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Illustration
Like other artists of his time, the seventeenth-century Flemish painter Rubens 
had a group of apprentices working with him. They watched closely and strove 
to imitate him. He would sometimes pause for a moment, gazing at the rather 
hesitant creation of one of the would-be artists. Then, seizing the brush from the 
hands of the pupil, he would add the finishing touches. It was those touches that 
brought the painting to life. After alluding to this practice of Rubens, a modern 
scripture scholar notes that until the day of Pentecost the disciples, our Lord’s 
“apprentices”, had been clumsily trying to copy their Master; but on that day 
“the Spirit… finished the painting”. 

It is a neat way of summarising the effects of the first Pentecost. It explains why 
Pentecost is spoken of as the Church’s birthday, the day when the Church truly 
sprang to life; the day when it was made ready for its mission of taking the Good 
News to the ends of the earth. The mighty wind, which shook the house where 
the disciples had gathered, soon grew still; the flames of fire, which hovered 
over their heads, soon disappeared. But the Holy Spirit, whose coming had been 
announced by wind and fire, had come to stay, had come to be with the Church 
until the end of time, to be its very soul, its life principle. And the Holy Spirit 
never grows old!

Gospel Teaching
Today’s second reading is from a letter of Paul to his friends in Corinth. He 
explains that it is not even possible to acknowledge that Jesus is Lord without 
the assistance of the Spirit. To put the point positively, it is the active presence of 
the Spirit that enables us to accept the truth at the heart of Christianity – Jesus is 
risen, he is with us, he is Lord.

Paul goes on to say that the Spirit blesses the Church with a variety of gifts, 
or charisms. In ordinary speech a charism means an exceptional natural talent, 
but as used by Paul it means a special gift bestowed by the Holy Spirit. It is a 
grace given by God for the common good. Such gifts are allotted to the laity 
just as much as to the ordained. Some are dramatic, such as those of healing 
or of speaking in tongues; but many are less striking, such as those of teaching, 
of helping others, of administration. Indeed, every gift we have is a potential 
charism, something that can be put at the service of all.



Paul insists that the Holy Spirit who is responsible for the rich diversity of gifts 
in the Church is also responsible for the gift of unity. Many gifts, “but always the 
same Spirit”; “all sorts of service to be done, but always to the same Lord”; and 
“in all sorts of different ways in different people, it is the same God who is working 
in all”. “Just as a human body,” says Paul, “though it is made up of many parts”, 
remains “a single unit”, so, thanks to the Holy Spirit, the Church is one, though 
made up of many different members, each with their own unique gifts.

Application
An early Christian writer, speaking of the effects of Holy Communion, noted that 
anyone “who eats the bread [of the Eucharist] with faith, eats at the same time 
the fire of the Holy Spirit”. On this Sunday we might consider our own parish 
community and ask to what extent the “fire of the Holy Spirit” is in evidence 
here. Is our parish alive? Are people devoting their time, their gifts, their energies 
to the building up of community? Are we open to new ways of doing things 
or firmly anchored in the past? Are we self-centred as a parish or do we look 
beyond our parochial bounds? Is our unity manifested in genuine friendliness 
to one another, in readiness to listen to and serve one another? Does our parish 
community live in harmony or is it riven by divisions?

Asking such questions can be valuable. But only if we are prepared to ask a 
supplementary question: If things are not as they should be, what can I do to 
improve the situation? If enough of us were ready to adopt that attitude, who 
knows what might happen? Might not the Holy Spirit put the finishing touches 
to our small efforts, bringing about a miniature Pentecost in our midst and so 
renewing the face of the earth right here?
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