similar experience too. They will often feel that 
they get distracted in those moments. I like to point out that what they experience is a state of 
contemplation too and is the true purpose of the devotion. These experiences are different roads to the 
same end: closeness of God to us. 
 
In retrospect, only a few of these groups became a source of renewal. Most became groups centered on 
their own small group. In a few of the parishes where I have been assigned the prayer groups in them 
were sources of powerful witness in parish ministry. They were ministers of care, readers, catechists, 
bereavement ministers, and the like. Instead of seeing only fellow charismatic group members as having 
the Spirit, they saw the Spirit in all they met. Thus they could encourage the gifts they found in others as 
well as the gifts they came to know. Ministry and witness to others is the true purpose of Pentecost. It 
did not just renew the disciples personally. Through their work, the Spirit began to renew the whole 
world. 
 
When I take the readings of Pentecost together as a unit I see a fuller picture. The Spirit first brought 
Peace to the disciples as in the gospel of John. Jesus’ presence became the anchor in life that 
transformed them. First, the change was personal and became integral. Then, as in Acts, they began to 
live their life in Jesus’ Spirit. They witnessed to their faith as the Church’s ministers and missionaries. 
What I find most powerful in this story, as a whole, is the fact that each of us believes through that same 
transformation. When each of us was baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit, we too 
received the same Spirit the disciples did. Most of us have grown into our faith. It happened to us as we 
grew up. I like to use St. Paul as an example. The Acts of the Apostles told the story of his conversion to 
Jesus when he was on the Road to Damascus. It was sudden and unbidden. It changed him on the spot. 
However, in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, Paul himself told of a journey to faith that took years. It is a 
powerful story and I recommend that you read it. The story Paul tells sounds more like mine.  
 
The COVID 19 pandemic provides a challenging if not painful backdrop for the feast of Pentecost. The 
disease hit us suddenly and unbidden. It is also unwelcome as it is potentially deadly. It is now our 
reality and will remain so until we have the effective treatment and a viable vaccine. Everyone is 
susceptible who has no antibodies against it. Infected people can spread the disease to those they meet 
before they feel ill for up to fourteen days. The numbers of the disease’s victims continue to rise. I have 
to ask how we can respond in the Spirit to this deadly threat. 
 
The way to salvation is also the Way of the Cross. Jesus’ road to glory was through the gory. He had to 
suffer and die before he would rise from the dead. Jesus, in the gospels, has told each of us to pick up 
our cross and follow in his steps. The disciple, whose story we have read, joyously spread Jesus’ Good 
News. Tradition tells us that all but John were killed for spreading their faith. Even though John may 
have lived a full life, Tradition tells us he was imprisoned. All of us have faced troubles and trials. We 
have lost those we’ve loved. There’s been sickness, death, lack of money, catastrophic failure of cars, 
roofs, and plumbing. Almost all of us have been fired and have had trouble getting a new job. None of us 
gets younger and some of us have more years behind us than in front of us. I remember the late Jim 
Morrison’s, of the rock band The Doors, autobiography, “No One Here Gets Out Alive.” It’s a true 



statement for all of us. Our faith, throughout our lives, has helped us to cope with the slings and arrows 
of outrageous fortune. Here we are, together as people in Spirit, as we keep apart for social distancing. 
Our faith has given us what we have needed to live our lives. 
 
We pray for God to act; God acts through us. We pray for God to keep us safe; we wash our hands, keep 
at least six feet distance from one another, stay home as much as possible, and cough into our elbows or 
a Kleenex. We want God to create a treatment and cure; God works through the researchers, scientists, 
and the brave souls who are their test subjects. We are all the instruments of the Holy Spirit and God’s 
abiding and amazing Grace. 
 
What is God’s real language? What does God speak? He speaks the Word. God’s Word is Jesus, his son. 
God’s language is Love. God has loved all of us to Life, to Faith, to Love one another, to the promise of 
Eternal Life and to rule in the Kingdom. Granted that much of God’s love is still a promise but we witness 
the promise as it unfolds now. As God has worked in every generation, God works in ours through each 
of us. Human nature, if left on its own may see the “glass half empty.” In the Spirit and with eyes of faith 
we can see it half full. How things feel may not be how things are. God will give us what we need to 
accomplish God’s will, as we pray. 
 
I pray that you are safe, healthy, and still sane. God works through us to keep us so. 
 
James D. Beath 
May 30-31, 2020 (Another month has finished.) 


