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Homily for People and Parishes 
Archdeacon Lizzie Gaitskell – Sunday 24th May 2026, Pentecost 

Readings: Acts 2:1-21      Psalm 104:26-36 

1Corinthians 12:1-13   John 7: 37-39 
 

On a mission from God 

 

When we think of Pentecost – what do we think about? 

 

Two men in dark suits stand silently at the back of a weatherboard church while Gospel 

music and the message of a charismatic preacher draws faithful people into a frenzy of 

movement and dance. Suddenly the heavens open, the church is bathed in light and inside, 

one of those suited men receives a mission from God and cartwheels up and down the 

church in ecstatic abandon! 1   

None of that is real of course - it’s a famous scene from the 1980 comedy blockbuster “The 

Blues Brothers”. John Belushi is the cartwheeling jailbird on a mission from God and James 

Brown is the firebrand pastor; but I wonder if the stereotypes that underpin this scene are 

drawn from how we really think about the Holy Spirit and reflect the uncertainties we 

might have about what Pentecost means for us.  

It’s been observed that references to the Holy Spirit make some Christians uneasy. 

Anxieties surface which serve to confine the Holy Spirit’s action to a very ‘niche’ version of 

church, one where some people are blessed to speak freely in tongues or where some 

believers lose control in outrageous or impassioned responses to preaching and music2. We 

may feel nervous about this idea because we don’t like losing control. We might be 

 
1 You can watch a clip from “The Blues Brothers” on Youtube https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0TEagjwEbQ 

2 That’s not to say that God’s Spirit is NOT present in those experiences – but it is to say that God’s Spirit is in many other places 
and experiences too. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0TEagjwEbQ
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tempted to put the Holy Spirit to one side as a “loose cannon” kind of experience, and so 

lose Pentecost altogether. Acts 2 shows us that the Holy Spirit encourages, equips and 

empowers those first disciples. The Holy Spirit’s action is unexpected, yes; extraordinary - 

absolutely. But ‘niche’? No. Not at all. 

The Holy Spirit’s work is deeply practical. The disciples don’t speak in spiritual tongues in 

Acts 2:1-21. They are given the ability to speak in different languages. That’s an important 

distinction because these timid souls are in a crowded Jerusalem, afraid and alone. They are 

surrounded by the murmur of incomprehensible voices outside, which might mirror their 

own inner confusion. Stuck in a closed room, they contemplate a future that seems 

shrouded in shadow and doubt. This confusion is present in Acts 1 as Jesus gathers his 

disciples and gives them instructions about waiting in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy 

Spirit, but there’s a fundamental misunderstanding given voice. In Acts 1:6 the disciples ask 

Jesus: “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” They do not 

understand that Jesus has been praying for them, teaching them, revealing to them the 

deep truths of God’s plan of grace and salvation, in order to send them out. This story is not 

about the restoration of a social or political kingdom or theocracy, it’s not about the 

overthrow of Rome. Something different is going on. Jesus leaves them and they are in 

shock – this was not what they had anticipated.  

So, there they are, 10 days later during the Jewish Festival of Pentecost (or Shavuot), fifty 

days after Passover where Jewish people come from near and far to celebrate the early 

spring wheat harvest and recall God giving the law to Moses. Shavuot/Pentecost is the 

second of the three ancient harvest-related festivals. The first occurs around Passover – the 

Festival of First Fruits - the second is Shavuot/Pentecost, and the third is the Festival of 

Tabernacles (Succoth) in late September/early October3 - this last one is the setting for our 

John 7 passage today. 

Acts 2 opens up and suddenly the shadows are dispelled by light and warmth, and the 

disciples find their broken hearts have been made whole. The breath of God moves within 

and without and they breathe in a new hope and new life in Christ: God’s Risen and 

Anointed One. Now, they move outside the closed room and, at a time where devout 

Jewish people are celebrating the giving of the law, the disciples speak powerfully in 

languages that are readily understood about Jesus – the fulfilment of that law, and the love 

and grace of God made flesh. 

While Acts gives us inspiring stories of the early work of the disciples after Pentecost, it is St 
Paul who shapes much of our theology on the Holy Spirit. Paul reminds us that the Holy 
Spirit’s work is to help us to bear good fruit – virtues like joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
gentleness and so on4 - to shape the God-given gifts and talents we have so that we, like 

 
3 https://www.wycliffe.org/blog/posts/7-feasts-that-point-to-christ  
4 Galatians 5: 22-23 

https://www.wycliffe.org/blog/posts/7-feasts-that-point-to-christ
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the first disciples, continue to move outside the closed spaces that we might inhabit to 
bless a world in need.  

Now there are highly specialised gifts – and Paul talks about speaking in spiritual tongues – 
but the gifts that receive more of his attention are those that have communal not just 
personal benefit. He writes: “There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit 
distributes them.  There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different 
kinds of working, but in all of them and in everyone it is the same God at work. Now to each 
one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.” (1 Corinthians 12: 1-4) 
For Paul, this common good is achieved when our gifts and virtues are set in the context of 
God’s agape-love.  

The life that the early Christian movement begins to experience at Pentecost is not niche: 

this is to be our “new normal”. We are moved beyond our fears, our frailties, insecurities 

and brokenness to live the transformed lives we signed-up for in our baptism. The Holy 

Spirit will not keep us in our comfort zones feeling happy about ourselves and complacent 

about the world around us, but sends us outside of ourselves, and brings us home to God’s 

love. 

There is a narrative thread that begins in Genesis, where God walks in the garden with 

Adam and Eve. That thread is frayed and broken as humanity chooses to walk within the 

self-serving codes, choices and structures of our own making. We compete with God in the 

story of Babel, we ignore God in the story of Noah, but in Jesus, God walks with us once 

more. The Holy Spirit acts to move the disciples OUTSIDE again: to engage in life, not to 

hide from it, to walk with God in Christ, not to confine God’s grace in human dogmas or 

rituals. This is what John 7 is pointing to, as Jesus arrives in Jerusalem for the Festival of 

Tabernacles. John’s Gospel has God in Christ tabernacling/dwelling among us from the 

Prologue (John 1:14) and now in John 7, Jesus continues that theology. God’s saving work is 

present not in a Tabernacle or in the Temple – but in Jesus.  

We truly are on a mission from God, but the Holy Spirit doesn’t come to give us a niche 

experience that enables us to stay in a kind of religious Sunday School, or searching for (or 

avoiding) high-octane thrills. Jesus saves, but not for the purpose of keeping us infantilised, 

or addicted. We don’t go to church to get endless fixes of warm and fuzzy, that’s why Paul 

makes much of spiritual maturity5. The Holy Spirit equips all God’s saints “who (are) not 

beyond the human but the very fulfilment of what IS human. The saints who refuse the 

unreality of the world, the saints who attends to the soul of the other, the saints who cry 

too.”6 

 
5 Writing: “I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready.” (1 Cor 3:2) 

6 Professor Stan Grant 29 January 2026 : Big Ideas Podcast a recording of “The Simone Weil Lecture on Human Value” and was 
held at the School of Philosophy at the Australian Catholic University.) 
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May the Holy Spirit fall on each of us anew: empowering us, equipping us, making us brave 

and sending us out to tell the story of Jesus, whose love saves us. There’s our mission from 

God: may God bless that mission in you! 

Amen. 

______________ 

ELP-D May 2026 

 

 

 

 


