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Last week we celebrated the Ascension of the Lord, which marked the end of Jesus’ earthly 

presence. Before his death on the cross, people could see him and hear him. Even though they 

did not always understand his teaching, they could ask him what he meant. Their contact with 

him was direct – much like the way we encounter each other. After his resurrection this changed 

because he appeared among them differently to how he had been with them before his death. 

Sometimes they did not recognise him, and it was only when he spoke that they knew it was 

him. But now that he has ascended, there is no more physical contact with him. 

Before he ascended, he promised to send the Holy Spirit. But the Spirit is not like a human 

body that you can see and hear and touch. In the account we heard about the day of Pentecost, 

the best they could do was to point to signs that indicated the presence of the Spirit. So, they 

noted a powerful wind. Remember that in their language spirit and wind are the same word. 

The wind shook the whole house. This was an experience that would normally have terrified 

them, but that didn’t happen.  There were also the tongues of fire that separated and rested on 

the heads of each of them. They received the Spirit, and the Spirit gave them the gift of speech. 

Rather than being terrified and in hiding, they were emboldened and went out to address the 

assembled crowd. 

From now on, they would encounter God through the Holy Spirit. Even before his death, Jesus 

had told them that he would send the Holy Spirit from the Father to be his witness. The Spirit 

would also teach them the many things that Jesus had not yet taught them, because they had 

not been ready to hear these things. The Spirit would remain with them to the end of the ages. 

Now that God’s way of engaging the people would be through the Holy Spirit, Jesus and his 

message would not be restricted to a particular time and place. He and his message were now 

available to the whole world. 

This sounds like something that is good. And it is. But it might also have difficulties. If the 

Spirit could not be identified by sight or hearing, how would we know what the Spirit is 

teaching us? I think part of the answer to that question is found in the Pentecost story. An 

important part of what happened that day is that among all the people from different nations 

and languages, the message of the apostles was heard. Here we have an important sign of the 

Spirit, namely that people listen to one another. 



This is a very practical matter for all of us, and it becomes a question of how we have good 

conversations that lead to good decisions – in other words, conversations that give priority to 

listening. In the church we have a name for this. We call it conversations in the Spirit or spiritual 

conversations. This was the way that the plenary council worked a couple of years ago. It was 

also the way that the synod of bishops operated in Rome last year. It is something that we can 

all learn to do. 

A lot of the talking that goes on in our society these days, particularly about important matters, 

does not involve much listening. Often people are so convinced that their own opinion is the 

only right one that they try to force it onto everyone else. Instead of listening, they begin to 

formulate an argument to oppose the person who is speaking. This sort of encounter or 

exchange takes as its starting point that I won’t change and that others have to change and adopt 

my position. 

The point about a spiritual conversation, as we saw in the Pentecost event, is that the Holy 

Spirit does call people to change. We remember that this was Jesus’ basic message: repent and 

believe the good news. If a conversation closes off the possibility of change, then it is clear that 

the Holy Sirit is not present. In the church’s long practice of spiritual conversation, it was also 

recognised that the “voice” of the Spirit might come in unexpected places. In the monastic 

tradition, the community were told to listen to the voice of the youngest member of the 

community. 

In the gospel we heard today, Jesus said that he was sending the Spirit to be his witness and 

that the disciples too would be witnesses. We have received the Holy Spirit, and we are today’s 

disciples. One important way we can be his witness in our world is to show the world that 

conversations where people listen to one another will be good for everyone. These are the sort 

of conversations that leave room for the Spirit to show us what is true and good and enable us 

to do it. 


