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PENTECOST SUNDAY 

June 8th, 2003

GATHERING TIME (10-15 minutes)
Introduction to the Word:
While the ministry commonly referred to as Small Christian Communities continues to grow worldwide in terms of numbers and geographic locations, a conception of what actually happens when these small groups gather is not as clear as one might expect. In this regard Pope John Paul has been a significant help. For the past 20 years he has challenged all the baptized laity to find creative ways that will lead people to a more nurturing faith. In his constant appeal to “hear the Good News again for the first time.” John Paul has identified the Scriptural Word as one of the richest resources for spiritual growth. It is in this Spirit–filled  environment, he argues, that one’s faith has the best chance for growth and transformation. These concepts are outline in the Pope’s Pastoral documents on the Eucharist. Here the Eucharistic banquet is described as consisting of  two banquet tables: the Table of the Word and the Table of the Eucharist. While the later—the Eucharistic Table—is generally experienced as a nurturing meal where participants receive the body and blood of Christ; not so for the assembly’s experience of the Table of the Word. Many would argue that this table is not commonly experienced nor appreciated as a place for growth in faith. But suppose we take Thomas Groome’s suggestion and imagine the Table of the Word as the locus for a great conversation bringing together the Christian community and the “sacred texts” of both Scripture and Tradition ((What Makes Us Catholic, 2002). As in any other good conversation there is a talking and listening among all participants present: not only between the Christian community and the sacred texts, but also among all the gathered praying community. Groome says it well: (Ideally)…“we bring our lives to read these sacred texts and we bring these sacred texts to help us read our lives, all with a view to live as people of God”(ibid). And as commissioned partners in this common project by reason of our baptism, we help bring to completion the mission Jesus began—that of  spreading the Good News and building God’s Kingdom. Most significantly, the empowering agent in this ongoing small group process is God’s own Spirit—the ruah of God, which we celebrate today as Pentecost. This is the rationale for the model upon which Celebrating the Word is designed. The gatherings are experienced as celebrations of the Spirit, much like  Pentecost.

 Warm-up Activity (about 8-10 minutes):

A central message from today’s readings is that Pentecost is a communal event, not a solo act. We are to carry out his work in concert with others in community, while placing our complete trust in his ever present and empowering Spirit. Using the questions below as a guide, share your own early faith experiences.  
i. Were your early faith experiences more a personal happening or a family affair? What do you remember about them? What aspect of those celebrations have you tried to maintain even today?
ii. Talk about an experience in your life where you were quite convinced that there was another power at work. Have you ever witnessed such a “power.”. 
THEME

The Spirit: The Ruah of God

The feast of Pentecost celebrates the unseen, immeasurable presence of God in our lives and in our Church:

The Ruah that animates us to do the work of the Gospel of the Risen One; 
The Ruah  that makes God’s will our will; 
The Ruah of God living in us and transforming us so that we might bring his life and love
 to a broken world.

God breathes his Spirit into our souls, and our lives become one with His; His love becomes one with us.  God ignites the “fire” of his Spirit with our minds and hearts, prompting us always to engage in his mission, to proclaim his reign. (cf. The Seed Sown, Jay Cormier, Sheed and Ward, 1996).
Leader:  Jesus gives us His peace which the world cannot give

Lord Jesus, you sent your Spirit in wind and flame,


Lord, have mercy.

Christ Jesus, you commission and arm us for your service,

Christ, have mercy.

Lord Jesus, you forgive sins and restore sinners to life,

Lord, have mercy.

Let us pray

Lord, help us to be open to today’s Word

so that our lives and hearts may be energized and driven by your Spirit,

as were your first disciples. For this we pray in Jesus’ name.

Amen.

SCRIPTURE REFLECTION TIME (45 minutes)

FIRST READING (Acts 2:1–11)

When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.  Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them.  All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem.  And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because all heard them speaking in their own languages.  Amazed and astonished, they asked “are not all these who are speaking Galileans?  And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own language?  Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamis, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and converts, Cretans and Arabs – in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” The word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.

SECOND READING (Galatians 5:16–25)

Brothers and sisters: Live by the Spirit, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.  For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want.

But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law.  Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these.  I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.

By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  There is no law against such things.  And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.

The word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.

GOSPEL (John 15:26–27, 16:12–15)

A reading from the holy gospel according to John.  Glory to you, Lord.

Jesus spoke to the disciples: “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he will testify on my behalf.  You also are to testify because you have been with me from the beginning.

“I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.  He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you.

“All that the Father has is mine.  For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.”

The gospel of the Lord.  Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ.

Take 5-7 minutes to review the readings, looking for a word or thought 

that strikes you in some way. Share your insights).
COMMENTARY:

Today is Pentecost—for Jews an early harvest festival that came to be also a commemoration of the giving of the law at Sinai; for Christians a celebration of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus’ disciples and followers who were eventually to make up His Church.  Luke is alone among the gospel writers in presenting a chronological order the events of Easter, Ascension and Pentecost placing them on a calendar covering a fifty day period.  But Luke is not alone in witnessing to Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit and in linking the coming of the Spirit to Jesus’ final departure from his friends and disciples and his return to God’s presence.

Today’s readings have Luke, Paul and John each giving a slightly different emphasis to the meaning of Pentecost.  It should be noted that Luke’s description of the Spirit’s descent (first reading) is a dramatic presentation which is unique to Luke.  Its purpose was to state an important theological statement but was not intended to be an historical account of the Pentecost happening.  (cf. Footprints on the Mountain, Roland Foley, Paulist Press, 1994, p. 374). The important point  for Luke is that the giving of the Spirit is the outcome of the work of the Risen Christ. This outpouring of the Spirit was understood to be not a single event, but rather one of a continuing  succession of outpourings of the Spirit on all who take up Jesus’ commission to spread his Word and establish his kingdom.  And this Spirit is promised to “all flesh” Luke insists—no longer is the messianic community to be defined along ethnic lines. Luke also emphasizes Pentecost as a community event, not a solo act.  Celebrating our Christian faith is something we do together.

Paul (second reading) contrasts a life of the flesh with a life guided by the Spirit. But for Paul the word “flesh” did not mean our lower nature but our unredeemed, self-centered ego, e.g. sins of the mind such as pride, are as serious as sensual sins. A second point Paul emphasizes is the distinction between the law and the Spirit. His point is that humans mistakenly think they can achieve salvation by their own efforts, whereas this is possible only through the Christ event and the consequent bestowal of the Holy Spirit. Paul’s single minded vision, a vision to be modeled, saw Christ as the beginning and the end. For Paul, everything was ordered by a recognition of a new life in Christ, a new life that has its constant source and ongoing energy from the Spirit.

The gospel contains part of Jesus’ teaching to his disciples at the Last Supper.  He tells them that he will be leaving them soon, but will remain with them in a very real way through his Spirit who will guide them and inspire them to bear witness to him.  It is important to note that the coming of the Spirit is closely tied to the person of Christ, now celebrated as risen.  In this passage it is the Risen Jesus who now sends the Spirit.

Reginald Fuller points out that the most important feature of John’s gospel text is the emphasis on the concurrent witness of the apostles and the Spirit.  The apostles and the apostolic Church after their death are clearly witnesses of the Word, “…but the Word without the Spirit may be dead, while the Spirit without the Word may run wild. Word and Spirit, apostolic witness and witness of the Spirit—these must be held together, though they have often been separated in the history of the Christian Church” (Preaching the Lectionary, Reginald Fuller, Liturgical Press, 1984.  P. 281 ff.).

“Surprised by the Spirit” might be the phrase that best summarizes the ongoing experience of people in small Christian communities who are using Celebrating The Word. In their weekly experience they connect Sunday’s Word to their daily faith journey and lived experience.  These people acknowledge that they continue to experience  the presence and power of God’s Spirit in their person and in their small community, as they reflect on the proclaimed Word in prayer and dialogue and discernment.
Questions for Reflection and Discussion:

 How best approach the questions?

1.  Remember that the questions are meant to serve as “prompts” that allow you to place your life story in dialogue with the current Gospel story. It takes a little practice to attune our hearts and minds to these prompts, so stay with it and keep trying.
2.  The leader should read one question and its subdivisions, as a whole. Then allow a few moments for the group members to respond to whichever part of the question has relevance for them at this time, always allowing,  for maximum participation.
1.  (Act 2:11). “In our own languages we hear them speak of God’s deed and power” 
The gifts of God’s Spirit are manifest everywhere; it is just that we do not  recognize them. 
a. Reflecting on the world situation, the warring factions, the struggling nations, the needy people, what gifts of the Spirit, in your estimation, are being called forth from you and your community at this time in history? 
b. What responsibility, if any, do you think you have to share your gifts with those people and nations crying for help? What will happen if we do not share our gifts? 
(Tough questions, these, but worthy of your reflection and sharing). 

c. If a sacred wind blew through your life right now, what would be blown away?  If a holy fire was lit in your heart, what would it’s light and warmth lead you to? Share your thoughts.
d. Jesus’ promise to send his Spirit was not limited to his disciples on that first Pentecost but was a promise to all of us who try to follow him. Your group is invited to reflect on some of the grace–filled moments you have experienced in your own lives—your own Pentecost times.

2.  (Gal.)  “Live by the Spirit and do not gratify the desires of the flesh.” 

Today’s times—media, entertainment, culture, pastimes—all make it very difficult to maintain an appropriate  balance between the call of “the Spirit” and the appeal of “the flesh.”

Your group is invited to take a few moments to reflect on some of the subtle and not so subtle ways that we, almost daily, are encouraged (tempted?) towards things of the flesh. You may want to consider the influence of our current culture, media, entertainment, quality of life expectations. 
3.  (John 19:20) “Then the disciples rejoiced when they say the Lord” 
The following fun–type activity is designed to affirm the sacredness of the people in your small group.  Which of the following fruits of the Spirit have you noticed among your members?

First read the list of “fruits’ below then along side the name of a group member insofar as it corresponds with each gift. Finally take turns sharing your comments.

a. Loving Lemonade: you are cool and refreshing, and always welcome on a hot day.

b. Plum Patience:  You are plum patient when it comes to waiting for God.

c. Kindness Kantaloupe: we have all enjoyed a slice of your thoughtfulness.

d. Gentle Giant Watermelon: You are a big hearted as you always consider others’ feelings.

e. Seedless Orange: There are no seeds or pits in your salad.  Your words are always pure.
4.  “Peace be with you!” (John 20:20)
a. For John, the gift of peace was the primary sign of the Spirit.  Can you recall a time or an experience when you felt really “at peace.?” When you absolutely need to find some peace in your life, where are you most likely to find it? 
b. If time permits, go back to the THEME. Re-read it slowly, then allow the members to make any final observations or comment relative to today’s experience.

CARING-PRAYING TIME:  (15–20 minutes)

1.  Word for the Week:

‘If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.’

2.  Suggestion for the week:

Some thoughts for reflection and your action this week:

We might wonder what really happened in that locked room to transform those friends of Jesus.  What “psyched” them and shifted their powerlessness to passionate energy?  The reading says simply that the Spirit came upon them.  But how does this Spirit work?  How do you and I get the Spirit to pay attention to us?  Take another look at the passage and you will see what happened. Jesus’ friends and companions faced up to their limitations, their inability to go it alone.  Putting their trust in God and in one another, they began to pull together again united in their love of Jesus and his mission.  They felt mutual support in a common cause.  And guess what happened – they were touched by the Spirit.  Every day we see how the Spirit works.  There’s no secret about this “power.”  It is a power of people being attentive, caring, supportive of one another in a common cause, just as you have been this week in your small group.  Our challenge is to find a way to bring our family and our workplace into the small group experience.  (cf. Bringing the Word to Life, Michael Kent, Twenty-Third Publications, 1996).

3.  Intercessions:  (Response: Lord, hear our prayer)

     Leader:  Christ offered us his peace and gave us the Spirit that the Church might persevere until
     the end of time.

a. For those people who work for peace; and for those nations who are at war, we pray…

b. For the many gifts of the Holy Spirit, and for the willingness to be guided by them, we pray…

c. For an outpouring of enthusiasm for the Good News upon the Church today, such as we have witnessed on that first Pentecost, we pray…

d. For the Spirit’s power to work in each of our hearts, to heal what is hurt, to reconcile what is broken, and to bring us to new life in Christ, we pray…

e. Consider the question, How can we help you in prayer this week?

f. Give the members a chance to reflect on today’s group experience, and by way of summing up the “learning” allow a few moments for the members to make their final comments. Leader:  God who creates, redeems, and sustains us in holiness, you gave us your Son to teach us how to love.  And at the end of his time on earth, you sent the Spirit to remain with us in every age.  Inspire us with that same Spirit to set a fire on the earth, to spread your name and the message of your love, in the name of Jesus our Risen Lord.  Amen

With hand and hearts united in gratitude
for God’s favors on us today, we pray that all those in our influence be moved 
to be open to your Word and your Spirit, while we say as one, 
OUR FATHER…
Celebrating the Word, , is prepared weekly by Frank Ruetz, C.R., Director of Resurrection Centre, Westmount Road North, Waterloo, Ontario, Canada N2L 3G7.  It is copyrighted and cannot be published without permission of the author.  For information or subscriptions: Toll Free: 1-877-242-7935.  
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