
THE HOLY SPIRIT: 
GOD STRIVES AMONG US HERE AND NOW 

 
East Plains, June 5, 2022. 
 
Isaiah 61: 1-2; Acts 2: 1-13 
 
So it’s Pentecost Sunday. Which is all about the Holy Spirit. 
 
In the Bible and the Christian tradition, the Holy Spirit is the way we talk about God’s 
presence with us here and now. 
 
It’s the way we express the conviction that God is not merely absent, up in Heaven 
somewhere, but here among us, in our lives. 
 
But I know that the term ‘Holy Spirit’ is rather nebulous to many people, even 
committed church members. For many the concept remains rather vague and abstract. If 
you feel this way, you’re not alone. 
 
We easily grasp the basic idea of God as Creator; we can see creation all around us. And 
Jesus, God’s Word made flesh, is imaginable: a real human being, his teaching and 
deeds, his death and resurrection. 
 
But the Spirit is invisible – cannot be seen with the eyes, touched with the hands, or 
heard with the ears.   
 
And most of us don’t have dramatic, ecstatic spiritual experiences – like speaking in 
strange tongues. 
 
The Spirit doesn’t usually intervene, in any spectacular way, in our lives. Wouldn’t it be 
wonderful to see a few unmistakable, supernatural events – some clear, miraculous 
occurrences would be nice. How about a loud voice booming from the sky telling us 
exactly what we’re supposed to do? 
 
(Though maybe if we got it, we wouldn’t like it.) 
 
What if the Spirit forcefully put a stop to war and violence? How about wiping out 
viruses, once and for all? What if the Spirit blew away our carbon emissions and did 
away with the climate crisis?  Wouldn’t that be great? 
 
What if the Spirit healed all our diseases and sicknesses, so we could close the hospitals 
and do without nurses and doctors? 



But no, that doesn’t seem to be the way the Spirit works. The Holy Spirit, generally 
speaking, is quiet, gentle, and a profound mystery.   
In fact, the Spirit is not always on the winning side.  God’s story is not always a success 
story.  And not all success stories are God’s story.    
 
We hear in the New Testament that it is possible to “quench” the Spirit or to “grieve” the 
Spirit. 
 
Because the Spirit strives and struggles to nudge us forward, to woo us to a fuller 
humanity.  But we are quite capable of resisting the work of the Spirit among us. 
 
So how do we detect or discern the Spirit, God’s presence with us here and now? 
 
 
Let’s make a start on answering that question by looking closely at our biblical texts:  
beginning with Acts 2. 
 
It opens up:  “When the day of Pentecost had come.” What’s the “day of Pentecost?” 
This was a special day on the Jewish calendar.  The word “pentecost” means “fiftieth.”  
It was the fiftieth day after the Passover celebration; Pentecost, for the ancient Jews, was 
a festival celebrating the harvest (something like our Thanksgiving).   
 
The disciples of Jesus, on that festival day were all together in one place, which 
happened also to be fifty days after the resurrection of Jesus. (And so, even today, we 
celebrate Pentecost fifty days after Easter.) 
 
It seems important that the text says: “they were all together in one place.”  This is an 
event of inspiration for all the disciples together - not a personal experience of one 
person, but of Jesus’ disciples, in community.   
 
Now that fifty days was about seven weeks, during which they had encountered the risen 
Christ, and reflected upon their experience – remembering all that he had done and 
taught, remembering his death and resurrection, until finally he had departed from them. 
 
Apparently it took them about seven weeks, post-resurrection, to digest all that they had 
experienced with Jesus. They had been puzzled and amazed, didn’t know what to make 
of it all. 
 
But now, when they were all together, a new understanding broke through, a new 
excitement, and a clear message. A strong sense of God’s mission came upon them, and 
a new empowerment to go out and proclaim the message of Jesus.        
 



They experienced it as a special gift of God’s Spirit. We, today, recognize that event of 
Pentecost as the actual beginning of the Christian faith, the birth of the Christian church 
and the Christian mission.     
 
It was the beginning of a new movement, the Jesus movement, a Spirit movement. 
And here we are today, 2000 years later, remembering that event, and not only us, but 
the whole ecumenical church all over the world, remembers today that beginning of the 
the Christian movement, of which we here today are still a part.   
 
 
Now this book of Acts was written by Luke. It’s a sequel or second volume to the gospel 
of Luke.  And when Luke speaks of the Spirit, he has the whole Hebrew faith tradition 
behind him. 
 
Because the Holy Spirit did not show up for the first time on that day of Pentecost. The 
Hebrew scriptures, which we’ve called the Old Testament, is full of talk about the Spirit 
of God. In Genesis, in the historical books, in the Psalms, in the prophets, we constantly 
of the Spirit of God. 
 
So the apostles understood that it was this same Spirit who was gifted to them on the day 
of Pentecost. 
 
The text tells us that “from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, 
and it filled the whole house.”   
 
The Hebrew word, which we translate as Spirit is ‘ruach’ – which also means wind or 
breath. It’s a metaphor, of course, suggesting that the divine presence in the world is 
something like wind, or breath.   
 
It’s an apt metaphor, since wind is invisible, but powerfully present.  Wind is 
unpredictable, uncontrollable and cannot be tied down or contained in one place. Yet it’s 
essential and life-giving. The Spirit of God is like that.   
 
Like the air we breathe, the divine presence is both outside of us, and at the same time 
within us. So the ancient poets and prophets spoke of the divine presence as wind, or 
breath. 
 
Way back in Genesis 1, the poet speaks of the Wind or Spirit of God at work at the first 
moment of creation. And the poet of Genesis 2 tells us that God breathed the Spirit into 
the first human creature, indicating that the divine Spirit is alive in humanity as such, in 
every human being, giving dignity to every human person.   
 



It means that the divine Spirit is the source of our distinct humanity, that whole spiritual 
dimension of being human, including our creativity, our imagination, our art and music, 
our prayerfulness. 
 
In the Psalms, we hear of the Spirit blowing in and through the whole realm of nature, 
its order, its beauty, its vitality. It’s all the work of God’s Spirit.    
 
And the great Hebrew prophets spoke of the Spirit striving among among us for justice, 
love and peace.   
 
As in our text from Isaiah this morning, the prophet declares: “The Spirit of the Lord has 
anointed me to proclaim good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, and 
release to captives.” 
 
And again, in the gospel of Luke, we hear Jesus, citing this same text from Isaiah, 
declaring that the Spirit was upon him:  To bring good news to the poor,  release of 
prisoners, liberty to the oppressed.”   
 
So my point is:  this gift of the Spirit to the apostles on the day of Pentecost, was not 
some new and different Spirit, but the same universal Spirit of the Creator, the same 
Spirit of justice and peace of whom the prophets spoke. The same Spirit that inspired 
and empowered Jesus himself. 
 
In this text, Acts chapter 2, we hear that this same blowing Wind or breath of God was 
doing a new thing among them on that day of Pentecost.   
 
Now this is a very dramatic story indeed.  We’re told, “tongues of fire rested upon them 
and they began to speak in other languages….” 
 
I suggest that we need not strain our credulity too far about this; the story is written 
down some fifty years later, and surely is not an accurate account of exactly what 
happened. 
 
Rather, the folk lore of the early church reflects here the faith of those first generations 
of Christians:  The tongues of fire that rested upon them tell us that the apostles were 
“on fire” – full of excitement and enthusiasm for their message and mission. 
 
Luke goes on to tell us that they began to speak in other languages: languages they 
hadn’t learned, so that all these foreigners heard the message in their own languages. 
 
That would be a miracle indeed.  I suggest the text is telling us that the Spirit of Christ  
breaks down barriers among nations, cultures and language groups.   



The Spirit wants understanding, peace among nations, races and languages. 
 
In fact, by the time this was written down, the gospel message about Christ was already 
spoken not only in Hebrew and Aramaic, but also Arabic, and Greek and Latin. The text 
prefigures the hundreds, even thousands of languages in which the story of Jesus has 
been heard throughout the world, down through the centuries. 
 
Now the book of Acts often emphasizes the growth of the church. We hear that the Spirit 
added greatly to their number. (Wouldn’t that be nice, here at East Plains?) 
 
The church in the first century grew rapidly, and faith in God through Jesus was 
understood as a gift of the Spirit. 
 
But we should not imagine that the story of the Christian movement has always been 
one of growth and success. Keep in mind that the church remained a small, illegal 
minority in the Roman Empire for 300 years. 
 
The church existed as a persecuted minority for many generations. Jesus himself was 
crucified under the Romans. Peter and Paul, and other apostles were executed by the 
Romans.  They all looked like abject failures. 
 
Countless Christian martyrs died terrible deaths in their efforts to spread the message, 
and practice their faith, because they were perceived as enemies of the Roman status 
quo.   
 
And while the church eventually became a ‘success’ as it were, a powerful, established 
institution in much of the world, there have been many times and places throughout 
history when Christians have been marginalized and persecuted, and the church had to 
struggle for its very existence.   
 
So, as I said at the beginning, the story of the Christian movement has not always been 
one of success. It has often been a history of suffering and struggle. The Holy Spirit 
works in and with the church, suffering and striving with us, to build God’s Kingdom in 
the world.    
 
Nor is the Spirit of God tied down to the church, as though Christians alone are agents of 
the Spirit. Remember, the Spirit of God the Creator is free, like the wind, uncontained, 
not locked down within church walls. 
 
If we are looking for evidence of the Spirit’s work in the world, what do we look for? 
How do recognize the work of the Spirit among us? 
 



Since the Holy Spirit is the same Spirit who inspired and empowered the prophets who 
called for justice for the oppressed and poor, surely all movements and organizations 
that care for the poor, and sick, and prisoners, are movements of the Spirit. 
 
Should we not see evidence of the Spirit whenever we see new understanding and the 
breaking down of barriers and mistrust among people?   
 
Wouldn’t that mean the breaking down of racism and nationalism? We see movements 
of this kind in many nations, because “Black Lives Matter,” and “Indigenous Lives 
matter.” 
 
In Canada, wouldn’t it mean movements of reconciliation, as for example, between 
white settlers and the indigenous population?     
 
Since in Christ all are one, there is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female, wouldn’t that mean growing equality for women? 
 
We’ve seen a remarkable movement for women’s equality in the last sixty years or so. 
Surely this has been a movement of the Spirit. 
 
We’ve seen a remarkable opening up to people of sexual orientation minorities. I suggest 
that the Affirming movement too is a movement of the Spirit among us. 
 
Since the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Creator, wouldn’t the environmental movement 
be a movement of the Spirit? The passionate worldwide movement to combat climate 
change is surely a movement of the Spirit. 
 
Keep in mind that the work of the Spirit in the world is not limited to Christians. As our 
creed says:  “God works in us, and others, by the Spirit.” 
 
Do we not see the working of the Spirit, sometimes, in and through political parties – 
some more than others, and not necessarily the most ‘successful’ political parties.  Often 
the voice of the Spirit “cries in the wilderness,” sometimes parties, or causes, that appear 
to be failures may well be instruments of the Spirit. 
 
Quite aside from organizations, political parties and movements, what about individual 
actions of compassion and care?   
 
I suggest that wherever we see costly self-giving, compassionate caring and giving for 
those in need, there we see the working of the Holy Spirit.  For example, what a 
wonderful work of the Spirit is happening through the work of Wesley Centre in 
Hamilton. 



As our creed says:  “God calls us to be the church, the celebrate God’s presence, to live 
with respect in creation, to love and serve others, to seek justice and resist evil….”  In all 
of these things, we can see the working of the Holy Spirit in and through the life of the 
church.      
 
Notice something very important in the book of Acts:  it’s quite clear that the Holy Spirit 
draws people to faith in Christ.  We’re told that the Spirit was “adding to their number” 
every day. 
 
And so it is particularly our task as Christians, in the power of the Spirit, “to proclaim 
Jesus, crucified and risen, our judge and our hope.”  That’s why we do all we can to 
share faith, and welcome new people into the life and mission of the church.   
 
So, we would love to fill this church with new Christians.   
 
And yet large numbers are not necessarily the true sign of a faithful spiritual community.  
A huge ‘successful’ mega-church is not necessarily a better church. 
 
The question is:  Are we a people of faith and prayer, open to the Spirit’s guidance and 
strength?  Are we a people of justice and compassion?  Are we a people who “live with 
respect in creation?”   
 
I believe that this congregation here at East Plains has been, for nearly 180 years, truly a 
community of the Holy Spirit.  Wonderful things have been happening over the years, 
and still today, in and through this church. 
 
Faith in God has been built up and nurtured here for many generations. The Sunday 
School and its teachers have taught the Bible to great numbers of children.  Bible studies  
have nourished many adults to mature in their faith.  All this is “of the Spirit.” 
 
Not least, our support for refugees, our advocacy for the climate, the Child Care Centre, 
our personal outreach to one another, in times of sickness, sorrow and grief. All of these, 
and many other things, are signs of the Holy Spirit among us. 
 
And so we pray, on this day of Pentecost, that we, here at East Plains, may be continue 
to be open to the Holy Spirit, that we will not quench or grieve the Spirit. Rather, we 
pray: 
 
“Spirit of the living God, fall afresh on us.  Melt us, mould us, fill us, use us, Spirit of 
the living God, fall afresh on us.”  Amen. 
 
The hymn is “Spirit of the Living God,” VU,  376. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


