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Reflections

Introduction o
In calling for 1998 to be dedicated in

a particular way to the Holy Spirit, Pope
John Paul II taught that:

‘The church cannot prepare for the new
millennium in any other way than in
the Holy Spirit.  What was
accomplished by the Holy Spirit “in the
fullness of time” can only through the
Spirit’s power now emerge from the
memory of the church.

The Spirit, in fact, makes present in the
church of every time and place the
unique Revelation brought by Christ to
humanity, making it alive and active
in the soul of each individual:

“The Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom
the Father will send in my name, will
teach you all things and bring to your
remembrance all that I have said to
you”’ (Jn 14:26).
Tertio Millennio Adveniente (TMA 44)

These eight Themes for Discussion
are offered to assist in the process of
discovering “from the memory of the
church” what has been accomplished by
the Spirit, and to cooperate with that
Spirit in helping to make it “alive and
active in the soul of each individual”.

The Themes are not tied to any
particular season, nor to any sequence
of scripture passages from the

lectionary, so groups or individuals
wishing to use them as the basis for
study or discussion may do so whenever
they choose.  Many groups, accustomed
to a Lenten or Easter programme, will
thus be able to use the Themes at that
time.

While there is a clear sequence in the
arrangement of the eight topics, those
using them may choose to vary the
order for their own purposes, to better
suit their own needs and contexts.

Whatever path is followed, it is our
hope that these Themes will, in the
words of Pope John Paul II, lead to –

“a renewed appreciation of the presence
and activity of the Spirit who acts
within the church both in the
Sacraments … and in the variety of
charisms, roles and ministries which
the Spirit inspires for the good of the
church.”

(TMA 45)

We also hope the Themes will
deepen an awareness of

“God’s love poured out into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit that has been
given to us.”

Rom 5:5
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Reflections

Participating in the Group o
Each of us has travelled a different

path in our journey of faith – with
different histories, different experiences,
different gifts and insights. But we are
all pilgrims en route to the same light,
so there is much we share in common
too. It is these differences in our
common pilgrimage that can bring a
richness to the sessions in our reflection
and discussion together. There is much
we can learn from one another in the
group’s lived experience of the faith and
its search for a deeper awareness of the
Holy Spirit in our lives.

To hear the faith and insights of
others, we need to be able to listen
attentively. It will help this
attentiveness if we remember that the
Spirit of God is with us in the group for
we are gathered in God’s name; and
that Spirit is with each of us, as well as
with all of us. What happens in such a
group is a deepening of faith, and this
comes about because –

The Spirit gives each person
a piece of wisdom;
No-one has all the wisdom;
The pieces fit together,
if we are open to that Spirit.

It is in being attentive to the Spirit’s
wisdom in the other (and in ourselves)
that faith can grow more readily.

In Your Preparing

• Ask the Holy Spirit to bless you and
the others in the group with wisdom
and understanding, then

• read through the text for the next
session, underlining words, phrases or
sections that strike you, marking each
underlined part with one of these three
symbols:

✓ This is really good! ... I like this.

? I’m not sure what this means.

! This doesn’t seem right to me or
I’m not comfortable with this.

(You may be accustomed to using
different marks in your reading. By all
means keep to your custom; it’s just
that, using the above symbols, we
would minimise confusion.)

• Before the meeting, re-read the text,
noting the parts you have marked, and
recall what it was that struck you. Eg:
- I liked this because ...
- This didn’t seem right to me

because ...

This thoughtful reflection will be a
most helpful asset when the group
meets to discuss the text.
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In Your Listening

• Offer understanding, acceptance and
support to the others in the group.

• Be respectful of the other ’s faith
journey, with all its differences from
your own; and respect the other’s
doubts and difficulties, too, as well as
their gifts and insights. This respectful
attentiveness to one another is the
fruitful soil in which the faith of all can
grow.

• Be free to respectfully disagree with
others, or to challenge positions they
may hold, where you feel this is
necessary.

But don’t imagine that you have to
judge, correct, give advice, solve
problems or give the “right” answer in
every situation. (You have no doubt
met with people who act in this way
and you know how off-putting it can
be.)

So – be understanding, be attentive,
be honest, and be friendly.

In Your Sharing

• When you are asked to share the
results of your reflections on your
reading, share as much of yourself as
you are comfortable in sharing. Do not
feel pressured in any way to share what
you do not freely wish to; just be
honest with yourself and the group.

If you are shy or timid, then trust in the
Spirit present in yourself (and in others)
and venture forth. You will be surprised

how easy it is, and how helpful it will
be in your own faith development.

• Check yourself occasionally, to see
whether you are taking too much of the
group’s time with your speaking
(especially if you have a bit of a problem
in this regard!)

In Your Praying

• There are some simple prayer times
in the sessions, which will, hopefully,
keep you in loving contact with our
gracious God, and in solidarity with the
group that “seeks the face of God”. As
well as this, take some time between
sessions to pray for the other members
of your group, to place the group and its
work in the hands of God.

• Thank God for the group, for the
gifts each member has, and for your
own giftedness. Together, then, we may
come closer to what Bernard Lonergan –
one of our era’s great theologians – said:

 “Religious experience at its roots is
experience of unconditional and
unrestricted being in love.

But what we are in love with remains
something that we have to find out.”

(Method in Theology, p 105)
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Reflections

Leading the Group o
While everyone exercises some

leadership in the group, there will
probably be one person who has the
specific role of doing so. He or she may
find these points helpful (as may other
members, too).

Preparing for the Sessions

• Talk to God about the group and
how you feel about your role in it.

• Read the text, marking it and adding
your reflections (as all have been asked
to do).

• Decide what prayer you will use at
the beginning and end of the session.
(Other group members may wish to
take turns in doing this for the
remaining sessions.)

Leading the Session

• Ensure that all are welcomed
warmly, introduced to one another and
comfortably seated.

• Invite the group to begin with the
prayer you have chosen.

• Assuming that all have read the text
and done some reflecting on it, invite
them to begin the sharing by looking at
some of the parts “that we really liked”
– the ✓. You may lead off with one of

your own ✓ and the reason why it
appealed to you.

• Invite each person in the group to do
the same, joining in where it suits best.
(Eg, Yes, I liked that part, too, because ...)

• When these points have been
addressed, turn to the puzzling parts –
the ‘?’.

In sharing on these, some
clarification may occur because of
someone else’s thinking on it, or their
interpretation of it. Sometimes,
however, there may be no clarification
at all; perhaps someone may offer to do
some research on it before the next
meeting.

• Similarly, the group can work
through their “problem” parts – the ‘!’.

• If any time remains, the group may
wish to look at any of the questions
that have been suggested for discussion.

• Some 5 to 10 minutes before the
session is scheduled to end (and always
try to finish on time!) round off the
discussion and direct the group’s
attention to the next session – which
topic will be addressed, who will lead
the prayer etc.

• Conclude the meeting with a prayer.
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• Remember – this text is just a
resource. The BEST resource is the
group, and its lived faith, its experience
of the mystery of the Spirit active in
their lives.

Some Points to Check on during the Meeting

• Are you listening and learning too,
or ‘telling’? (Whose ideas are being
voiced – yours or theirs?)

• Is the group keeping to the point?

• Are you supportive of members as
they try to express ideas?

• Are all members taking part? Is
someone dominating?

• Can you gently bring quieter
members in, or “recover” a person who
was interrupted?

• Are you addressing members by
name – first name if possible?

• Is it a discussion or an argument?
People should feel quite free to disagree,
but without ill feeling. Always
remember that the Spirit of God is with
the group – with each member of the
group – because we are gathered in
God’s name.

• Are you discouraging any notion
that, as a leader, you are theologian or
answer-giver? If questions arise that do
demand answers, you, or other group
members, can research them before the
next meeting.
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A Prayer to the Spirit

We give you thanks, Spirit of wisdom,
for you speak to us in ways

that often surprise us.
You uncover truths that

we had kept hidden from ourselves
and support us in tasks we fear to undertake alone.

We give thanks
for your invitations

to growth and intimacy and fullness of life,
and for the comfort you extend

in our often uphill struggle
to be faithful.

Inspire us.  Encourage us.
Fill us with enthusiasm

for the mission of your Church.
Transforming Womb of God,

Conceive in us.
We ask you, create life anew:
Faith, the confidence to bear,

Hope, continuously expectant,
Love, the true beginning.

More Than Words
Janet Schaffran, Pat Kozak
Meyer-Stone Books. 1988

Reflections

Prayers o
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Reflections

Prayers
o

Prayer to the Spirit

All-loving God,
by water and the Holy Spirit

you freed us from sin
and gave us new life.

Send your Holy Spirit upon us
to be our helper and guide.

Give us the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of right judgement and courage,

the spirit of knowledge and reverence.

Fill us with the spirit of wonder and awe in your presence.

We ask this through Christ our Lord.

Adapted from: Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults  228
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The Spirit
     in Scripture

o
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A different time, a different people
The Old Testament (also spoken of

as the Hebrew Scriptures) is made up of
stories, laws, psalms and proverbs,
which began to be written down
around 600 years before Christ, drawn
from the story of a people told and
retold over many centuries. The time,
the places and the culture, in which the
Old Testament is based, are very
different from our own. For example,
their understanding of the cosmos was
founded on an earth which was flat (eg
Ps 104; 136:4-9; 148:1-5).

Like the evolving knowledge of the
cosmos, the Old Testament
understanding of God also evolved and
changed. The people of the Old
Testament knew their God at a time
when conquest of land was vital for
survival. As a result, the Old Testament
God is sometimes seen as a vengeful
warrior. Today we may be
uncomfortable with such words as,

“O my God, make them like whirling
dust, like chaff before the wind. As fire
consumes the forest, as the flames sets
the mountains ablaze, so pursue them
with your tempest and terrify them
with your hurricane.” (Ps 83:13-15;
also Ps 64:7-9; 94).
Our understanding of God’s purpose

has also continually been clarified. The
Hebrew Scriptures depict God as
entering into a covenant only with the
chosen people, Israel. Even Jesus

experienced a change of heart in the
discovery that his mission was not
confined only to the people of Israel
(Matt 15:24; Mk 7:27), but was rather
to spread the good news to all nations
(Matt 28:19).

The christian community of the
New Testament distanced itself quite
rapidly from certain practices of the Old
Testament – changing the day of
worship from Saturday to Sunday,
moving away from the synagogue as a
place of worship, abandoning many of
the rigid legal prescriptions, especially
concerning circumcision and food.
There can be no claim of an unbroken
continuity from the Old Testament to
the New, since the understanding of
God and God’s purpose in the Old
Testament is diverse and even
contradictory in places.

The Old Testament spoke of the
essence of a human person as his or her
spirit. Likewise the divine spirit was the
essence of the Person of God, yet was
understood as a power, rather than as a
person. What inspires us as christians
today is the magnificent faith of the
people of the Old Testament, as they
struggled to apply their knowledge of
God to their understanding of life.

This faith was the basis of their
hope. Scripture scholar Antony
Campbell writes that, “the Old
Testament is a deep, craggy quarry in
which to search out the rich ore of the

The Spirit
... in the Old Testament

o
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dialogue between God and Israel”.1 As
we prepare for the Great Jubilee to be
celebrated in the Year 2000, we, too, are
faced with the same challenge – to
believe in the mystery of a God who
comes near to speak to us, to comfort
us, to cry with us, and then waits so
that we, too, may make our response.

How does the Old Testament
experience of God’s spirit speak to
us, as we prepare for the Third
Millennium?

The divine spirit in the Old
Testament was understood:
ù as a presence of the breath of God,
ù as giving power for mission,
ù as an inner emotional fire,
ù as the feminine face of God,
ù in the imagery of cloud, water and in

nature.
This sense of the pervading presence

of God still speaks to us today. Let us
reflect on each of them.

The breath of God as presence
In the second sentence of the Bible,

the Hebrew Scriptures introduce the
concept of the ruach of God. The
Hebrew word is most often translated
as ‘air in motion’, hence wind, breath,
spirit: “In the beginning when God
created the heavens and the earth, the
earth was a formless void and darkness
covered the face of the deep, while a
wind from God swept over the face of the
waters” (Gen 1:2, also Job 26:13).

In the stories of wandering, Hebrew
slaves, and heroic, embattled prophets,
judges, warriors and kings, there is
continual reference to the creative
power of the ruach of God. It
emphasises the Israelite belief in the

unwavering persistence of God to be
with them as a people – to pitch a tent
and dwell among them (Ex 40:34).

God’s intervention in the history of
the people of Israel is directed towards
peace and prosperity, through justice
and compassion for those
disadvantaged or in need. The spirit of
God moved Zechariah to proclaim the
message, “Render true judgments, show
kindness and mercy to one another; do
not oppress the widow, the orphan, the
alien, or the poor, and do not devise evil
in your hearts against one another”
(Zech 7:8).  This was the basis of the
Hebrew understanding of their
contribution to the covenant, in which
God promised, “I will be your God, and
you will be my people” (Gen 17:8; Deut
30; Josh 1:5; 2 Sam 23:5).

The Hebrew word neshamah also
translates as “wind” or “breath”.
Though at times there is no clear
distinction in the use of neshamah and
ruach, the latter is mainly used to
describe the expression of God’s self,
God’s breath in outreach to humankind.
Neshamah speaks more of the physical
life-force itself (Gen 2:7).

The Old Testament writers spoke of
the human spirit as the essence of a
person, who may be, for example,
“trustworthy in spirit” (Prov 11:13),
“patient in spirit” or “proud in spirit”
(Eccl 7:8). The spirit of a person may be
“revived” (Gen 45:27), “faint” (Ps 143:4)
or “broken” (Prov 15:13; Ps 51:17).

The human spirit was sustained by
the spirit or breath of God, as expressed
in the Book of Job where the human
spirit and the breath of God are spoken
of together (27:3; 33:4; 34:14). Some
scholars today question the possibility
that the ruach of God in the Old
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Testament was not just an influence,
but was actually understood as a
person. This claim is supported by the
use of such references as “the spirit of
the Lord took possession of Gideon”
and who “rushed” on Samson in his
encounter with a lion (Judg 6:34 and
14:6). Samuel also was possessed by the
spirit of God and fell into a “prophetic
frenzy” (1 Sam 10:6-7, 10).

The power of the spirit for mission
In the history of Israel, the spirit of

God is reflected in Old Testament
writings as a powerful presence, given to
bring about God’s purpose. Joseph was
chosen by the Egyptian court officials,
when they asked, “can we find anyone
else like this – one in whom is the spirit
of God?” (Gen 41:38).  The spirit of the
Lord began to stir in Samson at birth,
preparing him for his leadership role
(Judg 13:25). King David’s last words
were, “The spirit of the Lord speaks
through me; God’s message is on my
lips” (2 Sam 23:2). The prophet, Micah
proclaimed, “I am filled with power,
with the spirit of the Lord, and with
justice and might, to declare to Jacob his
transgression and to Israel his sin” (Mic
3:8). Zerubbabel heard God’s word
which promised, “Not by might, nor by
power, but by my spirit” mountains shall
be reduced to plains (Hag 4:6).

At times the spirit of God was
evoked by anointing with oil. Christos,
the word in Greek for messiah, means
the one anointed by God’s spirit. David
was anointed for kingship with oil by
Samuel, and the Scripture writers tell
us “the spirit of God came mightily
upon him from that day forward” (1
Sam 16:13). The spirit of God was seen
as bringing courage and power. It

touched the will of those who received
it. The writers of the Old Testament,
like christians today, spoke of the
breath of God, like the wind, which
cannot be contained or controlled. It is
always beyond the grasp of those who
try to restrain it by possession.

Is there an experience in your life
which tells of this description of the
spirit? What do you see as your
mission in life? In what way is this
age-old sense of God’s power
helpful to us today?

For the Hebrews, God’s spirit
brought knowledge and wisdom. It
touched the mind. In building the tent
for the Lord’s presence, Bezalel was
filled with “the divine spirit, with
ability, intelligence and knowledge of
every kind of craft” (Ex 31:3). Isaiah
listed what the spirit of the Lord
would give to the “shoot which will
come out from the stump of Jesse – the
spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might, the
spirit of knowledge and fear of the
Lord” (Isa 11:2). Joel promised the
wisdom of God: “I will pour out my
spirit on all flesh, your sons and your
daughters shall prophesy, your old men
shall dream dreams and your young
men shall see visions. Even on the male
and female slaves, in those days, I will
pour out my spirit” (Joel 2:28-29). The
Old Testament embraced all with the
promise that they would be led beyond
their expectations.

The spirit of God as an inner emotional fire
The ruach of God is understood as a

tension between power and might on
the one hand, and the gentleness of a
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mother bird on the other. In the
beginning of the biblical creation story,
Jewish tradition translates ruach as “a
mighty wind” (Gen 1:2), yet the
Hebrew for the word “hovering” of the
spirit over the chaos can be translated
as “fluttering lovingly”. It is used again
of the eagle who hovered over her
young, bearing them up in her wings
(Deut 32:11-12).

Today the Spirit is most often
portrayed as a dove. In the Old
Testament, the sound of the voice of God
to Ezekiel was accompanied by the
beating of wings (Ex 3:12), while the
eagle who protected and offered safe
carriage was a well-known Scriptural
image (Ps 17:8; 36:7; 57:1; 61:4; 91:1,4; Isa
31:5; Ex 19:4; Ezek 17:2-10). The dove in
the story of Noah’s refuge from the flood
(Gen 8:8-12) is an image of God’s spirit
amongst us, bearing good news.

In the Old Testament, ruach moved
beyond the intellect to the very centre of
life, the heart. Ezekiel spoke the promise
of God, “A new heart I will give you, and
a new spirit I will put within you; and I
will remove from your body the heart of
stone and give you a heart of flesh”
(Ezek 36:26). The psalmist prayed,
“Create a clean heart, O God, and put a
new and right spirit within me” (Ps
51:10). Ezekiel was “brought out by the
spirit of the Lord” and set down in a
valley of dry bones. God called the
prophet to give his message to these
bones, and the breath of God re-joined
the rattling bones, covering them with
sinews and flesh and breathing life into
them again (Ezek 37).

Fire, the symbol of burning love, is
used to describe the movement of the
spirit in the heart and the emotions. In
fire, God’s presence and power was laid

open to Abraham (Gen 15:17); in fire,
God reveals the Divine Name to Moses
(Ex 3:2), to the people of Israel (Ex
13:21), through Elijah (1 Kings 18:38)
and as a refiner’s fire (Mal 3:2).

The fire of the spirit in the Old
Testament spoke of heat which warms,
sparks, ignites, enflames and kindles the
heart. This imagery revealed a human
experience of the divine, as a power
beyond grasp but having an impact on
whatever it touched. Teilhard de
Chardin, a christian writing almost two
millennium later, wrote, “Some day,
after we have mastered the winds and
the waves, the tides and gravity, we will
harness for God the energies of love,
and then for the second time in the
history of the world, we will have
discovered fire”.2

We speak of many different emotions
as “burning” within us, for example,
love and anger. Is there a time when
you could describe a fire which
burned within you as a presence of
the divine spirit?

The people of the Old Testament
related personally and emotionally with
God. Here was a deity with whom one
could bargain, as one bargained (and
does so still today) in the marketplace
of Jerusalem. Abraham bargained to
reduce the number of good men whose
presence could convince God to spare
Sodom (Gen 18:23 f). The language of
the psalms gives insights of deep
emotional experiences of remorse (Ps
13, 51, 130, “Out of the depths I cry to
you, O Lord!”), tempered by hope and
thanksgiving for forgiveness (Ps 90:11-
12, “Your wrath is as great as the fear
that is due you, so teach us to count our
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days that we may gain a wise heart”).
The cries of desolation contrast with
the elated songs of praise and joy (Ps
16:11, 105:43 “So God brought the
people out with joy, the chosen ones
with singing”).

The movement from despair to hope,
praise and joy is the visible indication of
a spirit-filled change of heart, a call of
jubilee. The evolving Hebrew nation
knew much violence and hardship. Yet
throughout the Old Testament the spirit
of God consistently filled the heart with
joy. In English today we use the word
enthusiasm, which suggests energy,
excitement and joy of life. Enthusiasm,
coming from the Greek en/theos – to be
IN God, alive with the breath of God,
captures the awareness of the ruach of
God in Old Testament writing.

The feminine face of God as spirit
The word ruach is grammatically

feminine, though it does not necessarily
name the gender of the object.
Theologian Elizabeth Johnson claims
that the imagery which surrounds
ruach, as well as the functions
attributed to the spirit of God in the
Hebrew Scriptures, are historically
those of women.3

It was the women in Israelite culture
who brought forth life and sustained it,
who repaired and renewed what was
damaged, who expressed emotionally
the mourning in death and the joy in
life, who taught wisdom, engendered
enthusiasm and delighted in their
children (Prov 8:30-31). Other female
activities linked to the divine spirit are
the knitting together of the new life in
a mother ’s womb (Ps 139:13), as mid-
wife ministering to the pain of those
about to give birth (Ps 22:9-10) and as a

washerwoman working on the stains so
that the people – like garments – are
made new again (Isa 4:4; Ps 51:7).

The word for “wisdom” in Greek is
Sophia, a woman’s name. Elizabeth
Johnson conceives of the spirit of God
as Spirit-Sophia, tying the active
presence of God in the world with the
person of Wisdom.4 Words from the
Book of Wisdom do describe the
understanding of the ruach of God in
Hebrew:

“For wisdom is more mobile than any
motion; because of her pureness she
pervades and penetrates all things.
For she is a breath of the power of God,
and a pure emanation of the glory of the
Almighty ... Although she is but one, she
can do all things, and while remaining
in herself she renews all things; in every
generation she passes into holy souls
and makes them friends of God and
prophets ...” (Wis 7:24, 25, 27).
The spirit is sometimes spoken of as

shekhinah, which is translated as God’s
majesty present in the midst of human
beings and of nature, and as the
feminine face of God.

The spirit of God in cloud, water and in nature
The divine presence in the Old

Testament was often expressed as
cloud. For example, God’s covenant
with Noah was the “bow in the cloud”
(Gen 9:13), a pillar of cloud led the
wandering Israelites by day (Ex 13:21;
Neh 9:12, 19; Ps 78:14). Further, when
Moses was in Sinai, a cloud covered the
mountain for six days and on the
seventh day God called to Moses out of
the cloud (Ex 24:16).  A cloud, seen as
the presence of God, travelled always at
the pace of the people.

The use of water as a symbol of the
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ruach of God speaks of the scarcity of
water, a situation in Palestine which still
exists today. Water, so essential to life, is
mentioned more frequently in Scripture
than any other natural resource. God’s
abundant blessing is as vital to life as
bountiful water. In the Old Testament,
God opened springs and streams (Ps
74:15; 104:10; 107:35). The promise was
made of waters which would gush in the
wilderness (Isa 35:6) and on bare heights
(Isa 41:18), and a fountain would flow
from the house of the Lord (Joel 3:18)
and living water from Jerusalem (Zech
14:8). The psalms spoke of a river whose
streams made glad the city of God (46:4)
and of God as “the fountain of life”
(36:9), who says, “all my springs are in
you” (87:7).  God was named as the
“fountain of living water” (Jer 2:13;
17:13). Wisdom was also “a fountain of
life” (Prov 16:22), and “the fountain of
wisdom is a gushing stream” (Prov 18:4).
In the words of Isaiah, “With joy you
will draw water from the wells of
salvation” (12:3).

We speak today of mountain-top
experiences, of moments when we are
overcome with wonder: the sight of a
sunset or a waterfall, the myriad sounds
of an orchestra, the birth of a baby.
These moments evoke our spontaneous
praise for the God who lies beyond our
imaginings. Such expressions of joy in
nature, as an awareness of the ruach of
God, abound in Old Testament
literature. God is praised with such
words as:

“You stretch out the heavens like a tent,
you set the beams of your chambers on the
waters, you make the clouds your chariot,
you ride on the wings of the wind, you
make the winds your messengers, fire and
flame your ministers”  (Ps 104:2-4).

Today we have become more aware
that to disfigure the earth is a sin
against the creativity of God.

Learn a couplet of words of praise
from the psalms. Experience these
ancient words moving your heart,
when next you feel the presence of
God in nature.

Old wine-skins and new wine
The ruach of God in the stories of the

Hebrew Scriptures still moves us today,
even though these stories are limited by
their history and culture. In exploring
the spirit, the breath, the wind, the
ruach of God in the Old Testament, we
are reminded of the strong sense of the
presence of God in ancient people. The
dadirri, the deep spiritual awareness of
Australian Aboriginal culture, bears
witness to this.

The Israelite people have kept alive
in memory their experience of the spirit
of God. As we remember the future, we
dwell too on their memory of a jealous
God who longed to be part of their
lives, a God whose spirit touched them
emotionally, who delighted in them
(Deut 30:9), who gave them a model of
loving and whose determination to
intervene in their history led to our
christian belief in Jesus.

1. Antony F. Campbell, The Study Companion
to Old Testament Literature (Collegeville:
Liturgical Press, 1989), 487.

2. “The Evolution of Chastity” in Toward the
Future 50-87 (London: Collins, 1975), 87.

3. Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is (New
York: Crossroad, 1993), 83.

4.  ibid., 124-149.
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Introduction
To understand Luke’s Gospel

correctly, and his purpose in presenting
the ministry of Jesus the way he did,
we need to recognise that his Gospel is
really the first volume of a two-volume
work: the Gospel according to St Luke,
and the Book of the Acts of the
Apostles. That Luke wrote both books
cannot be doubted. What is not so clear
is whether he wrote them separately,
one after the other, or whether they
originally made up one complete work.

The latter view has a lot to
commend it: that is, that Luke wrote
one book which comprised his Gospel
and the Acts of the Apostles. At a later
stage, when it was decided to collect
and publish our four Gospels, the first
part of Luke’s literary work would have
been detached from the second part and
made a unit on its own. An editor
would then have written an ending to
the first part (the Acts of the Apostles)
and an introduction to the second part
(the Acts of the Apostles).

It is not possible to prove this nearly
2000 years later, but it makes good
sense. If it is true, Luke set himself the
task of showing how the life of Jesus
and the life of the early church were not
only a continuity but a unity. The time
of Jesus and the time of the church,
though succeeding each other, are in a
sense one, because the risen Lord
remains with the church which is an

extension and a sacrament of his life
and ministry.

As the two books now stand
separately, the Gospel of St Luke relates
the life of Jesus, ending with his death
and resurrection in the year 30 AD. The
Acts of the Apostles traces the growth
of the church for the next 30 years,
ending with the arrival of Paul the
Apostle in Rome, the centre of the
“world” in the early 60’s.

Is there a basic idea or concept that
underlies and binds together these two
volumes? How is the risen Lord still
present in and with the church?
I believe that the answer to both
questions is: the Holy Spirit. As we
shall see, the same Spirit which guided
and led Jesus in his earthly ministry
continued to guide and lead the church
in its early years. That is Luke’s
message, and the implication of course
is that the same Spirit continues to
guide and lead the church today.

For Luke, the risen Lord remains
present with the church through the
Holy Spirit. What did Luke mean by the
Holy Spirit? This is the question we will
try to answer in this study of Luke - Acts.

The Spirit in Luke’s Gospel
St Luke’s Gospel begins with the

infancy narratives of chapters 1 and 2,
in which almost all the characters are
said to be moved by, or filled with, the
Holy Spirit.

The Spirit
... in Luke - Acts

o
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John the Baptist is “even before his
birth … filled with the Holy Spirit.” His
father Zechariah is likewise “filled with
the Holy Spirit” when he speaks his
prophecy in the canticle of praise we
now call the Benedictus (1:67). The same
thing is said of his mother Elizabeth
when she declares Mary to be “blessed
among women” (1:41-42).

The Holy Spirit reveals to Simeon,
the righteous and devout man, that
before his death he will see the Christ.
The Holy Spirit “rested on him” and
then “guided” him into the Temple so
that he was there when the child Jesus
was brought to the Temple for the
ceremony of his presentation to the
Lord (2:25-27). Simeon then happily
recites his Nunc Dimittis – “Now you
can dismiss your servant in peace”.

In all of these cases the Holy Spirit is
the spirit of prophecy. This carries on a
common Old Testament depiction of
the Spirit or power of God as the source
of genuine prophetic word and activity.
Indeed throughout Luke’s Gospel, the
Spirit is presented as a supernatural
divine power, rather than as a personal
being.

This appears even more clearly in the
case of Mary, the leading character of
Luke’s infancy narrative, after Jesus
himself. In 1:35, the angel Gabriel
explains to Mary: “The Holy Spirit will
come upon you, and the power of the
Most High will overshadow you.” Here
we have a good example of a common
technique of Hebrew poetry called
parallelism wherein two successive lines
express the same idea in different
words. So “the Holy Spirit” is “the
power of the Most High” which will
come upon Mary and overshadow her,
causing the conception of Jesus. We do

not have in Luke’s Gospel the more
developed doctrine of the Spirit as a
divine person, such as we find in the
later Gospel of John.

When Jesus begins his public
ministry, the Spirit of God is equally
prominent as the power behind his
actions and words. At his baptism,
which launches his ministry, the Holy
Spirit descends upon Jesus in bodily
form like a dove, accompanied by the
voice from heaven which designates
him as God’s beloved Son (3:22). Then
“full of the Holy Spirit,” he is “led by
the Spirit in the wilderness” for his
forty days of fasting in preparation for
his ministry (4:1).

This was a period of temptation or
testing of his vocation, and the
implication is that Jesus was able to
resist these prolonged temptations
because of the power of the Spirit
which filled and guided him.

The testing over for the time being,
Jesus then, “filled with the power of the
Spirit,” returns to Galilee to begin his
messianic work (4:14). And when he
comes to Nazareth, his home town, and
is invited to speak in the local
synagogue, his very first words are a
quotation from Isaiah 61:1 ff: “The
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because
he has anointed me to bring good news
to the poor” (14:18).

Although Luke does not refer to the
Holy Spirit with the same frequency as
his Gospel proceeds, the stage has
clearly been set and the point made.
Jesus’ whole public ministry is placed
under the sign of the Spirit. As the
Christ, he is the bearer of the Holy
Spirit, filled with the power of God, and
all the subsequent works and teachings
of Jesus are to be understood in this
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light. Everything he says and does is
said and done with the guarantee of
God’s power which rests on him, fills
him, guides him, and leads him to
preach the good news.

Though less frequent, later
references to the Spirit in Luke’s Gospel
are still significant. Jesus rejoices in the
Holy Spirit when he praises God for
revealing the mysteries of the kingdom
(through himself) to the “little ones,”
rather than to the worldly wise. It is
due to the power of God that he has
been able to do this (10:21).

He refers to the Holy Spirit as the
“good gift,” the greatest gift, that God
can give to those who persevere in
prayer (11:13). Again the reference is to
a divine empowerment that the
followers of Jesus can share with him. It
is interesting that in the parallel
passage, Matthew reports Jesus as
saying: “How much will your Father in
heaven give good things to those who
ask!” (Matt 7:11). Matthew’s “good
things” are rather pallid in comparison
to the Holy Spirit which Luke identifies
as God’s gift par excellence.

Luke’s Gospel concludes with an
appearance of the risen Christ to the
disciples, “startled and terrified” because
they “thought that they were seeing a
ghost” (24:37). He took this
opportunity to open their minds to
understand the Scriptures, and to bring
them to see how his own career,
especially his death and resurrection,
were the fulfilment of the Scriptures.
The risen Jesus concludes his final
discourse to them with the words: “I
am sending upon you what my Father
promised; so stay here in the city until
you have been clothed with power from
on high” (24:49). This promise, the

power from on high, was nothing other
than the gift of the Holy Spirit which
he advised them to wait on. Then “he
withdrew from them and was carried
up to heaven” (24:51).

What struck you most in Luke’s
treatment of the Holy Spirit in his
gospel?

The Spirit in Acts
At the beginning we speculated that

Luke’s two books (his Gospel and the
Acts of the Apostles) may have
originally been two parts of one literary
work. If so, the division has been well
made, and we can compare them with
benefit to our understanding of Luke’s
overall purpose. His Gospel concludes
with Jesus’ assurance that he will send
what God promised to clothe them
with power from on high. Jesus was
then taken up to heaven.

The Acts of the Apostles begins with
an order by Jesus to “wait there for the
promise” (1:4). He adds: “You will be
baptised with the Holy Spirit not many
days from now” (1:5).

We see again the disciples gathered
together with Jesus for the last time.
Before his ascension into heaven, he
tells them: “You will receive power
when the Holy Spirit has come upon
you” (1:8), and then he is “lifted up”
and taken “out of their sight” (1:9).

We saw in Luke’s Gospel how the
Spirit or power of God was most active
in the first two chapters (the infancy
narratives) with all the characters and
in all the circumstances surrounding the
conception and birth of Jesus. Now we
find at the beginning of the Acts of the
Apostles a similar concentration on the
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power of the Spirit at the birth of the
church. The presence of Mary the
mother of Jesus, with the disciples as
they prayerfully await the coming of
the Spirit, is significant. The principal
character in the birth of Jesus, she is
also present at the birth of the church.

It has been noted by many New
Testament scholars that “Acts of the
Apostles” is something of a misnomer
for this second volume of Luke. It
would be more rightly called the “Acts
of the Holy Spirit.”

The original Apostles are named at
1:13, but most of them are never heard
of again. Even Peter, the leader of the
group, who features prominently in the
first half of the book, disappears
completely from Luke’s narrative after
the Jerusalem assembly described in
chapter 15. Nothing is reported about
his subsequent career or death.

The hero of Luke’s story is clearly St
Paul, not one of the original Twelve, but
a convert to Christ after an initial
period as a zealous Pharisee persecuting
the followers of Jesus. But the book of
Acts ends with Paul’s arrival in Rome,
and there is no reference to his
subsequent career or death either – even
though Paul was long gone when Luke
wrote this narrative.

The reason seems to be that Luke is
not so interested in the apostles as
individuals, but as vehicles of the Spirit,
bearing witness to Christ from
“Jerusalem ... to the ends of the earth”
(1:18). The missionary activity of Peter
and Paul is clearly subordinate to the
activity of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is
the main actor in Luke’s story.

The coming of the Spirit is described
in the Pentecost scene in chapter 2.
Both in Hebrew and in Greek, the same

word can be used for “wind” and
“spirit”. Luke describes “a sound like the
rush of a violent wind” (2:3). This
recalls the Spirit of God moving over
the face of the waters at Creation
(Genesis 1:2), and also the imagery of
the God of the storm coming down on
Mt Sinai to make a covenant with Israel
as God’s own people (Exodus 19:16 ff).

Now we have a new creative act of
God, and Jerusalem replaces Sinai as the
site of a new covenant that will touch
all peoples. There is a sound resembling
a mighty wind, and tongues of fire fill
those called to proclaim this new
covenant with the Holy Spirit.

From then on, the Spirit plays the
leading role in the spread of the gospel
and the growth of the church. The
Spirit empowers the apostles to speak
our boldly about what God has done in
and through Jesus. The Spirit directs
Peter to the household of Cornelius and
guides events that lead to the admission
of the first Gentiles into the church
(10:38,44-47; 11:12,15).

It was the Spirit which
commissioned Barnabas and Paul for
their great missionary campaign which
would result in the conversion of large
numbers of Gentiles (13:2,4). When the
important decision was made at the
Jerusalem assembly (Acts 15) to admit
Gentiles into the church without
requiring their full observance of the
Jewish Law (including circumcision), it
was phrased in these terms: “It has
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to
us …” (15:28).

The Spirit prevented Paul from
making a detour which would have
delayed his evangelising work on the
continent of Europe (16:6-7). Paul’s
decision to go to Rome is described as a
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resolution made in the Spirit (19:21);
and when Paul concluded his
missionary work in Asia he was able to
hand over pastoral care of Christ’s flock
to those whom the Holy Spirit had
made “overseers” (episkopoi), to
shepherd the church of God (20:28).

In other words, every decisive step in
Luke’s story of how the gospel was
preached and the church established
“from Jerusalem ... to the ends of the
earth” (1:8) is attributed to the Holy
Spirit. The Spirit intervenes at all the
crucial moments to guide the human
agents to make the right moves and the
right choices, and at the same time to
prevent them from taking the wrong
options.

What struck you most about Luke’s
treatment of the Holy Spirit in the
Acts of the Apostles?

The Spirit in the Church
This has been Luke’s great

contribution to ecclesiology: his
portrayal in Acts of a Holy Spirit who
intervenes at crucial moments when
the church, and especially its leaders,
needs help. Peter and Paul are portrayed
as great instruments or agents of the
Spirit, but their contribution is
secondary. The obvious inference is that
other instruments can and will be
provided, and that the Spirit whose
action was so decisive in the years of
the church’s infancy will continue to
help and guide the church in times of
need. This idea that, whatever the
crisis, the Holy Spirit will not let the
church down, has been an important
element of christian self-understanding
down the centuries. Luke’s insight that

the Spirit was, is, and always will be at
work in the history of the church is his
enduring legacy to the church.

This Lucan understanding of the role
of the Spirit was very much to the fore
in the Second Vatican Council. The
Council opened with a solemn
invocation of the Holy Spirit, because
the Spirit would surely be expected to
intervene at a time and place when
decisions were to be made which would
have an enormous impact on the lives
of christians. While bishops with
different visions of church clashed with
one another on the floor of the Council
and things at times seemed to be dead-
locked, it was generally agreed that in
the end it was the Holy Spirit who led
the majority to put in place the reforms
of the Council, and who led the
minority to accept those changes.

“Surprised by the Spirit” might well
be the phrase best used to describe what
happened to the bishops of the world
who participated in the Second Vatican
Council. This can ultimately be traced
back to the life of the Spirit in the life of
Jesus (the third Gospel) and the life of
the church (the Acts of the Apostles).

What do you see as some of the
signs that the Holy Spirit “remains
present within the church”? Are there
some instances of that in the
Scriptures?

WOWOWOWOWO’S’S’S’S’S
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Whereas in Luke – Acts, it is possible
to discern and describe in a coherent
way the author’s understanding of the
role of the Holy Spirit in God’s plan of
salvation, this becomes a more difficult
task when one approaches the writings
of St Paul. This is largely due to the
profundity and complexity of Paul’s
thought, and to the richness of the
imagery which he uses to describe both
God’s saving action on humanity, and
the new way of life which is the effect
of that divine activity.

In dealing with the Spirit in St
Paul’s letters, we will confine ourselves
only to those letters which are
unanimously held by all biblical
scholars to come from the hand of Paul
himself: namely, 1 Thessalonians,
Philippians, 1 and 2 Corinthians,
Galatians, Romans, and the little note to
Philemon. We will omit Colossians and
Ephesians, the Pastoral letters (1 and 2
Timothy and Titus) and 2 Thessalonians
– and of course, the epistle to the
Hebrews. Many of these letters are best
understood to have been written by
disciples of Paul. But even confining
ourselves to the seven letters about
which there is unanimity, we cannot
hope to consider all of Paul’s references
to the Spirit.

Jesus and the Spirit of God
The first thing we will reflect on, in

Paul’s treatment of the Spirit, is the

relationship which he sees between the
Lord Jesus, and the Spirit in God’s plan
of salvation. At the beginning of
1 Corinthians, in that marvellous
passage of 1:17-25, Paul refers to
“Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God” (1:24). These terms
“power” and “wisdom” are ways of
expressing God’s outgoing activity, and
the word “spirit” could easily be
substituted for them.

In the Old Testament, the “spirit of
God” expresses God’s creative,
prophetic or renewing activity in
relation to human beings and to the
world in general. But although Paul
identifies Christ with the power and
wisdom of God, he never explicitly
refers to him as the “spirit of God” in
this Old Testament sense.

However, in several places Paul does
not make a clear distinction between
Christ and the Spirit. In Romans 8:9-
11, Paul tells his readers: “You are in
the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells
in you.” He adds: “Anyone who does
not have the Spirit of Christ does not
belong to him.” And then: “If Christ is
in you ...,” and then: “If the Spirit of the
one who raised Jesus from the dead dwells
in you …”

So the terms Spirit of God, Spirit of
Christ, Christ, and the Spirit of the one who
raised Jesus from the dead are all used
interchangeably, to describe how God
dwells in the christian.

The Spirit
... in Paul

o
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A similar interchange is found in 1
Corinthians 15:45, where Paul says that
Christ, as the result of his resurrection,
has become “a life-giving spirit”.
Similarly in Romans 1:4, Jesus Christ is
said to have “power according to the
spirit of holiness by resurrection from
the dead.”

This difficult verse seems to mean
that after (or as a result of) his
resurrection from the dead, Christ in his
glorified state has become the
transcendent, dynamic source of
holiness for human beings.

In Galatians 4:6, Paul says that
“God has sent the Spirit of the Son
into our hearts”, in Philippians 1:19,
he refers to “the Spirit of Jesus
Christ”, and in 2 Corinthians 3:18, he
says that the process of our being
transformed into the image of Christ
is the work of “the Lord, the Spirit”.
One verse earlier (2 Cor 3:17), Paul
even goes so far as to say: “the Lord is
the Spirit”. We do not find in Paul’s
letters the same clear demarcation
between the work of Christ and the
work of the Spirit that we find in
Luke – Acts. There the Spirit is clearly
the power of God which takes the
place of the risen and ascended Christ
in leading and guiding the church. In
Paul’s thought, the distinction is not
so clear.

While the distinction between the
work of Christ and the work of the
Spirit may not be as clear in Paul
as it is in Luke – Acts, there are
still many beautiful ideas
expressed in his letters. What is
the one that carries a particular
appeal for you?

God, Jesus, Spirit
Of special interest in Paul’s letters

are those passages which line up God,
Christ and the Spirit in a way that
became the basis for the later christian
dogma of the three distinct persons in
the Trinity. In 2 Corinthians 1:21-22,
Paul writes: “It is God who establishes
us with you in Christ, and has
anointed and marked us by the seal,
giving us the Spirit in our hearts as a
first instalment.” Paul concludes this
same letter with the blessing that is
now used by the priest when greeting
the people at the beginning of the
Mass: “The grace of the Lord Jesus
Christ, the love of God and the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with
you all” (2 Cor 13:13).

In 1 Corinthians 6:11, Paul
admonishes the Corinthians to
remember that “you were washed, you
were sanctified, you were justified in
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and
in the Spirit of our God.” Later in the
same letter (1 Cor 12:4-6), he writes:
“There are varieties of gifts, but the
same Spirit; and there are varieties of
services, but the same Lord; and there
are varieties of activities, but it is the
same God who activates all of them in
everyone.”

In Paul’s greatest letter, Romans,
he writes that “since we are justified
by faith, we have peace with God
through our Lord Jesus Christ ... And
we boast in the hope of sharing the
glory of God ... and hope does not
disappoint us, because God’s love has
been poured into our hearts through
the Holy Spirit that has been given to
us” (Rom 5:1-5).

Another magnificent passage in
Romans is 8:14-17: “All who are led by
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the Spirit of God are children of God ...
When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that
very Spirit bearing witness with our
spirit that we are children of God, and if
children, then heirs, heirs of God and
joint heirs with Christ”.

Towards the end of this letter, Paul
makes an appeal to the christians of
Rome, “by our Lord Jesus Christ, and
by the love of the Spirit, to join me in
earnest prayer to God on my behalf ”
(Rom 15:30). We might also mention
in this context a passage from 1
Corinthians (2:10-11) where he
attributes to the Spirit a
comprehensive knowledge of God’s
innermost thoughts. This text implies
the divine character of the Spirit, as
distinct from God.

What are we to make of this
wonderful but confusing collection of
references by Paul to the Holy Spirit and
its activity? We have seen passages in
which there is no apparent distinction
between Jesus Christ and the Spirit.
There are passages where the term
“Spirit” does not reflect any advance on
the Old Testament idea of the spirit as
the (impersonal) power of God.

But there are also passages where the
Spirit (and the work of the Spirit) seems
to be clearly distinguished from God (the
Father) and Jesus (the Son). Passages
which put the Spirit in parallelism with
God and the Lord Jesus Christ clearly lay
the foundations for the later doctrine of
the Trinity. But did Paul glimpse this
later doctrine? Did he see the Spirit as a
separate divine person?

Which of these passages from Paul
struck you most? Why did it have
this impact on you?

Paul: the Great Theologian
Paul was probably the greatest

theologian in the history of the
Christian Church, but we must
remember that he was also the
church’s first theologian. It is well to
remember that Paul’s letters were
written before the four Gospels. Those
letters which are universally accepted
as his own compositions were all
written in the 50’s of the first century,
between 20 and 30 years after the
death of Jesus. The first of our Gospels
(that of Mark) was not composed until
about 65 AD.

So it should not surprise us that
there is a lack of clarity in Paul’s
writings about the Spirit and other
theological matters. This should be
respected, for his letters provide only
the starting point for later theological
developments. His brilliance lies in the
fact that he did provide such a solid
foundation at a time when the disciples
of Jesus were at such an early stage of
self-discovery.

Luke, the author of the third Gospel
and the Acts of the Apostles, wrote in
the early 80’s, fifteen years after the
death of Paul. Luke still thought of the
Holy Spirit as the power of God, not as
a distinct divine person. It would
therefore be rash to conclude that Paul,
writing in the 50’s, would have come
to an understanding of the Spirit as a
divine person or of a Trinity of three
persons in one God.

It is only in John’s Gospel (written
in the last decade of the first century)
that the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, is
named in a personal way. Even then, a
long time was to elapse before the
church came to an understanding of
the revealed doctrine of the Trinity.
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Paul’s View of the Spirit
In his references to the Spirit, Paul is

more interested in the functional role
played by the Spirit in the work of our
salvation. If Christ opened up to human
beings the possibility of a new life, to be
lived in him and for God, it is the “Spirit
of (the risen) Christ” that
communicates this dynamic, vital and
life-giving principle to us.

For Paul, the Spirit is an “energizer”
(1 Cor 2:4; Rom 15:13) and the source
of christian faith, hope and love. It frees
human beings from slavery to the law
as the motivation for living (Gal 5:18),
from “the desires of the flesh” (Gal
5:16), and from all immoral conduct
(Gal: 5:19-21). Instead, Paul says, the
fruit of the Spirit (the power of God
working in christians) is “love, joy,
peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness and self-
control” (Gal 5:22-23).

It is the gift of the Spirit that
constitutes being an adopted child of
God: “for all who are led by the Spirit of
God are children of God” (Rom 8:14; see
also Galatians 4:5). The Spirit assists
christians in prayer: “You have received
a spirit of adoption. When we cry
‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit
bearing witness with our spirit that we
are children of God” (Rom 8:15-16);
“because you are children, God has sent
the Spirit of the Son into our hearts
crying ‘Abba! Father!’ (Gal 4:6); “we do
not know how to pray as we ought, but
that very Spirit intercedes with sighs
too deep for words” (Rom 8:26). The
Spirit thus makes christians especially
aware of their relationship to God as
loving parent.

The power of the Spirit is not
something distinct from the power of

the risen Christ: christians have been
“washed, ... sanctified, ... justified in the
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in
the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:11).

The Spirit and Grace
Some students of Paul’s letters claim

to find in his thinking a distinction
between the Holy Spirit (with a capital
S) and the effects of the indwelling Spirit
(spirit with a small ‘s’). In this way
Paul would be laying the foundation for
the later distinction between the
(uncreated) gift of the Spirit and the
(created) gift of grace. But it is doubtful
whether this was part of Paul’s thought.
It is better not to try to impose later
theological categories on Paul’s
thinking. It is enough to say that for
Paul, the Spirit is the gift of God’s
creative, prophetic or renewing presence
to human beings or the world.

Connected with Paul’s understanding
of the function of God’s Spirit is his use
of the term charis or grace. For Paul,
“grace” most frequently designates God’s
favour, the gratuitous side of God’s
saving initiative and of Christ’s
collaboration in that saving work.

Grace describes
ùùùùù God’s pre-election in the promise to

Abraham (the promise that rested
“on grace”);

ù the apostolic call (“God … set me
apart before I was born and called
me through this grace” – Gal 1:15;
“by the grace of God I am what I am,
and this grace toward me has not
been in vain” 1 Cor 15:10; see also
Rom 1:4);

ù the justification of human beings
(“they are now justified by God’s
grace as a gift”, Rom 3:24 and
elsewhere).
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Charis or “grace” is also used by Paul
to describe the new dispensation that
replaced the law: “you are not under
law but under grace” (Rom 6:14-15).

At other times Paul speaks of grace
as something that is given: “(they)
recognised the grace that had been
given to me” (Gal 2:9). It is said to
accompany Paul or to be in him: “it is not
I, but the grace of God that is with me”
(1 Cor 15:10).

It is this latter group of texts –
conveying the idea of something
produced in us – which led in time to
the notion of sanctifying grace,
developed in the theology of the Middle
Ages. As we saw earlier, it is probably
saying too much to read this idea back
into the mind of Paul himself, but there
is no doubt that Paul’s teaching about

the Spirit as an energising force
provided the groundwork for that later
teaching.

As this multitude of texts shows
(and they represent only a small
selection of Paul’s references to the
Spirit and the work of the Spirit), his
thought is complex and often elusive,
but at the same time adds a real
richness to our understanding of God’s
saving work, and of the christian life
which is the desired response to God’s
grace and gift of the Spirit.

What have been some times or
places where you can identify God’s
“creative, renewing presence” in
your life?

WOWOWOWOWO’S’S’S’S’S
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The Beauty of the Spirit
The late Dom Bede Griffiths

described the Spirit as “an energy of
love which seeks always to transcend
the barriers of space and time and to
discover the divine life”.1 We may well
ask, how can we discover the power
of the divine, this ‘divine life’?
Similarly, how can we put words to
the beauty of the Spirit’s presence
with its energy, spontaneity, comfort
and peace?

The beauty of the Spirit is that we
can experience both the security and
safety a personal relationship with the
Spirit provides, as well as the
spontaneity and unpredictability of that
same Spirit – all at the same time. But
when we try to contain the Spirit with
restrictive language we are ignoring that
powerful ‘energy of love’ within us,
that elusive activity transcending ‘the
barriers of space and time’ that cannot
be contained. The Spirit permeates our
being, silently moving with our every
step, filling our thoughts with love and
guiding our words. As christians, we
know when we are experiencing this
powerful yet gentle moment of truth
and we name it Spirit.

The Spirit in John
The scriptures give us a language

which can help us move towards a
sense of this Spirit.  The unique
contribution the evangelist John makes

to a study such as this is his
development of the Spirit as a separate
person. The Spirit presented by John is
no vague or weak entity that exists
apart from creation, but one deeply
involved in our lives – “The Spirit of
Truth ... dwells with you and will be in
you” (John 14:17) and is named as a
companion to those who follow the
teaching of Christ (14:16-17); one who
has a mission (14:26; 15:26); a teacher
(14:26); the one who bears witness
(15:26) and declares the future (16:13); as
the paraclete or advocate who helps and
supports (16:7-9) and as a guide(16:13).

For John, the presence of the Spirit
is distinctively a christian experience,
one that is given to the disciples of
Jesus and is linked to the resurrection.
“The Spirit was not yet there because
Jesus had not been glorified” (7:36).
John so preserves the importance of
the post-resurrectional appearance of
the Spirit that he tends not to focus on
it in the life of Jesus. Hence John
avoids any emphasis on Jesus’ own
experience of the Spirit. Perhaps John
wanted to present the Spirit as a gift
from Jesus rather than a gift we share
with him.2

Spirit as Wind … Spirit as Water
The word pneuma used so often

throughout the scriptures for naming
the Spirit is the Greek translation for
the Hebrew term ruach meaning ‘wind’.

The Spirit o
... in John
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It is sometimes translated as ‘breath’
and as such it is an essential
characteristic of life. This beautiful
image describes the Spirit as an unseen
phenomenon that becomes known by
the effect it has on others, by what it
does, and how it feels within. It flows
through all creation bringing life and
love.

This image, along with the image of
water, is presented by John early in his
gospel. In chapter 3 we have the
conversation between Jesus and
Nicodemus the Pharisee where Jesus
spoke of the Spirit as ‘wind’: “The wind
blows where it chooses, and you hear
the sound of it, but you do not know
where it comes from or where it goes.
So it is with everyone who is born of
the Spirit” (3:8). The working of the
Spirit, as exemplified by the wind, is
mysterious. But this mystery does not
take away from the reality.

John uses a clever play here on the
word pneuma. Just as we are unable
to see the wind, yet feel the effects of
it blowing through our hair, we may
not be able to see the Spirit, but we
can both experience and feel the
unique presence of the Spirit in our
life.

Nicodemus does not seem to
appreciate this mysterious element
and so continues his questioning.
There is a hint of scepticism in
Nicodemus’ question. Some scholars
note that this could account for the
gentle air of sarcasm in Jesus’
response. Here Nicodemus plays a
typical role in Johannine discourses –
he acts as a foil, misunderstanding
Jesus’ teaching, thus presenting an
opportunity for expansion of the
material in more detail.

Like Nicodemus, we can be
confused, puzzled, and lacking in
understanding. “How can these
things be?” we might ask with him.
Can you recall a time when you
experienced the Spirit as ‘the gentle
whisper of a breath’ or as ‘the wind
blowing where it chooses’?

Another image in John’s gospel is
also an essential characteristic for life –
water. For people living in a very dry
land such as Israel, water meant life. In
the story of Jesus with the Samaritan
Woman (4:1-42), John develops the
symbolism of living water and the
Spirit.

This is quite a controversial story, the
controversy founded on three levels –
she is a woman, poor and a Samaritan.
For Jesus to ask her for water is to violate
social customs and ignore the
proprieties. Jews had no contact with
people from Samaria. They did not speak
to Samaritans, nor would they handle an
object which had been touched by a
Samaritan. This story has been used by
John to convey the message that
christianity is for all people.

Like Nicodemus, the Samaritan
Woman is a foil used by John to
misunderstand and allow Jesus to
unfold his message: that it is not
enough anymore to become one of
God’s chosen people, it is necessary to
be born again in the waters of baptism
and to drink the living water. Jesus told
her “If you knew the gift of God and
who it is that is saying to you ‘Give me
a drink’ you would have asked him, and
he would have given you living water”
(4:10). The gift which is being offered
by Jesus is living water, the means
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whereby the Spirit is given at baptism.
This promised ‘living water’ is a symbol
of the Spirit.

Jesus continues: “Everyone who
drinks of this water will be thirsty
again, but those who drink of the water
that I will give them will never be
thirsty. The water that I will give will
become in them a spring of water
gushing up to eternal life” (4:13-14). By
living water he did not literally mean
water there in the well. He is offering a
new kind of water, one that will quench
thirst forever. This water is the life
giving Spirit. We see this again in 7:37-
39 “Let anyone who is thirsty come to
me, and let the one who believes in me
drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of
the believer ’s heart shall flow rivers of
living water’. Now he said this about
the Spirit, which believers in him were
to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit,
for Jesus was not yet glorified”. We
recall these words when a soldier
pierces the side of Jesus with a lance
and blood and water flow out (19:34) –
the rivers of living water welling up to
eternal life have been given. Water is
associated with the gift of new life that
the Spirit brings.

Four unique aspects of the Spirit in John
The essence of John’s teaching on

the Spirit can be found in chapters 14 to
16. From chapter 14, John’s account of
Jesus’ teaching is dominated by Jesus’
departure and how the disciples can
cope with his absence. Here John
features certain aspects of the work of
the Spirit by situating them in the final
discourse. When Jesus is no longer
physically present with them, the Spirit
will be there. John then outlines for the
community the ministry of the Spirit.

The Paraclete
The very distinctive paraclete

passages express a coherent set of
beliefs. They exhibit John’s style of
working ‘around a topic’, of repeating a
number of basic assertions in parallel
ways so that gradually a complete
picture is built up.3 The paraclete is
presented as a person (14:15-18,25,26;
15:26-27; 16:14-15) which is distinct
from the Spirit in the other texts. The
Greek word that only John uses to
describe the Spirit, parakletos, brings
with it a great diversity of meanings.
These include comforter, counsellor,
friend, helper, advocate, intercessor,
consoler, one who stands beside
another, spokesperson and witness. The
very diversity gives a sense of the
richness of the concept.

The Spirit of Truth
In 14:6 we have one of the “I Am”

sayings of Jesus. He tells his followers “I
am the way and the truth and the life”.
Jesus does not specify rules of conduct
or dictate to the disciples the course
their lives should take. He leaves them
with the idea that in him is the very
nucleus of life. Truth is fundamental to
following his way. One of the titles
John uses for the Spirit is Spirit of Truth
(14:17; 15:26; 16:13). Throughout these
verses Jesus is saying that there is a
great need for him to be present with
them, whilst urging them to recognise
him for who he is, and to believe in his
teachings and in his actions.

In 14:16-17 Jesus promises to ask
God to send the parakletos to the
disciples after he has gone. God will
“give you another Counsellor (some
translations have ‘helper’), to be with
you forever” (14:16). This gift is not
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dependent in any way on the physical
presence of Jesus. The Holy Spirit will
enter our innermost being and be with
us always. Furthermore, the promise in
14:17 picks up the powerful language of
the indwelling Spirit seen earlier in
chapter 14: “This is the Spirit of Truth,
whom the world cannot receive,
because it neither sees nor knows. You
know the Spirit, because the Spirit
abides with you, and the Spirit will be
in you” and “in a little while the world
will no longer see me, but you will see
me; because I live, you also will live”
(14:17,19). The Spirit of Truth will be in
you and with you.

The Spirit of Truth is both teacher
and guide because this Spirit dwells
within and is sent by God to bear
witness to Jesus: “When the Spirit of
Truth comes, it will guide you into all
the truth; for the Spirit will not speak
on its own, but will speak whatever it
hears, and the Spirit will declare to you
the things that are to come” (16:13).

John identifies the Holy Spirit as
‘paraclete’, the comforter and
guide. How do you see the Spirit as
‘paraclete’ working in your life?

The Spirit as Advocate
John presents the Spirit as an

advocate almost in the legal sense of
‘counsel for the defence’: “when the
advocate comes, whom I will send to
you … it will testify on my behalf. You
also are to testify because you have
been with me from the beginning”
(15:26,27). The paraclete sent by Jesus
will protect the disciples and all those
who seek the truth. Whether they be
expelled from the synagogues, hated,

misunderstood or persecuted (15:18-
16:3), it is the paraclete, the Spirit as
defender, who will be present. Jesus
names the specific action that the
paraclete will take in 16:8-15 proving
the world wrong about sin,
righteousness and judgement. The
disciples, then, must be steadfast in
their faith.

Thus another piece of John’s picture
of the Spirit falls into place. Jesus
assures his followers that the new Spirit
of Truth, the Advocate, will be his
Spirit, who will be with them always to
comfort, to defend and lead them into
the fullness of truth. It is the truth or
enlightenment that we seek throughout
our lives that the Spirit draws us
towards. The disciples finally come to
an understanding (16:29-30) that will
deepen after Jesus has gone from their
midst.

The role of the Spirit is to enlighten
our minds and hearts to the truth,
and to that deep inner knowing that
accompanies a feeling of peace.
What role do you feel the Spirit
plays in your life?

The Special Resemblance to Jesus
The unique portrait of the Paraclete/

Spirit in John’s Gospel also centres
around the connection of Jesus to the
Spirit. “John presents the Paraclete as
the Holy Spirit in a special role, namely,
as the personal presence of Jesus in the
christian while Jesus is with God”.4 The
use of the word ‘Paraclete’ here takes on
a more personal relationship perhaps
than does the term ‘Holy Spirit’. The
Paraclete is teacher and guide. In his
landmark commentary on John’s
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gospel, the notable scripture scholar
Raymond Brown captures the special
resemblance of the Paraclete to Jesus in
four ways.5

1. The coming of the Paraclete into
the world and the coming of Jesus
(5:43; 16:28; 18:37).  As Jesus came
forth from God, so too the Paraclete
comes forth from God. The Paraclete
will be given as was Jesus (3:16). The
Paraclete will be sent as Jesus was sent
(3:17), and will be sent in Jesus’ name,
as Jesus came in the name of God
(5:43). We see in this first instance that
the Paraclete/Spirit is to Jesus, as Jesus
is to God. This paraclete, which is
continually coming forth, is able to
‘transcend the barriers of space and
time’, touching human life today in the
same way that Jesus and the disciples
experienced the Spirit coming forth
from God so long ago.

2. Titles.  If the Spirit is referred to
here as “another paraclete”, perhaps the
Johannine gospel portrays Jesus as the
first Paraclete during his ministry on
earth. The Paraclete is portrayed as the
Spirit of Truth, so too is Jesus the Truth
(14:6). As Jesus is the Holy One of God
(6:69), the Paraclete is the Holy Spirit of
God.  We use titles today to try to
describe the precise meaning our roles
have within our lives. When we start to
name the ‘un-namable’ we limit its life
and meaning. The first century writers
tried to express the full meaning of the
life of Jesus by using many titles.

3. The disciples’ relationship to the
Paraclete/Spirit. In 14:7,9 we read that
it is a privilege to know or recognise
Jesus. The indwelling nature of the
Paraclete is similar to Jesus’ promise to
remain in and with the disciples
(14:20,23; 15:4,5; 17:23,26). As Jesus is

the way and the truth (14:6) the
Paraclete will also guide the disciples
along the right way. As Jesus taught the
people (6:59; 7:14,18; 8:20) so too will
the Paraclete teach the disciples. This is
the special role the Paraclete will have in
their lives. The Paraclete will be able to
convey more after the resurrection than
Jesus was able to when he was with
them, by drawing on and fulfilling the
teaching and message of Jesus. The
Paraclete “will teach you everything and
remind you of all that I have said to
you” (14:26) and “will guide you into all
the truth; for he will not speak on his
own, but will speak whatever he hears,
and declare to you the things that are to
come” (16:13). The Paraclete will
declare to the disciples the approaching
times just as Jesus identified himself as
the Messiah to declare all truths (4:25-
26). All of this declaration, witness and
teaching by the Paraclete in John’s
gospel is about Jesus. The Paraclete
glorifies Jesus in the same manner that
Jesus glorifies God (8:28; 12:27-28;
14:13; 17:4).

4. The Paraclete and the world.
In further parallels, the Paraclete is not
seen, and we are told that Jesus will be
unseen to the world (16:16). As many
did not know who Jesus was when they
encountered him (16:3; 7:28; 8:14,19;
14:7), so too the Paraclete will not be
known to all. The unseen Spirit dwells
within the peacemaker and the
lawbreaker alike, the rich and the poor,
the addict and the healthy in body and
mind. Yet for some the Spirit remains
unknown as the time has not yet come
for them to ‘discover the divine life’.

“Thus, the one whom John calls
‘another Paraclete’ is another Jesus.
Since the Paraclete can come only when
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Jesus departs, the Paraclete is the
presence of Jesus when Jesus is absent”.6

The Paraclete is the fulfilment of the
teaching of Jesus that he will dwell
within his disciples.

Perhaps John used this word
‘parakletos’ precisely to capture the
breadth and depth of the activity of
the Spirit in the world. We cannot
contain the life of the Spirit in a
single place, nor are we able to
contain the meaning the Spirit has
for us in our lives within our
language. Words cannot ever truly
express the experience of the divine.
Raymond Brown proposes that “the
one whom John calls another
paraclete is another Jesus”. What
are your reflections on this?

A New Way of Living
With all of Jesus’ talk about leaving,

the disciples were naturally concerned
about their future. The great love of
Jesus for his disciples is clearly shown
again in 14:18. He tells the disciples he
will not leave them desolate or orphans.
When the Spirit comes they will
experience Jesus in a new way. It will be
a new way of living and being in the
world. He will be known to them in a
unique way, and he will be a companion
to them like no other.

Again in 14:26 the Paraclete comes to
the followers of Jesus on his request as
he prepares for his departure. The
Paraclete, the counsellor, the Holy Spirit
will be their teacher who will be with
them, and continue to call to mind all
of the things that Jesus said and did –
all that he was for them. In the Spirit,
they will always remember him.

Remembering in John’s gospel is a
technical term for the insight the
disciples gained after the resurrection.
The Spirit allows the disciples greater
depth of understanding and clearer
insight into their time with Jesus. It is
this Spirit who also enables them to re-
member themselves, in other words, to
gather together again, and go on with
courage, filled with life and hope long
after Jesus has gone.

When Jesus says he will come again
(14:3,18) and that the counsellor, the
Holy Spirit, will be sent (14:16,26) he is
saying the same thing yet using
different words. Jesus will be back with
them, to remain with them forever,
through the gift of his Spirit. The risen
Christ is their paraclete, their comforter.
Throughout the final discourse we are
taught that the Spirit abides within a
community built on love, and that it is
this love that reveals the life of the
Spirit to that community, and to the
world.

The Spirit of Jesus Remains
Throughout the gospel Jesus is

guiding the disciples to open themselves
up and throw light upon their
experiences in relation to the activity of
the Spirit. It is important to search for a
deeper inner meaning of events, for this
is the truth that will set all free. The
Paraclete/Spirit will teach, guide,
comfort and console for beneath all and
behind all, within all and around all, is
the Spirit of God. With this in our
minds and in our hearts, all that we do
becomes an expression of the Spirit at
work in our lives.

This is the consoling message that
Jesus was trying to give to his disciples.
That, although it seemed they were
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clinging to him and not understanding
his talk of leaving, they were to
recognise that the pure Spirit of Love
that he gave to them would remain
after he had gone. He, in some way, was
endeavouring to explain that the
physical was only part of the story, not
the whole. On his withdrawal they
would come to know what he meant,
and the Friend, the Comforter would be
with them always. When this Spirit of
Truth is recognised within the human
heart, the world seems to be a different
place. We can see all things from
another perspective – from beneath the
surface – for the Spirit has guided us
within (16:12-13). It is then that we are
able to ‘discover the divine life’.
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In his account of the Pentecost event
and the geographical expansion of the
christian community, Luke in the Acts
of the Apostles describes the disciples as
being “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts
2:4; 4:8, 31; 6:5; 11:24; 13:9,52). The
time of the church after Pentecost is the
time of the Holy Spirit. In our own
time, we have become particularly
conscious of the vital relationship
between the Holy Spirit and the church.
Vatican II, itself an irruption of the
Spirit in our time, focussed in a special
way on the church itself. However, as
Pope John Paul II has written in his
encyclical on the Holy Spirit, “the
teaching of this council is essentially
‘pneumatological’: it is permeated by
the truth about the Holy Spirit, as the
soul of the church.”1

In this chapter, we want to explore
only some dimensions of this intimate
relationship the church has with the
Spirit. In particular, we want to explore
ways in which the church can interpret
the movement of the Spirit, for, like the
invisible wind, tracking the Spirit’s
movement among us needs a few
windvanes around the place. Five
principal guides will be explored for
testing what God is saying to us today
through the Spirit: Scripture, tradition,
the teaching of the pope and bishops,
the sense “ordinary” people have of
their faith and, finally, the scholarship
of theologians.

Other themes in this book, especially
those on the sacraments and
ecumenism, will explore further
dimensions of the Spirit in the church.
As well, Prayers and Reflections focuses
on the grace of the Spirit fashioning
individuals and communities according
to the reign of God.

Animating Principle of the Church
The animating principle of Christ’s

church is the Holy Spirit. The church
without the Spirit would be like a
balloon without air. As the Vatican
Council teaches: “The Spirit dwells in
the Church and in the hearts of the
faithful, as in a temple.”2

As proclaimed every Sunday in the
Nicene creed, this community animated
by the Spirit displays four “marks”
which characterise it as the church of
Christ: the church is one, holy, catholic
and apostolic. Each mark of the church
allows us to name more specifically the
work of the Spirit in the church. The
role of the Spirit is to bestow these gifts
of unity, holiness, catholicity and
apostolicity.

1. Firstly, the church is one because
it is the one Spirit who animates all
believers and all communities. It is the
Spirit who unites believers as the one
body of Christ. Unity in the Spirit is
communion with one another and
communion with God. In and through
the Spirit, individual believers are in

The Spirit
... in the Church
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communion with one another. In and
through the Spirit, the church is a
communion of local churches.

The Eucharist, above all, is the
sacramental moment when that unity
and communion is both best expressed
and effected. In the third Eucharistic
prayer, we pray that we “may be filled
with his Holy Spirit and become one
body, one spirit in Christ”. At the end of
each Eucharistic Prayer, we always pray
“in the unity of the Holy Spirit”. In
communion with Christ, we are in
communion with one another.

However, this unity forged by the
Spirit, as St Paul insisted so strongly, is
not a blurring of diversity. Rather, unity
in the Spirit comes to expression, not in
spite of, but because of the variety of
gifts and ministries working together
(1 Cor 12:1-11).

But diversity does not mean
division. Division in a local community
is a sign of the Spirit’s absence.
Furthermore, division and breach of
communion among churches
diminishes the Spirit of unity. Hence,
the ecumenical movement in recent
times is a courageous response to what
is certainly an impulse of the Holy
Spirit. “That they may all be one” is
Christ’s prayer for his disciples
(Jn 17:21,22,23).

2. Secondly, the church is holy due
to the grace of the Spirit. Dwelling in
the church of sinners, the Spirit makes
it “the temple of God” (1 Cor 3:16-17).
The Spirit sanctifies (makes holy) the
faithful in their daily living of the
Gospel. Only through the grace of the
Spirit do Christ’s disciples “live in the
Spirit” (1 Pet. 4:6). With delicate respect
for human freedom, the Spirit lovingly
lures the individual from sinfulness to

newness of life. “The Spirit changes our
hearts” (Eucharistic Prayer for
Reconciliation II). That change of heart
ultimately leads individuals in
community to action - to a way of
living that is “life in the Spirit”. To
speak of a person’s “spirituality” is to
speak of the unique way the Spirit is
leading a person to a constant change of
heart.

Among the effects of this
sanctification are the so-called “gifts” of
the Spirit (taken from Isaiah 11:2-3) and
the “fruit” of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-
23). The accompanying booklet Prayers
and Reflections offers opportunities to
consider “spirituality” and the ways the
Spirit is actively changing us in our
daily lives. The following theme in this
book, The Spirit and the Sacraments,
focuses on the working of the Spirit in
the sacramental life of the church. In
the sacraments, as we will see, the
activity of the Spirit is particularly
experienced.

3. Thirdly, the church is catholic
(universal) since the one Spirit is found
animating local church communities
throughout the world in varied contexts
and cultures. The church catholic is a
world church. Through the creative
Spirit, the one Gospel is creatively
received and expressed in many
different cultures. Through this
diversity, a church catholic reflects the
universal significance of the salvation
brought through Christ for all peoples.

The church catholic is a church of
local churches in communion with one
another through the bonds of the one
Spirit. The Roman Catholic Church is a
communion of churches with the
bishop of the church of Rome as the
servant of that communion and its
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symbolic centre. With and under the
pope, the bishops of the world are in
communion through the Spirit.

4. Fourthly, the church is apostolic
because, through the Spirit, it strives to
remember and proclaim in a faithful
way what was handed down from the
apostles, those authentic witnesses to
the fullest revelation of God in Jesus
Christ. The task of the church is the
task of the apostles which was the task
of Christ himself: to proclaim and
embody the reign of God. It is called to
be a sign and instrument of the reign of
God. That is its unique apostolic
mission in the world. History, however,
shows how the church has often failed
in that mission.

The early apostolic church named
the living Gospel it was called to
preach and embody “the deposit of
faith” (1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:12-14). It
was entrusted to preserve this
“treasure”. As each generation
creatively receives that treasure, it
preserves it by handing it on. It is the
Spirit who ensures not only that this is
done in fidelity to the past but that it is
done in creative fidelity to the present
needs for salvation of God’s people.
The Spirit constantly reminds the
church of its origins in a past historical
event and guides it in being ever
faithful to that memory as it fulfils its
mission in the present. The Catholic
Catechism puts it well: “The Holy
Spirit is the Church’s living memory”.3

The bishops together with the pope,
as successors of those privileged
witnesses, the apostles, have a special
charism for safeguarding that living
memory and that tradition process. But
they, although assured of a special
charism in fulfilling their apostolic

responsibility, are also guided by those
texts, inspired by the same Spirit, which
are our Scriptures. “The magisterium is
not superior to the word of God
[revelation as witnessed to in Scripture
and tradition] but is rather its servant.”4

They must also be attentive to the
whole body of the faithful who have
also been anointed, as we shall see, by
the same Holy Spirit and who are
ensured of possessing a sure “sense of
the faith”.

The Prophetic Church: Reading the Signs of
the Times

To understand more deeply this
relationship between the church and
the Spirit, we need to cast our minds
back to the Hebrew scriptures and recall
the intimate relationship between the
ancient prophets of Israel and God’s
Spirit. They were God’s prophets only
because it was God’s Spirit which “in-
spired” them. These Spirit-driven
prophets spoke forth the word of God.
Jesus understood himself as a prophet
like them. As he began his mission, he
echoed the words of Isaiah long before
him: “The Spirit of Yahweh is upon me”
(Luke 4:18). And yet, there was
something more than a prophet here.

Like the prophets of old, and like
Jesus himself, the church too is called to
be prophetic, as Vatican II’s Constitution
on the Church teaches.5 Paragraph 12 of
that document balances the teaching of
Vatican I on the infallibility of the pope
by emphasising that it is the whole
community of the faithful who have been
anointed by the Spirit of truth.
Therefore, the church teaches, there is
ideally a dialogue of discernment
between the pope and bishops and the
whole body of the faithful.
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Constitution on the Church Vatican II

The holy people of God shares also in
Christ’s prophetic office: it spreads
abroad a living witness to him,
especially by a life of faith and love
and by offering to God a sacrifice of
praise, the fruit of lips confessing his
name (see Heb 13:15).

The whole body of the faithful who
have received an anointing which
comes from the Holy Spirit (see 1 Jn
2:20 and 27) cannot be mistaken in
belief.

It shows this characteristic through the
entire people’s supernatural sense of
the faith [sensus fidei], when, “from
the bishops to the last of the faithful”
(Augustine), it manifests a universal
consensus in matters of faith and
morals.

By this sense of the faith, aroused and
sustained by the Spirit of truth, the
people of God, guided by the sacred
magisterium which it faithfully obeys,
receives not the word of human beings,
but truly the word of God (see 1 Th
2:13), “the faith once for all delivered
to the saints” (Jude 3).

The people unfailingly adheres to this
faith, penetrates it more deeply
through right judgment, and applies it
more fully in daily life.

Lumen Gentium, 12

This is a key teaching of the church
gathered in Council. How does the
teaching match up to your perception
of the reality of your lived life in the
church?

To be a prophetic church requires
both fidelity to the sting and the
comfort of the Gospel, as well as
fidelity to the real life situation of the
people for whom God wishes salvation
and liberation. Salvation is only real if it
touches real lives.

A church which is faithful to the
prophetic Spirit must not only be
willing to disturb the world with its
message, but also willing to be
disturbed itself. Church history reveals
how the Spirit constantly stretches the
church into finding new ways to be “a
light to the nations.”6 Where the Spirit
is, there is constant change. “By the
power of the Gospel [the Holy Spirit]
rejuvenates the Church, constantly
renewing it”.7 Vatican II was an
example of the rejuvenating work of the
Spirit in the church. More recently, John
Paul II has called the church to a painful
examination of its conscience as a
necessary preparation for the year of
great Jubilee. The church must
recognise its own sinful part in
preventing the Spirit from working in
the world.

A prophetic church will disturb
herself and the world with the critical
questions of a prophet. Where does
injustice block God’s reign? How can
local churches protect God’s favourites:
the suffering, the poor, the oppressed,
the marginalised? How can the church
become their voice, or help them find a
voice for themselves? How can authority
in the church better listen to and touch
into the real life situation of all people?
What alternative vision for economics,
society, culture, politics can the church
present as the way of hope for our
world? In fulfilling its mission to
proclaim and embody the reign of God,
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local churches are to become not only
voices for the suffering, the oppressed,
the poor and the marginalised, but also
agents of change in economic, social and
political structures which cause them.

There are signs in the world which
indicate where the Spirit wants the
churches to concentrate their energies.
Sometimes these signs are negative ones:
they point to where the reign of God is
still to come. For example, wherever
people are oppressed politically, socially
or economically, the Spirit calls the
church to speak out and to act.

Sometimes these signs are positive
ones: they point to where the reign of
God shines out. For example, wherever
suffering, oppressed or marginalised
people are being empowered to claim
their dignity and bring about justice,
love and peace, there God is beginning
to reign.

These signs are clues, given by the
Spirit. But they need discernment
through the enlightenment of the same
Spirit in order to read them properly.
“The people of God believes that it is
led by the Spirit of the Lord who fills
the whole world. Impelled by that faith,
they try to discern the true signs of
God’s presence and purpose in the
events, the needs and the desires which
it shares with the rest of humanity
today”.8

In the book of Revelation, seven
times we read the recurring phrase: “Let
anyone who has an ear, listen to what
the Spirit is saying to the churches”
(Rev. 2:7,11,17,29; 3:6,13,22). The Spirit
is the breath of God whispering into our
ecclesial ear. This listening closely to
what the Spirit is saying to the
churches is a constant task of the whole
community of believers, and must be

modelled by the pope, bishops and
leaders of the church. To that end, “the
Church has always had the duty of
scrutinising the signs of the times and
of interpreting them in the light of the
Gospel.”9

What are some issues today where
the Church may be called to be a
prophetic voice of the Spirit?

The Spirit Guiding the Search for Truth
Within the Catholic Church,

discovering “what the Spirit is saying
to the churches” within the
communion of churches is a process
which requires attentiveness. Like a
skilled sailor reading the wind upon
the water, the church, too, has a
wisdom for sensing the shifting wind
of the Spirit blowing where she will.
This ecclesial art of reading the wind in
order to catch God’s breath is a skill
which requires conversation among
believers, sharing with one another
how they are reading the windvanes in
their area. To note in what direction
the Spirit is blowing and to hear what
the Spirit is whispering in the wind
requires attentiveness, discernment
and dialogue. Discerning must be
preceded by watching and listening.
Reading the signs of the times and
discernment of spirits therefore go
hand in hand. In that process, it is the
Spirit who is the Go-Between God, the
invisible third in ecclesial dialogue, the
bond of communion, leading the
conversation to “the fullness of truth”,
just as Jesus promised (John 16:13).

Conflict in the dialogue is to be
expected. However, the Spirit of Truth
will be revealed in surprising ways and



46

unexpected places, even in conflict. The
church is called to be ever attentive, and
never dismissive of the strident voices
of prophets, ever remembering the wise
counsel of Gameliel to the Sanhedrin:
“if this plan or this undertaking is of
human origin, it will fail; but if it is of
God, you will not be able to overthrow
them — in that case you may even be
found fighting against God!” (Acts 5:38-
39). To quell the Spirit is to fight
against God.

In what areas of church life today do
you think the prophetic Spirit is
calling us to change?

Five Checkpoints of the Spirit
How then does the church, as a

communion of churches, interpret the
signs of the times and test its own
prophetic response to those signs? With
so many – at times conflicting – claims
to be hearing the voice of the Spirit,
how is “the Spirit of Truth” to be
interpreted? What criteria does the
church have to judge what is of God’s
Spirit and what is not?

As she reads the signs of the times
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit,
the prophetic church has certain
checkpoints along the way. The urgent
questions of our present time find their
answers by creative interaction between
five privileged sources where the Spirit
has been and continues to be at work:
ù Scripture;
ù tradition;
ù committed christians’ “sense of the

faith”;
ù the teaching of the bishops together

with the pope;
ù the integrating insights of theologians.

An examination of each of these five,
like our examination of the four marks
of the church, will help us to
understand more deeply the
relationship between the Spirit and the
church. In what follows, a full
treatment of each of the five is not
being attempted. Our purpose is to
highlight them as interconnected ways
through which the Spirit is to be
interpreted in the church today.

Ultimately, such interpretation must
be supplemented by examining whether
a certain decision or action bears fruit in
the way the Spirit bears fruit. Does it
bring forth “love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control” (Gal 5:22).
Jesus’ ultimate test must always apply:
“By their fruits you shall know them”
(Matt. 7:16). (The booklet Prayers and
Reflections examines these gifts and
fruits of the Spirit and the nature of
discernment.)

1. The first question to be asked is:
Does this resonate with the witness of
Scripture?

The scriptures are the church’s book
inspired by the Spirit. Including the
Hebrews scriptures, they are a written
witness to God’s fullest revelation in
Jesus Christ which has emerged in the
early church under the inspiration of
the Holy Spirit. The church has no
higher norm for checking out whether
what it does or says is faithful to what
God wants it to do or say.

Scripture is not revelation itself.
That revelation is a living event, Jesus
Christ crucified and risen, who is God
reaching out to humanity in the
Spirit. That revelation is the living
Word of God, God addressing
humanity through Christ in the Spirit.
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Scripture is the primary witness to
that event of revelation, and in that
sense it is the Word of God witnessed
to in written form. Thus, strictly
speaking, Scripture is not to be
equated with the Word of God. That
Word is the person of Jesus Christ,
God’s self-revelation in history.

However, the witness of Scripture
must be interpreted in the present.
Although the church believes that the
scriptures were written in the past
under the inspiration of the Spirit,
Vatican II teaches that they must be
interpreted in the present “in the same
Spirit in which they were written.”10

The same Spirit who inspired the
original writers and communities to be
faithful in their witness to the truth of
the Christ event, that same Spirit is
alive and active in the contemporary
church, enlightening our reading of
Scripture so that we will interpret
faithfully the message and meaning of
God’s Word for us today. It is the
Spirit’s action which keeps the
scriptures from being merely some sort
of historical record from the past. As
well as through individual reading, it is
above all within the public context of
the sacraments, especially the
eucharist, that the proclaimed and
preached Word of God comes alive in
the present.

2. The second source from the past
which helps the church read the signs of
the times is the living tradition of the
church over two thousand years
reaching down to the present moment.
The present community of christians
belongs to “a great cloud of witnesses”
(Hebrews 12:1) down through the ages.
As we have already noted, the Holy
Spirit is the thread of continuity in this

handing on (in Latin, traditio) and
embodying of the Good News: “The
Holy Spirit is the Church’s living
memory”.11

What is being transmitted in the
tradition down through the centuries
of church history? The church is
called to hand on revelation itself:
that living reality of salvation through
Christ in the Spirit. How is that
reality handed on? Through individual
christians and communities
proclaiming and living faithfully the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.

What elements go into that
transmission process? This “handing
on” (traditio) includes all the elements
of church life: the preaching of the
scriptural witness; individuals and
communities living Spirit-filled lives by
embodying the Gospel; worship in
prayer and the sacraments; catechesis;
art, hymns and religious writings;
church teachings which spell out what
is believed; the writings of theologians.
All these and many more are means for
expressing and handing on the
tradition.

The connecting thread of this
“traditioning process” in history is the
Holy Spirit enlightening believers to
receive the Good News faithfully and
fully. What the Spirit has brought to
expression in the past can be of great
help to the church in discerning what
the Spirit can bring to expression in
the present. Looking back at the
tradition makes it clear that the Spirit
has done unexpected things.
Something new is always just around
the corner of the church’s journey
through history.

Scripture and tradition are sources
from the past which the church has in
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order to check out its discernment of
‘what the Spirit is saying to the
churches’ in the present. The next three
sources are ones from the present:
christians’ contemporary experience of
living the Gospel faithfully and fully,
the official teaching authority of the
church (the magisterium), and the
insights of theologians.

3. The living memory of the past
tradition is to be found in the present
“sense of the faith” abiding in
community. Within its communal
consciousness, the church has a sure
sense of what is true to Jesus Christ.
The sensus fidelium (the sense of the
faithful) is the tradition as lived and
believed in the present.

The primary place where the Spirit
is at work in the world is in the daily
lives of committed individuals. It is
here that the liberating power of the
Gospel is experienced as the Spirit
bears fruit. Here, in their homes and
workplaces, christians can know the
enlightenment, encouragement and
empowerment of the Spirit. The Spirit
gives them the light of meaning in
darkness, gives the courage of hope in
despair, and gives the power of
strength in weakness. In an untold
diversity of situations the Spirit sets
people free. Such liberation by the
Spirit, however, extends beyond the
liberation of individuals to the
liberation of whole communities. The
Spirit frees prophets in the church to
work for justice and peace on all levels
of human endeavour - economic,
social, cultural and political. Beyond
the boundaries of “church”, the
reconciling Spirit hovers over the
whole world, bringing forth the reign
of God out of the chaos of sin.

Eucharistic Prayer
for Reconciliation II

All-powerful and every-living God,
we praise and thank you through Jesus
Christ our Lord for your presence and
action in the world.

In the midst of conflict and division,
we know it is you who turn our minds
to thoughts of peace.

Your Spirit changes our hearts:
enemies begin to speak to one another,
those who were estranged join hands in
friendship, and nations seek the way of
peace together.

Your Spirit is at work
when understanding puts an end to
strife, when hatred is quenched by
mercy, and vengeance gives way to
forgiveness.

For this we should never cease to thank
and praise you.

Vatican II teaches that, from this
experience of the Spirit in their lives,
baptised and committed christians
together possess a ‘sense of ’ or ‘instinct
for’ what is true to the Gospel and
what is not. By virtue of their initiation
into the christian community, each
individual christian believer is anointed
with the Holy Spirit. Throughout a life
of committed discipleship, this
anointing gives believers a sure “sense
of the faith”. This sense emerges from
their intimate experience of the Spirit in
their ordinary daily lives.12  It is an
instinct for what is true to the Gospel
of Jesus Christ; it is a practical wisdom
enabling the christian to intuit
implications of the faith for daily living;
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it is a creative imagining of who God is
and what that means for their
particular life circumstances.

Because of this sure sense of the
faith, an unflinching conviction fills the
christian community that, ultimately,
the Spirit will preserve her from error in
her teaching.13 The pope and the
bishops, Vatican II teaches, are not to
exercise their authoritative charism to
teach in isolation from this instinct
which the faithful as a body also
possesses. Vatican II teaches that the
whole community, “from the bishops to
the last of the faithful” (LG 12),
possesses this “sense of the faith”
(sensus fidei) as a result of the
community’s anointing by the Holy
Spirit. Vatican II therefore not only
challenges the laity to be attentive to
the teaching of the pope and bishops,
but also challenges the pope and
bishops to be attentive to the people’s
experiences of the Spirit in their lives.

For discerning “what the Spirit is
saying to the churches”, this sense of all
the faithful is a fundamental source. It
is a source, certainly, which must be
tested in dialogue with the four other
sources of Scripture, tradition,
magisterium and what theologians are
saying. But likewise, the church’s
interpretation of the other four sources
must be done in the light of how people
today are experiencing the liberation of
the Spirit in their daily lives and in the
light of the sense of the faith which
emerges from that experience.

4.  The magisterium, the next source,
concerns the authoritative charism for
faithful teaching which has been given
to the bishops and the pope. The bishops
from all the local churches of the world,
in communion with the bishop of Rome,

are entrusted with the task of ensuring
faithful traditioning of the Good News
in all its incarnate reality. The whole
community of believers, trusting in the
Spirit’s charism to these authoritative
teachers, is called to receive church
teaching with respect and obedience.
The magisterium, for their part, trusting
in the Spirit’s gift of a sure sense of the
faith to the whole community, are also
called to receive with respect and a
listening ear the insights of lay people
and theologians.

Therefore, it is simplistic to divide
the church into a teaching church (the
magisterium) and a learning church (the
rest). All are given that “supernatural
sense of the faith” which guarantees the
church freedom from error in its belief.
The Spirit-guided process of a church
learning and teaching is one of dialogue
and discernment. In all this, the
magisterium is itself under the
authority of the Word of God, i.e., God’s
revelation through Christ in the power
of the Spirit. As Vatican II teaches: “The
magisterium is not superior to the word
of God, but is rather its servant.”14

5.  Finally, theology serves the
church by helping create dialogue
among the many voices of the Spirit
throughout the world church.
Beginning with the urgent questions of
their local churches, theologians
attempt to articulate what is the “sense
of the faithful” (sensus fidelium) on
particular issues. In the light of that
context, they can help their local
churches interpret Scripture, tradition
and the present teaching of the
magisterium from the perspective of
those questions. In this way, theology
can be of great service to the
magisterium lest its teaching be
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removed from the daily concerns of
contemporary believers.

All five of these elements are sources
for discerning the Spirit in the church
today. Vatican II, in its document on
Revelation, speaks of the last three
checkpoints (theology, sensus fidelium,
magisterium) as ways in which the
living tradition develops in history
through the help of the Holy Spirit.15

Vatican II Constitution on Revelation

The tradition that comes from the
apostles makes progress in the Church,
with the help of the Holy Spirit. There
is a growth in insight into the realities
and words that are passed on.

This comes about through the
contemplation and study of believers
who ponder these things in their hearts
[theology]. It comes from the intimate
sense of spiritual realities which they
experience [sensus fidei]. And it comes
from the preaching of those who, on
succeeding the office of bishop, have
received the sure charism of truth
[magisterium].

Thus, as the centuries go by, the
Church is always advancing towards
the plenitude of divine truth, until
eventually the words of God are
fulfilled in it.                   Dei Verbum, 8

No one of these five sources alone can
guarantee genuine access to what the
Spirit is saying to the churches. Each
possesses its own unique authority. The
interpretation of each one, therefore,
must be tested by the others.

But the church has no monopoly on
the Spirit. The Spirit is at work beyond

the boundaries of church. The mission
of the church, enabled by the Spirit’s
power, is to continue the work of
Christ. It does that by incarnating the
reign of God which Jesus himself
proclaimed and embodied. This reign
becomes a reality where justice is
practiced and peace is achieved among
human beings and God. This reign of
God is not coextensive with the church,
but is to extend to the whole of
humanity. The church, animated by the
Spirit, is a servant of the reign of God.
The church is God’s unique sign and
instrument of the reign of God.

1. Dominum et Vivificantem (Lord and Giver
of Life), para. 26.

2. Lumen Gentium (Vatican II Constitution
on the Church), para. 4.

3. Catechism of  the Catholic Church, para. 1099.
4. Dei Verbum (Vatican II Constitution on

Revelation), para. 10.
5. Lumen Gentium (Vatican II Constitution

on the Church), para. 12 (see the insert
on next page).

6. Lumen Gentium (Vatican II Constitution
on the Church), para. 1.

7. Lumen Gentium (Vatican II Constitution
on the Church), para. 4.

8. Gaudium et Spes (Vatican II Constitution
on the Church in the Contemporary
World),  para. 11.

9. Gaudium et Spes (Vatican II Constitution
on the Church in the Contemporary
World),  para. 4.

10. Dei Verbum (Vatican II Constitution on
Revelation), para. 12c.

11. Catechism of the Catholic Church, para. 1099.
12. See Dei Verbum, 8 and Lumen Gentium, 12.
13. Cf Lumen Gentium (Vatican II

Constitution on the Church), para. 12.
See insert.

14. Dei Verbum (Vatican II Constitution on
Revelation), para. 10.

15. Dei Verbum (Vatican II Constitution on
Revelation), para. 8. See insert.
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Go now, teach all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
teaching them to observe everything
whatsoever I have commanded you.
And behold, I am with you all days,
even to the consummation of the world.
Indeed, what is there of the mystery of
human salvation that is not contained
therein? He commanded them to
baptize in the name of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit: that
is, in a confession of the Author, and of
the Only-begotten, and of the Gift ...
And the Spirit, the Gift in all things,
is one.
The Trinity (356-359), Hilary of Poitiers

Introduction
Hilary of Poitiers describes the Holy

Spirit as the divine unifying principle,
the “Gift in all things” who brings unity
among people and between people and
God. For Hilary, God as Spirit is
present in the whole of creation
drawing all things into God’s self. In
speaking further about the Holy Spirit,
Hilary recalled the great commissioning
of the disciples by Jesus in Matthew’s
gospel (Matt 28: 16-20). The first
disciples were called together by Jesus
Christ and sent to the ends of the
earth to preach the good news that
God-is-with-us now. God is present
and active among us through the gift
of God’s Holy Spirit in our lives – as

the community of the church, as
individuals in the church and beyond the
boundaries of the church drawing all
into unity with God.

After Jesus’ resurrection, and in the
light of their own experience of
receiving the Holy Spirit at Pentecost,
the disciples preached the good news
that God is with us. A result of this
preaching and their new way of life was
that other people were drawn into the
newly formed community (Acts 2:14-
41). To mark the entry of new members
into this community, each was baptised
in the name of Jesus through water and
the gift of the Spirit. It can be said that,
in hearing the Word of God preached to
them, these new members received the
gift of the spirit of Jesus Christ and
entered into a new way of life as
followers of Jesus.

This process of hearing the Word of
God and receiving it in faith through
baptism in the Spirit continues in
human history! The church as a
whole, the pilgrim people of God,
the body of Christ, the temple of the
Holy Spirit, continues to live out in
human history the universal mission
of the great commissioning which
the first disciples received from Jesus
Christ.
What are some of the ways you
participate in this mission?

The Spirit
... in the Sacraments

o
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The church is called and sent to go
out to the whole world as witnesses of
God’s reconciling presence among us
now. They are to point to and manifest
the presence of God-with-us now. In
this journey of being faith-full
witnesses to God’s love made present in
Jesus, the Spirit of God continues to
guide, sustain and nourish this pilgrim
people on its way.

The church marks the ongoing
presence of God-with-us in the Spirit
through the celebration of significant
moments in the lives of each individual
christian and in the life of the
community. These moments are the
liturgical events the church names as
the sacraments.

The church realises that it cannot
confine God’s presence within the
boundaries of the church’s activity, even
by its celebration of the sacraments.
Rather, through the sacraments, the
church fulfills the call from God to be a
witness to the reign of God which Jesus
preached and which exists as God’s
presence in the whole world. The love
of God expressed in the healing,
forgiving and nourishing presence of
Jesus Christ is expressed through the
sacramental life of the church.

The Church clasping sinners to her
bosom, at once holy and always in need
of purification, follows constantly the
path of penance and renewal. The
Church, like a stranger in a foreign
land, presses forward amid the
persecutions of the world and the
consolations of God, announcing the
cross and death of the Lord until he
comes. But by the power of the risen
Lord she is given strength to overcome,
in patience and love, her sorrows and

her difficulties, both those that are from
within and those that are from without,
so that she may reveal in the world,
faithfully, however darkly, the mystery
of her Lord until, in the consummation,
it shall be manifested in full light.1

The community of christians
throughout its history is given the sure
promise that God is present through the
gift of the Spirit. This community has
its origins of being sent to the world in
God’s sending of Jesus the Only
begotten and the sending of the Holy
Spirit.

The church clings to its missionary
origins in the historical event of the life,
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
and in Christ’s living presence through
the gift of the Holy Spirit. The church’s
foundation in Christ and the Spirit
provide essential points of reference for
its on-going life of proclamation and
witness to the love of God and the
humble realisation of its continual need
of conversion.

The church claims that it is the sign
and instrument – the sacrament – of
God’s mission to draw all people and all
creation into unity with God. As the
church understands itself as the
sacrament of Christ, it also
acknowledges that its celebration of the
individual sacraments is an essential
part of its whole life through which it
accomplishes its Spirit-guided mission
to the world.

The mission of the Church is carried
out by means of that activity through
which, in obedience to Christ’s
command and moved by the grace and
love of the Holy Spirit, the Church
makes itself fully present to all people
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and cultures in order to lead them to the
faith, freedom and peace of Christ by
the example of its life and teaching, by
the sacraments and other means of
grace.2

The Sacraments in the Community of the Spirit
In this reflection on the sacraments of

the church, we are concentrating on the
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church.
It is important to make this distinction
at the beginning, because not all
christians have the same beliefs about
the sacraments. There are differences
between the christian churches over the
number of sacraments and what the
sacraments mean.

These differences, which remain a
point of division in the whole church
of Christ, often cause a great deal of
pain and confusion, especially where
members of the same family and close
friends belong to different christian
denominations. Often this pain and
confusion can result in these families
or groups of christians no longer
participating in the public life of their
respective churches. This situation is
an issue of grief for the whole church
and at odds with the church’s identity
as a sacrament. The church is called
and sent to be the sign and instrument
of unity.

Since the Second Vatican Council
(1962-1965) there has been a great deal
of positive ecumenical dialogue and
common action for unity between the
various christian churches. The Roman
Catholic Church has been a major
participant in these endeavours. This is
because it appreciates that ecumenical
activity is founded in the sacrament of
christian baptism which incorporates
people into life with Christ.

Those who are baptized in the name of
Christ are, by the very fact, called to
commit themselves to the search for
unity. Baptismal communion tends
toward full ecclesial communion. To live
our baptism is to be caught up in
Christ’s mission of making all things
one.3

As such, ecumenical activity is part
of every christian’s life as each christian
is called to participate in the common
mission of preaching the good news:
God-with-us!

Concern for restoring unity pertains to
the whole church, faithful and clergy
alike. It extends to everyone, according
to the potential of each, whether it be
exercised in daily christian living or in
theological and historical studies....
Thus the unity of all in Christ will be
the result of a common growth and
maturing. For God’s call to interior
conversion and renewal in the church,
so fundamental to the quest for unity
excludes no one.4

Let us now look at some of the ways
the church discerns the presence of the
Holy Spirit in the sacraments. We will
limit ourselves to the sacraments of
initiation and the sacrament of
penance.

The Holy Spirit Forms the Sacramental Life of
the Church

The sacraments are a central
activity of the whole church, as it
seeks to continue its mission of
preaching the Word of God and
witnessing to God’s love in the world.
It is in the ordinary and everyday lives
of the men, women and children who
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are the community of Christ’s disciples
that the witness to God’s living
presence is sacramentally
accomplished. As a community and as
individuals, the people who are the
church effectively point to and
manifest God’s presence in the world
through the manner of their lives,
touched with this gift of the Spirit.

In its search for how it can best live
out the sacramental life in its present
context, the church continually looks
to its origins of being called and sent
by Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.
The church looks back to the founding
stories in the scriptures for its life as a
particular group of people in history.
The church looks to its past to decide
how it will bring about the mission it
has been given in its life now, and how
it will move into the future as God’s
faithful people. The Bible provides us,
as a christian people, with the
foundation of who we are, and how
we are to act in our lives, and how we
are to carry out the mission that has
been given to us.

When we refer to the scriptures we
do not find anywhere a description of
the sacraments as we know them
today. There are references to the
following:
• baptism for conversion to Christ and

for bringing new members into the
church

• the many meals Jesus had with other
people and with the disciples at the
Last Supper

• early christian communities
assembling for a meal

• the disciples’ experience of Christ’s
presence in their conversion to God
and their reconciliation with one
another.

But the early christian communities
did not have a fixed number of
sacraments as we have them in the
church today, and their liturgical
celebrations of worship looked quite
different from the ways in which we
worship as christians today.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church
reminds us that the church took
centuries to discern the number of the
sacraments (CCC 1117). The formation
of the sacramental system of the church
was not a one-off occurrence. The
church took time to develop the
sacraments, and it continues to do so.
The christian community is able to
create its own life in history because it
is supported and directed by the active
mission of the Holy Spirit (CCC 1118)
which makes it the ongoing sacrament
of Christ’s action in the world. In
talking about the whole of the church’s
liturgy, of which the sacraments are a
central aspect, the catechism says:

The Spirit and the Church cooperate to
manifest Christ and his work of
salvation in the liturgy. Primarily in
the Eucharist, and by analogy in the
other sacraments, the liturgy is the
memorial of the mystery of salvation.
The Holy Spirit is the Church’s living
memory (CCC 1099).

The church has experienced the gift
of the Holy Spirit as its living memory
throughout its history. But, as we have
already noted, the church has not
always been open to this offer by the
Holy Spirit of a clear memory of who
Jesus Christ is for the world. Through
its life as a sinful people, the church has
obscured as well as manifested Christ to
the world, and so is in need of constant
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conversion and purification.
Nevertheless, it continues to try to
cooperate with the Holy Spirit in
presenting Christ as the light of the
world. In this way, the church can be
said to have developed its sacraments
throughout the different circumstances
of history to show how it is the
presence of Christ in the world,
bringing about the unity and
reconciliation called for by God.

What have been some instances of
the Church “obscuring Christ to the
world”?

The need for ongoing change and
development in the sacramental life of
the church is particularly clear in the
church’s recent history of self-reflection.
The bishops of the church who gathered
together at the Second Vatican Council,
in cooperation with the Holy Spirit,
determined that the whole liturgy of the
church – which includes the sacraments
– was in need of reform. In this way the
men, women and children who are the
church would be able to participate as
fully as possible as the community of
Christ and reveal more clearly their life
as followers of Christ.

The Liturgy daily builds up those who
are in the Church, making them a holy
temple of the Lord, a dwelling-place for
God in the Spirit, to the mature
measure of the fullness of Christ. At the
same time it marvellously increases
their power to preach Christ and thus
show forth the Church, a sign lifted up
among the nations, to those outside, a
sign under which the scattered children
of God may be gathered together until
there is one fold and one shepherd.5

How then are the sacraments part of
the church’s living memory which is
the Holy Spirit? It is through the gift
of the Holy Spirit that the church
continually re-members that it is the
sacrament of the Christ’s life in the
world!

The church simultaneously points to
the presence of Christ in the world and
brings this presence more clearly into
focus by what it says and does. The
everyday lives of the people who are the
church – whether it be at work or in
leisure, and in all the creative tasks they
undertake in the world – reveal the
living presence of Christ. The church as
the body of Christ becomes the living
presence of Christ for the world.

This creative activity is particularly
evident when christians are gathered in
worship. The community gathered in
prayer and worship reveals most fully
that it is the living expression of Christ
in the world. In the liturgy, through the
gift of the Spirit, the church makes
present to the world the reconciling
presence of Jesus Christ. The church
sets aside the moments of its liturgy to
draw the ordinary christian living of
Jesus’ disciples into specific moments of
communal prayer and worship of God.
These moments point to and manifest
God’s presence with us and our need to
continue on our journey as a pilgrim
people.

All the sacraments, as part of the
church’s liturgy, are related to Jesus
Christ: who he was in his life and death
and who he is now, risen and at the
right hand of God.

Each of the sacraments is part of the
ongoing process of christian formation
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in this people’s relationship with Jesus
Christ. At significant moments in their
lives as christians, the sacraments bring
the church’s living memory of Christ –
or life in the Spirit – to more complete
awareness.

The Sacraments of Initiation
The Catholic Church names

baptism, confirmation and eucharist as
the sacraments of initiation. How these
sacraments provide initiation into the
church of Christ is particularly clear in
the process that the church has for
receiving new adult members. This has
been developed in recent times by the
church in its Rite of Christian Initiation
for Adults. This ongoing liturgical ritual
is a central aspect of the life of the
whole church. The centrality of this
process for the church is seen in the
celebration of three sacraments in the
one event of the church’s liturgy at the
Easter Vigil: the highlight of the
church’s yearly cycle of liturgical
worship.

This process of initiation is not the
most common way that members are
initiated into the church. Most people
are still received into the church as
children through the initiative and
guidance of their families. The Holy
Spirit initiates and works through the
love of christian families. The Spirit
calls parents of children to bring their
children to baptism so that they too
may be drawn more fully in God’s love
through participating in the life of
Christ. But the process of adult
initiation is the ordinary way that
mature people are incorporated into the
life of Christ. The celebration of the
three sacraments together at the Easter
Vigil is a point of climax in the Spirit

filled journey of conversion for both the
new initiates and the local church
community.

The spiritual journey, entered into
by catechumens and full members of
the church alike, is initiated and
sustained by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit
is at the foundation of the word and
activity of the whole christian
community. The activity of the Spirit is
also at the heart of the free choice made
by those who hear this Word of
conversion and freely accept it to
become new members of the
community of Christ. The Spirit also
continues within these new members as
God’s interior presence in their journey
of conversion. There they come to
recognise more fully the guidance of the
Spirit in the whole church, which is
itself the community of Jesus’ Spirit.

Baptism
In the sacrament of baptism,

whether for a child or adult, the Holy
Spirit orientates the person’s life to the
paschal mystery: to the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. They are to
put on Christ and become more like
Christ. For an infant, the recognition of
the Spirit’s interior living presence is
nurtured and formed by the parents,
godparents and those who are in
immediate personal contact with the
child, all of whom are themselves
guided by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. As
the first teachers of the child’s christian
faith, this familial group opens to the
child the values of christian life by their
word and example in the ordinary
circumstances of family life. The child
learns the way of being a christian
through the love that exists in the
family circle. This circle of love is
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continuously expanded as the child is
brought into contact with the wider
world of society. As children grow into
maturity, they progressively learn to
chose between the influences of good
and evil through the gift of the Spirit
that has been conferred through
baptism.

In this process of life, the church
stands as the community of people who
are the living memory of Christ and
have the responsibility of providing the
child with an orientation to a set of
values which are christian. The Holy
Spirit presides in the life of the
community as the living memory of
Christ. Within the community, the
maturing child and adult alike are
offered participation in the life of Christ
through the sacraments of the church.

What have been some of the best
ways, for you, of learning “the way
of being a christian”?

Confirmation
The sacrament of Confirmation

marks a further moment in the
christian process of openness to the
ways of Christ. On the one hand,
participation in this sacrament is
marked by the person’s own
commitment to follow the way of
Christ, at the level of maturity
appropriate for their age. Each
candidate for Confirmation affirms the
presence of the Spirit in their life. They
pray with the whole community that
the Spirit continue to guide and nourish
them in their personal relationship with
Christ and in their everyday lives. On
the other hand, the christian
community, in confirming the baptized

person, says “yes” to that person’s
affirmation of the presence of the Holy
Spirit. Through the ministry of the
bishop, and in the presence of the
whole gathered community, the church
affirms the living memory of Christ in
those who are to be confirmed. They
are acknowledged by the community to
be already “like Christ” through the gift
of the Spirit who is with them: their
lives already show forth the living
presence of Christ in the world.

Eucharist
The sacrament of the eucharist is

the ongoing sacrament of christian life.
Christ is present – through the Spirit –
in a variety of ways in the eucharist: in
the people gathered, through the Word
of God proclaimed in and by the
community, in the presiding minister,
and in the eucharistic elements of
bread and wine which, through the
action of the Holy Spirit, become the
body and blood of Christ. This
gathering for worship by the
community, itself an action of the
Spirit, is the source and summit of
christian life for the church.

For most members of the Roman
Catholic Church, this coming to a
point of full communion with the
community gathered in sharing in the
body and blood of Christ is the
culminating step in the life long
process of initiation begun at baptism.
The continued participation in the
celebration of the eucharist opens the
participant to the nourishment and
guidance of the living memory that is
the Spirit. At the same time the Spirit
in each member builds up the church
to be the witness to God’s light in
Christ who is present with the world.
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The eucharist becomes the focal point
of each christian’s life.

The Eucharist is the source and summit
of the christian life. The other
sacraments, and indeed all ecclesiastical
ministries and works of the apostolate,
are bound up with the Eucharist and are
orientated toward it. For in the blessed
Eucharist is contained the whole
spiritual good of the Church, namely
Christ himself, our Pasch.

(CCC 1324)

The Sacrament of Penance
The sacrament of Penance is

celebrated in the church as one of the
sacraments of healing together with the
sacrament of anointing of the sick.
Penance has its origins in Jesus’ call to
repent and in his action of forgiveness
of sin. The gospels present Jesus as
acting with the authority of God, and
his forgiveness is so often tied to the
healing of those who were forgiven.
Through the power of the Holy Spirit,
the church has continued to witness to
this healing presence of Christ through
reconciliation of its members with each
other, to God and between peoples and
cultures. The church, through its
members, is called to be the sacrament
of healing and reconciliation in and for
the world. Sadly, the church has also at
times obscured this gift of healing and
reconciliation it has been given. It has
often been and still is, at times, a
counter-sign of Christ’s healing
presence in the world.

The sacrament of penance in the
church is then both the sign of the
Christ’s healing presence with-us and
the sign of our own constant need as
individuals and as a community for the

need of God’s reconciling power. The
Spirit, as the living memory of Christ in
the church, continually draws the
members of the church into the
forgiveness of God in Christ. Through
this process of reconciliation the
christian community itself becomes the
community of reconciliation for
drawing all people into unity with one
another and God. Each member, and the
whole community through its actions,
is called to actively bring about
reconciliation in the world: in personal
relationship and between groups of
people. Through the gift of the Spirit,
christians are to be the humble servants
of God’s merciful healing in all
circumstances in our world.

In a similar way the sacrament of
anointing is offered through the
ministry of the church to those who are
sick. The church, in its recent reform of
the sacraments, has recovered a fuller
understanding of this sacrament. It is
not merely for people at the point of
death, but is the activity of the church
that offers strength and the way of
union with Christ who draws us into
God’s love. The words of the ritual for
anointing explain:

The sacrament of Anointing of the Sick
is given to those who are seriously ill by
anointing them on the forehead and
hands with duly blessed oil – pressed
from olives or from other plants –
saying, only once: Through this holy
anointing may the Lord in his love and
mercy help you with the grace of the
Holy Spirit. May the Lord who frees
you from sin save you and raise you up.

The sacraments of Marriage and
Ordination in the church express other
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important dimensions of the whole of
christian life. In one way these, like the
other sacraments, are also orientated to
unity among persons and between
people and God. While further
discussion can not be entered into them
here, they may provide points of
discussion in the light of what has
already been said with regard to the
other sacraments.

How is the union between a man
and a women in the sacrament of
Marriage the effective symbol of
Christ’s action of bringing unity with
God through the gift of the Holy
Spirit?

In what ways is the sacrament of
Orders, expressed in the ordinations
of deacons, priests and bishops, a
manifestation of God’s gift of the
Holy Spirit as the unifying principle
in the church’s ministry and mission
to the world?

1. Lumen Gentium (Dogmatic Constitution
on the Church) para 8.

2. Ad Gentes (Decree on Church’s
Missionary Activity) para 5.

3. Directory on Ecumenism, para 22.
4. Directory on Ecumenism, para 55.
5. Sacrosanctum Concilium (Constitution on

the Sacred Liturgy) para 2.

DPDPDPDPDP
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The Holy Spirit – The Bond of Unity
In the 17th chapter of his gospel, St

John recounts Jesus’ prayer before he
died:

I ask not only on behalf of these,
but also on behalf of those who will
believe in me through their word,
that they may all be one.
As you, Father, are in me and
I am in you, may they also be in us,
so that the world may believe that you
have sent me. The glory that you have
given me I have given them,
so that they may be one,
as we are one, I in them and you in me,
that they may become completely one,
so that the world may know that you
love me and have loved them even as
you have loved me.

 (John 17:20-23)

This prayer of Jesus for the church is
at the heart of the Ecumenical
movement, which was itself born out of
the prayer. When the one church had
broken apart into different and even
opposed churches, there gradually
emerged a desire to return to Jesus’
vision of unity which human frailty and
sin had shattered. So Jesus’ prayer
found an echo in the hearts of all those
who were united to Christ and
continues to do so today in the
ecumenical movement.

Jesus promised to ask the Father to

send the Holy Spirit to us to lead us
into all truth and to remind us of all
that he has said to us (John 14:15-16).
The Holy Spirit who dwelt in Jesus
Christ throughout his life was given to
the church at Pentecost and to each one
of us in our baptism and confirmation.
So it is the Holy Spirit who reveals
Christ to each of us so that we can
accept him in faith. It is the Holy Spirit
who dwells in us and unites us to Jesus
and to each other.

The Holy Spirit is the bond of unity
in the church. We are one in Jesus
Christ through the Holy Spirit. When
Christ’s church began to break apart
during the last millennium, christians
became divided and even opposed to
other christians. Christians who were
one with Jesus Christ through the Holy
Spirit were now separated from other
christians, equally one with Christ
through the Holy Spirit.

The Ecumenical Movement
In the pain of this disunity, Christ’s

prayer found a home in the hearts of so
many of them through the power of the
Holy Spirit, and they began the
movement to reunite the christian
churches at the beginning of this
century. It is not surprising that the
major initiative, the major force
inspiring this movement, was the
concern of missionaries who saw that
they were proclaiming Christ with

The Spirit
... and Ecumenism

o
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divided and opposed voices and
therefore could not expect to be heard
as speaking the truth of God. This
awareness is consistent with that
prayer of Christ recorded in St John’s
gospel.  It was not just a prayer that we
might be one, but also that our unity
would be such “that the world would
believe that it is you (the Father) who have
sent me.”

This movement to restore christian
unity is as much a work of the Holy
Spirit, as was the original
establishment of unity among
christians. What are some of the
ways people are involved in this
movement formally, or informally
with family and neighbours?

It is the Holy Spirit who opens our
hearts to Christ’s prayer and opens our
ears to Christ’s word. It is the Holy
Spirit who convicts us of our prejudices
and encourages our first tentative steps
towards other christians. It is the Holy
Spirit who guides our thinking when
we begin to dialogue, and it is the Holy
Spirit who breaks open our hearts to
accept other christians as brothers and
sisters in Jesus Christ.

The Catholic Church entered into
this ecumenical movement later than
other christian churches. However,
from the beginning of this century, it
had called other christians to unity with
the Catholic Church. Pope Leo XIII had
already consecrated the nine days before
Pentecost to prayer for christian unity,
and had begun to speak of other
christians as “separated brothers and
sisters” as early as 1895.

Up until the Second Vatican Council
the Catholic Church tended to view

this movement to restore christian
unity as simply a call for other
christians to become Roman Catholics.
At the Council, however, there was a
change in its perception of the value of
other christian traditions and the
Catholic Church entered the broader
ecumenical movement, without in any
way relinquishing its conviction about
the truth of its own tradition.

The link between the Holy Spirit
and ecumenism is apparent right from
the beginning of preparations for the
Council. In 1958, Pope John XXIII
composed a prayer for the success of the
Council which he quoted again in 1961
when he formally summoned the
Council. It contained the very hopeful
petition: “Renew your wonders in our
time as though for a new Pentecost”.
Pope Paul VI in his first address to the
bishops on September 29, 1963, took up
one of Pope John’s phrases, when he
spoke of the Council as “a second
apostolic cenacle,” a reference to the
upper room (cenacle), where they
prayerfully awaited the first Pentecost.

The 1985 Extraordinary Synod of
Bishops reflecting on the teaching of
the Second Vatican Council described it
as “a wellspring offered by the Holy
Spirit to the Church of today and
tomorrow”. In the final words of their
Report, they referred again to the prayer
of Pope John XXIII: “Finally, may there
come in our day that new Pentecost of
which John XXIII had already spoken
and which we are awaiting, with all of
the faithful, from the Holy Spirit”.

The “new Pentecost” of John XXIII
which the bishops prayed for in the
Synod is obviously, in their view, still to
come. But a reading of their Report also
suggests that the renewal of the church



63

which the Council had begun, is already
part of that ‘new Pentecost’. The Holy
Spirit worked within the Council and
has been prompting the church to
respond to the Council ever since.
When speaking of the ecumenical
movement, the Council spoke as
follows:

“In recent times God has begun to
bestow more generously upon divided
christians remorse over their divisions
and longing for unity. Everywhere, large
numbers have felt the impulse of this
grace, and among our separated
brothers and sisters also there increases
from day to day a movement, fostered by
the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the
restoration of unity among all christians.
Taking part in this movement, which is
called ecumenical, are those who invoke
the triune God and confess Jesus as Lord
and Saviour.”1

Clearly, the Council was
acknowledging that the modern
ecumenical movement which began
among Protestants, Anglicans, and
Orthodox Christians, and which is
often dated from 1911, was a work of
the Holy Spirit, and Catholics were
only then formally entering this larger
movement.

If we turn to the encyclical of Pope
John Paul II of 1986, The Holy Spirit in
the Life of the Church and World, we find
the following very important
quotation:

“(W)e unfortunately have to
acknowledge the fact that the
millennium which is about to end is the
one in which there have occurred the
great separations between christians.

All believers in Christ, following the
example of the Apostles, must fervently
strive to confirm their thinking and
action to the will of the Holy Spirit,
“the principle of the Church’s unity”, so
that all who have been baptized in the
one Spirit in order to make up one body
may be brethren joined in the
celebration of the same eucharist, “a
sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a
bond of charity!”2

This sentiment linking the Holy
Spirit and ecumenism was also at the
heart of Pope John Paul II’s apostolic
letter, The Coming of the Third
Millennium, where he wrote:

“In these last years of the Millennium,
the church should invoke the Holy
Spirit with ever greater insistence,
imploring the grace of christian unity.
… We are all however aware that the
attainment of this goal cannot be the
fruit of human efforts alone, vital
though they are. Unity, after all, is a
gift of the Holy Spirit … This then is
one of the tasks of christians as we
make our way to the Year 2000. The
approaching end of the second
millennium demands of everyone an
examination of conscience and the
promoting of fitting ecumenical
initiatives, so that we can celebrate the
Great Jubilee, if not completely united,
at least much closer to overcoming the
divisions in the second millennium …
Prayer has become much more intense
after the Council, but it must increase
still more, involving an ever greater
number of christians, in unison with the
great petition of Christ before his
Passion: “Father … that they may all
be one in us” (John 17:20).3
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Pope John Paul II has expressed an
extraordinary hope for christian unity
at the turn of the millennium, but he
has equally stressed that any
achievement of christian unity will be
the work of the Holy Spirit. “Unity,
after all, is a gift of the Holy Spirit”.
The Holy Spirit, who is the bond of
unity among all christians, is likewise
the one who will restore that unity
among divided christians. Prayer that
the Holy Spirit will come upon the
church as in a new Pentecost is always a
prayer that the Holy Spirit will unite
the church once again with the unity
for which Christ prays.

Which words or phrases from the
Pope’s statements did you find
especially apt? What meaning does
it carry for you?

Disunity Between East and West
One of the major problems that

christians committed to christian
unity have to deal with is that our
belief in the Holy Spirit who is
making us one is itself a cause of
disunity between the churches. This
happens in a number of ways. Firstly,
the text of the Nicene-Constanipolitan
Creed is itself a cause of division: “We
believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord,
the giver of life, who proceeds from
the Father and the Son. Who, with the
Father and the Son, is worshipped and
glorified. Who has spoken through the
prophets.” The little phrase and the
Son (in Latin, filioque) has been
inserted in the Creed. The original
text of the Creed of 381 did not
contain that phrase. The theology
supporting the inclusion of the phrase

developed in the West, partly under
the influence of St Augustine, but
never in the East. It was affirmed that
the Holy Spirit proceeds from the
Father and the Son at a Synod of
Toledo in 589. This Synod did not
think it was stating anything new,
but simply making clear one aspect of
the faith of the church, certainly as it
was understood in the West.

When Emperor Charlemagne (742-
814) attempted to impose this phrase
on the whole church, and therefore on
the East, he was opposed by Pope Leo
III on the ground that the text of a
Council could not be changed by any
single party. The phrase became a
cause of great dissension between East
and West as its use was adopted more
and more in the West and opposed
more vehemently by the East. By the
eleventh century the Western church
was singing the Nicene Creed, with the
phrase included, at each of its Sunday
eucharists. The Council of Florence in
1439 attempted to reconcile East and
West on this matter, among others, but
their attempt failed. The Churches of
the Reformation continued to accept
the Western theology, and the Catholic
Church continued to include the
phrase in its profession of faith. Only
in the past twenty-five years have
significant steps been taken towards
resolving this difficult issue between
East and West.

The Faith and Order Commission of
the World Council of Churches
produced a report in 1990 entitled
Confessing the One Faith. An Ecumenical
Explanation of the Apostolic Faith as It is
Confessed in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan
Creed (381). This was the fruit of a very
important study over many decades
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which attempted to bring agreement
among christians about the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed which we all
profess today.

In its commentary section, the
report made the following points:

Western christians have used the term
filioque, which they introduced in the
original text of the Creed as a result of
a complicated historical process,
because they insisted that the
procession of the Spirit should not be
conceived without a relationship to the
Son. Eastern christians have found
most interpretations of its meaning
unacceptable and so have stressed that
the Spirit proceeds from the Father
alone. Thus, Eastern and Western
christians have come to express the one
faith they share, even their
understanding of the one original Creed
they share, in different ways. On the
foundation of this common faith, they
are now seeking ways to explain their
different understandings to each other
that are faithful to their original
common confession … As they, through
the life-giving power of the Spirit,
proceed on this path of mutual
understanding, they more and more
confess together the Creed in its
original form.

What is at stake in this difference
between East and West is how we
understand our Triune God. The
division between East and West, which
came to a head at the beginning of this
millennium, has a chance finally of
being resolved as we tackle this
question among others on the eve of
the third millennium of christian
history.

Catholics, and Western christians in
general, need to heed the warnings
from our Orthodox brothers and
sisters of a danger in our theology
that we will subordinate the Holy
Spirit to Christ.

We have a tendency, for example, to
describe the church purely in terms of
how Jesus Christ has founded it and
acts within in, and to add the Holy
Spirit almost as an afterthought. The
same occurs in our language about the
sacraments. They are described almost
totally in terms of how Jesus Christ
acts in them through the church with
almost no reference to the Holy Spirit.
When we do speak of the Holy Spirit,
we sometimes give the impression that
rather than being God, the Holy Spirit
is a kind of a power that Christ gives us,
that has no name or personal
relationship with us.

The scriptures give a completely
different picture of the role of the Holy
Spirit, and the person of the Holy Spirit.
We need to recognise that not only was
the Son sent by the Father to bring
about our salvation, but the Spirit was
also sent. Certainly, the Second Person
of the Trinity came among us in a
unique way, as a human being, the man
Jesus Christ. But at Pentecost the Spirit
truly came as well. Jesus was conceived
through the power of the Holy Spirit
and was empowered for his mission by
the Holy Spirit at his baptism. Likewise
the church was born and empowered
through the descent of the Holy Spirit.

The Son of God entered human
history in a concrete visible way in
Jesus Christ. So it is that the church,
its structures, its sacraments and its
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teaching are all dependent upon Jesus
Christ, and in some way traceable to
him. At the same time, the church
was formed by the activity of the Holy
Spirit guiding the original disciples of
Jesus in their decisions about the
church. The teaching of the church
and the content of the scriptures were
formulated under the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit who leads the church into
all truth, and brings to mind
everything that Christ has taught
(John 14:26, 15:26). The sacraments
only emerged in the life of the early
church as the Holy Spirit led the first
disciples to ritualise the ways in
which Christ was still acting in their
lives through the Holy Spirit. All the
major spiritual developments in the
history of the church have been
inspired by the Holy Spirit who helps
people to understand the teaching and
the call of Jesus Christ. The Holy
Spirit and Jesus Christ can never be
understood or experienced separate
from each other. The Holy Spirit
always draws us to Jesus Christ and,
indeed, we cannot approach Jesus
Christ, or understand Jesus Christ, or
respond to Jesus Christ, without the
Holy Spirit. It is very important,
therefore, to understand the
relationship between the three
persons of the Holy Trinity and their
involvement in our lives, and in the
life of the church.

This discussion between the
churches of the West and the churches
of the East is of enormous importance
not only for the ecumenical movement,
but for us to understand in a rich and
life-giving way the very God we
worship, whom we call Father, Son and
Holy Spirit.

Have these thoughts given you a
new or deeper understanding of the
action of the Spirit? How would you
express it?

Pentecostal Churches

The second ecumenical question
which the role of the Holy Spirit raises
for the churches is that of the
phenomenon of those new churches
(sometimes called Pentecostal) and
other movements which focus more
directly upon the action of the Holy
Spirit in the lives of christians.
Sometimes these churches and
movements demand a particular kind of
experience of the Holy Spirit, which
they call “baptism in the Holy Spirit,”
as an essential ingredient of becoming a
christian. Sometimes they go as far as
to say that this “baptism in the Spirit”
must be marked with particular
manifestations of the presence of the
Holy Spirit such as speaking in tongues.
While most major christian churches
have welcomed a renewal of the
manifestation of the charisms and
spiritual gifts of the Holy Spirit in the
life of the church today, they have
resisted any attempt to prescribe
particular experiences of the Holy Spirit
as the normal pattern for all christians.
Many of the particular charisms that
are spoken of today have always been
with the church, though perhaps in a
less dramatic way. The lives of saints
and mystics are full of manifestations of
such charisms as are the lives of
ordinary prayerful christians.

This contemporary discussion about
the charisms of the Holy Spirit reminds



67

all christians and certainly all Catholics
that, “by the power of the gospel, the
Holy Spirit rejuvenates the church.”4

The Holy Spirit keeps the church
young by renewing it in all kinds of
different ways.

ù The Holy Spirit raises up saints, like
Mary MacKillop, Edmund Ignatius
Rice, and Frederick Ozanam, to
name but a few who have been
acknowledged in the past few years.

ù The Holy Spirit begins new
movements of renewal and mission,
that challenge the other members of
the church to renew their own lives.

ù The Holy Spirit inspired tens of
thousands of christians in this
century to give their lives for their
faith, or their commitment to the
church, or the poor; perhaps as many
as in the ages of martyrdom at the
beginning of the church’s history.

ù The Holy Spirit inspired the bishops
of the Second Vatican Council to set
in train a renewal of the church
aimed at restoring the original vigour
of the church.

ù The Holy Spirit has, over the
centuries, bestowed charisms upon
individuals which have led to the
formation of thousands of religious
orders and congregations of men and
women, and continues to do so
today.

ù The Holy Spirit, finally, is breaking
down the barriers between christian
churches so that they are not just
praying together but are committing
themselves wholeheartedly to work
together for the restoration of that
unity for which Christ prayed.

What are some other ways in which
you see the Spirit renewing the
church?

1. Unitatis Redintegratio. Decree on
Ecumenism. 1.

2. Dominum et Vivificantem. Encyclical “Lord
& Giver of Life”. 62

3. Tertio Millennio Adveniente.  Encyclical “As
the Third Millennium Draws Near” 34.

4. Lumen Gentuim, Dogmatic Constitution
on the Church, 4.

M PM PM PM PM P
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How do we view the world?
As a wonderful place, revealing to us

each day – through its beauty, its
wonders and its people – the face of
God and the richness of the Kingdom?

Or as a wretched place, fallen and
evil, full of sin and misery and
suffering?

Or as a bit of both?
A generation ago, Catholics

commonly prayed the prayer known as
the Hail Holy Queen, which saw the
world as a place of exile and misery:

To thee do we cry,
poor banished
children of Eve,
To thee do we send up our sighs
Mourning and weeping
in this valley of tears.

Yet two generations before that, the
English Jesuit poet Gerard Manley
Hopkins saw the world as filled with
God’s Grandeur:

… nature is never spent;
There lives the dearest freshness deep
down things;

And though the last lights off the
black West went

Oh, morning, at the brown brink
eastward, springs –

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent
World broods with warm breast and

with ah! bright wings.

Which view speaks more to you?
How has your view of “the world”
changed as you have grown older
and experienced life more?

Each week in the Creed, millions of
christians proclaim their belief in the
Spirit, the Lord and giver of life. How is
this Spirit present in the world?

To explore this question, let us
consider three areas
ù the created universe
ù human beings
ù the church.

The Created Universe
In the Hebrew scriptures, the act of

creation is associated with the spirit of
God. In Genesis 1:2, before the world
was created, the spirit of God moved
over the waters. The Hebrew word
used here, ruach, comes from the verb
“to blow” and can mean wind or breath
or spirit. The image of the spirit as the
breath of God is a powerful one. The
spirit calls order out of chaos, creates
and forms the earth, the plants, the
animals, and gives life to all.

This image continues with the
creation of Adam in Genesis 2:7. Of all
created things, humans are the only
ones not created from nothing by the
word of God. The creation of humanity
is like the action of a potter; it is the
spirit of God that changes the inert

The Spirit
... in the World

o
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earth into the living entity.

... then the LORD God formed the
earth creature from the dust of the
ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life; and the man became
a living being.

The spirit of God then, is the breath
of life which makes Adam, the earth
creature, not just a living entity but a
partner created in the image and
likeness of God.

This wisdom is one which the
indigenous inhabitants of Australia
knew well. The spirit of the Rainbow
Serpent lived always in the land, its
flora and fauna precious because of their
relationship to the creator. The land
was a “spiritual” thing and all actions
taken had to be in harmony with that
spirit. The land was the mother –
nurturing, sustaining, endlessly
recreating herself for the good of people.

It is a wisdom that modern
Australians are only slowly recognizing.
Each year the impact of land clearing,
over-grazing, pollution and general
disrespect for creation increasingly take
their toll. Recognizing the Godliness of
creation is becoming more than a
spiritual journey. It is also a matter of
survival. A resource destroyed cannot,
by our hands, be recreated.

The power of creation lies in the
power of the Spirit.

When you hide your face, they are
dismayed; when you take away their
breath, they die and return to their
dust. When you send forth your spirit,
they are created; and you renew the
face of the earth.

Psalm 104: 29-30

The spirit of the Lord indeed fills the
whole world, And that which holds all
things together knows every word that
is said.

Wisdom 1:7

The life, death and resurrection of
the word of God, Jesus the Messiah,
accomplished the salvation of all of
creation, not just of human beings. The
transformation achieved through the
resurrection is sustained and spread by
the Holy Spirit.

As creatures enlivened and made
human by the Spirit, we have a vital
role in spreading that transformation
throughout the world. We are recognizing
that we are stewards not owners of the
earth and that to abuse creation is to sin
against the Spirit of God.

Sheer necessity has driven us to be
more ecologically conscious today than
in previous ages, but survival alone
should not form the root and basis of a
christian response to creation. Our
response lies in our relationship with
the Trinity and in our understanding
that God created the earth and saw that
it was good. We accept in our
acceptance of the Spirit as recreating
the earth day by day and bringing it
ever closer to the salvation and
fulfilment achieved through the
resurrection of Jesus.

To preserve the goodness of God’s
world, how can we increase our
awareness of being “offsiders to the
Spirit” in the work of God?

Humankind
In Ruth Park’s beautiful novel of the

Irish in Australia – The Harp in the South
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– the “hero” Hughie’s life is saved by
the local Chinese fruiterer Lick Jimmy.
Later, a grateful Hughie reflects sadly
that it is a shame that

the poor little yellow heathen will never
see the face of God.

Hughie is pondering the question of
who will be saved, and reflects a view
typical of Catholics of the 1930’s that
there is no salvation outside the church
and that only Catholics can go to heaven.

How does Hughie’s view seem to
you today?
Was there a time when you, or your
parents expressed or encountered
this view?
What do you understand to be
church teaching on this issue today?

In the first two centuries of the
christian era, the question of who
would be saved was a burning one. In
49AD, Paul argued with Peter and James
over whether gentiles should be
admitted to the church without having
to undergo circumcision. The pro-
gentile argument triumphed, but Paul’s
letters reveal that acceptance of the
decision of the Council of Jerusalem (as
that meeting was called) was slow.

In the first century, Justin Martyr
reflected on all the good people who
had lived before Christ – he included
Moses and Abraham and Socrates the
Greek philosopher among others – and
concluded

We have been taught that Christ is the
first born of God, and we have declared
above that He is the Word of whom
every race of people were partakers;

and those who lived reasonably are
christians, even though they have been
thought atheists.1

Thus, for Justin, salvation was
available to all who lived “reasonably”,
ie according to the lights of their reason
and conscience, striving to do what
they knew to be good.

How different was the view of those
who brought christianity to Australia,
or to other non christian lands during
the period of European expansion from
the 15th century onwards.

They did not expect to find evidence
of the Spirit of God dwelling in those
lands but rather godless heathens who
were to be converted by force, their
ancient wisdoms and religions
destroyed, their insights into God
denied. In Australia, indeed, the earliest
European arrivals denied even the
humanity of those indigenous
populations. They deduced, by a logic
called “polygenesis”, that the Aboriginal
people were a product of a separate
creation to Adam and Eve and their
European descendants, and not part of
God’s saving plan. Thus Australia could
be called terra nullius, an empty land,
without human inhabitants.

The debate over these issues
continued throughout the next two
centuries and there is still a diverse
range of views today, even amongst
christians. However the Second Vatican
Council was in no doubt as to the
universality of salvation.

Those who, through no fault of their
own, do not know of the Gospel of
Christ or his church, but who
nevertheless seek God with a sincere
heart, and moved by grace, try in their
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actions to do his will as they know it
through the dictates of their conscience –
these too may attain eternal salvation. 2

This holds true not only for
christians but also for all people of good
will in whose hearts grace is active
invisibly. For since Christ died for
everyone, … we must hold that the
Holy Spirit offers to all the possibility
of being made partners, in a way
known to God, in the paschal mystery.3

Thus the Council formally recognized
the action of the Spirit across the whole
world and in all of humanity.

Pope John Paul II gave concrete
expression to the view in his address to
the indigenous people of Australia in
Alice Springs, on 29 November 1986:

Your culture, which shows the lasting
genius and dignity of your race, must
not be allowed to disappear. Do not
think that your gifts are worth so little
that you should no longer bother to
maintain them. Share them with each
other and teach them to your children.
Your songs, your stories, your
paintings, your dances, your languages
must never be lost.

Reconciliation in Australia is not
primarily about apologies, and
certainly not about laying blame.
For the christian, it is about
recognition of the presence of the
Spirit of God in all people in our
land and reaching out with the Spirit
to share the wisdom of God.
What are ways in which you, your
family, your group can work with the
Spirit to create unity and peace in
the land of the Southern Cross?

The rediscovery of the action of the
Holy Spirit in all peoples and
throughout the world has been a major
shift in theology in the 20th century.
Pope John spoke of the signs of the
work of the Spirit in his great letter
Peace on Earth (1963). He identified
three things which indicated to him the
powerful movement of the Spirit.
ù The first was the improvement in

the social and economic conditions
of working people throughout the
world.

ù The second was the women’s
movement and the rise to
prominence of women particularly
in the political field.

ù The third was the emergence of new
forms of social and political
organization in society.
These may seem strange things for a

Pope to highlight, especially in a world
where churches are often told (usually
by politicians under fire) to stay out of
politics and mind their own business.
But the Pope was reminding us that the
business of people is the business of the
Spirit, and therefore the business of
christians.

The great social encyclicals of the
church, beginning with Rerum Novarum
in 1891, spelled out the involvement of
the people of God in the political, social
and economic rights of human beings.
Today, as never before, humanity needs
to hearken to the voice of the Spirit
calling for justice in the world. As
people we long for peace, and as
christians we address Jesus as Prince of
Peace. But peace is built on justice, and
as long as we tolerate injustice, then our
hopes for peace will be vain. The words
of Micah speak as strongly today as to
the Israelites of his time:
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He has told you, O mortal, what is
good; and what does the Lord require of
you but to do justice, and to love
kindness, and to walk humbly with
your God?

Micah 6:8

For the christian, how important is it
to have a commitment to social
justice, especially for the poor and
marginalised?
What are some ways in which you
can work more closely with the Spirit
to create a more just world?

The Church
The church is the creation of the

Spirit. It was formed within the
community at Pentecost, and guided
throughout its history. It is both the
Body of Christ and the Temple of the
Holy Spirit.

The church is the people of God and

“all of us who have received one and
the same Spirit, that is the Holy Spirit,
are in a sense blended together with one
another and with God”. 4

The people of God, infused and
guided by the Spirit, carry on the work
of Jesus in spreading the good news of
the kingdom throughout the world.
The Holy Spirit is poured out by Christ
among the people

“to nourish, heal and organize them in
their mutual functions, to give them
life, to send them to bear witness, and
associate them to Jesus’ self offering to
God and in intercession for the whole
world”.5

What are some times when you
have felt touched or called by the
Spirit in your life?
Is christianity for you a personal
religion directed to your own
salvation, or a missionary calling
directed to the salvation of the
world, or a combination of the two?

The knowledge that the Spirit of
truth was accompanying the church has
sometimes led to the church developing
a particular sense of its own
righteousness. Medieval popes
developed the notion that the church
could criticise and correct secular
powers but that the church itself was
beyond criticism; only God could be its
judge. Needless to say, this opened the
doors to errors and excesses, leading
inevitably to the need for reformation.

In 1870, the first Vatican Council
spoke of the church as “the perfect
society” whose structures and processes
were divinely inspired and whose
authority was absolute. This vision of
the church as an impregnable
institution was in response to the
uncertainty caused by the rise in
democracy, the impact of science and
the theories of evolution, and the
advent of psychology and the work of
Sigmund Freud and others.

Today we take a more humble and
yet more open and expansive view of
the church and of the meaning of the
Spirit’s presence among us.

Church is no longer a “perfect
society” but

“the liturgical assembly, …the local
community (and) the whole universal
community of believers”.6
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The word church derives from the
Greek word kyriake which means “that
which belongs to the Lord”.

Within this assembly, the Holy Spirit
acts to bring the fruits of the
resurrection to fulfilment. The church,
the assembly of the faithful, does not
exist for itself, but for all creation, for
all people.

For many catholics born before
Vatican II, the church was a place of
security, its unchanging uniformity a
sign of the fidelity of God.
Missionaries did the evangelising,
religious did the catechising and I did
my part by striving to keep the
Commandments and obeying the laws
and practices of the church. My
greatest virtue as a Catholic was to be
a loyal and obedient follower;
documents referred to me as part of
the “simple faithful”. Such a church
emphasised private religion and
devotion and unfortunately often
encouraged a closed view of the world.

The Spirit challenged this inward
looking view through the work of
Vatican II.

Today the church, the people of God,
is changed. To some it is vibrantly alive;
to others it is disastrously damaged. But
for all, it is called by the Spirit to at
least five things.
ù The church is called forth by the

Spirit into the world to live its life as
a pilgrim, travelling with the mass of
humankind towards ultimate
salvation The arena for the people of
God is the whole world.

ù The church is called by the Spirit to
be a prophetic voice for justice,
living and proclaiming the message
of Jesus. The salvation of the people
of God is a part of, and is

intrinsically linked to, the salvation
of all people.

ù The church is called by the Spirit to
unity, fulfilling the wish of Jesus
that all may be one. The scandal of
sectarianism and division can no
longer be tolerated. The Spirit calls
each of us to make real the unity of
all who profess Jesus as Lord.

ù The church is called by the Spirit to
holiness and to the challenge of the
beatitudes. The people of God are
challenged to perfection, to strive to
be as Jesus, and empowered by the
Spirit to set love as their greatest
goal.

ù The church is called by the Spirit to
be available to all people, to
inculturate in every place, to express
the universal truths of Jesus in ways
understandable to all. The people of
God are called to embrace the
essential truth of the message of
Christ and carry that forward to the
ends of the earth.
None of this is possible without the

Spirit, who created the universe, and
will bring it to fulfilment. To us falls the
honour of being associated, if we
choose, with that great work.

A favourite recessional hymn at the
liturgy of recent years begins with the
words:

“Go now you are sent forth, to live
what you proclaim” (Leo Watt).

In that sending forth we join with
the Spirit who was also sent forth from
the mouth of God to create, to enliven,
to redeem, to resurrect, to fulfil.

In that context, there can be no
greater joy or challenge than to be a
christian in the current age. TTTTT KKKKK
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What challenges to you as a
christian excite you in today’s world?
Would young people experience you
as alive in and excited by the Spirit?
How can christians communicate the
excitement of the call of the Spirit?

1. The First Apology Chapter XLVI.
2. Lumen Gentium, Dogmatic Constitution on

the Church, 16.
3. Gaudium et Spes, Pastoral Constitution on

the Church in the Modern World, 22.
4. Cyril of Alexandria, Catechism of the

Catholic Church, 738.
5. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 739.
6. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 752.
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Spiritus.
A Michael Glazier Book.  The
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Catechism of the Catholic Church.
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John Paul II:  Lord & Giver of Life.
(Dominum et Vivificantem).
Encyclical Letter.  1986
St Paul Publications.  1986
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B. HELPFUL  BOOKS

José Comblin, The Holy Spirit &
Liberation. Burns & Oates. Orbis
Books. 1989

Written from the perspective of the
South American experience of basic
christian community, this has some
useful insights into the place and the
presence of the Spirit in our
theology, in our history and in our
world.

William Johnston, Being in Love – the
Practice of Christian Prayer.
Fount paperback. 1988

Most of Johnston’s books have a
place in any bibliography on
spirituality. This one is particularly
good for its emphasis on practical
aspects of prayer today, and how the
basis of all prayer is a being-in-love.
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Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is.
Crossroad. New York. 1993

A landmark book on ‘The Mystery
of God in Feminist Theological
Discourse’, speaking clearly and
deeply about the mystery of God.
Some beautiful sections on the
Spirit.

Brian Gallagher, Pray ... as you are.
John Garratt. 1997

A second edition of this simple but
profound book. The author, for
many years Director of the Heart of
Life Centre in Melbourne, brings this
experience to a consideration of basic
issues in prayer. Beautiful and short!

Stephanie Dowrick, Forgiveness & Other
Acts of Love
Viking. Penguin Books. 1997

A best-seller in non-fiction in
Australia recently, this is a book both
wise and deeply compassionate. It is
not written from a particular
christian viewpoint, but draws
deeply from christian – and other –
wisdom.

Joyce Rupp, Fresh Bread & Other Gifts of
Spiritual Nourishment
Ave Maria Press. August 1995
(Seventh printing)

Many will be familiar with the work
of this gifted spiritual writer. This
one offers a guide for reflection on
the Scriptures throughout the year.
She looks at everyday experiences
and leads us through them to
communicate with God.
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