THE HOLY FEAST OF PENTECOST - THE DESCENT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
Acts 2:1-11, John 7:37-52; 8:12
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There existed in the Temple of Jerusalem a very special inner room called the “Holy of
Holies.” It was believed that this room was the actual dwelling place of the God of Israel, who
sat invisibly enthroned above a solid slab of gold that rested on the Ark of the Covenant. The
High Priest was permitted to enter into the Holy of Holies only once a year, on the Jewish feast
of Yom Kippur, or Day of Atonement. He would sprinkle the blood of sacrificial animals for the
atonement of the people, as well as offer incense on the Ark of the Covenant.

A veil of separation covered the entrance to the Holy of Holies. At the moment when Jesus
gave up His spirit on the Cross, this veil was split in two from top to bottom, there was an
earthquake, the rocks shook, and many of those who were dead rose from their graves. Jesus’
act of redemption by dying on the Cross, descending into Hades, and rising from the dead,
conquered death and restored life to the world. Since the Fall in the Garden of Eden, the Holy
Spirit was separated from us and dwelt in a room of darkness. There was no light or windows
in the Holy of Holies. Today, on Pentecost, the fiftieth day after the Christian Passover
(Pascha), the Holy Spirit is restored to mankind, in a sense, “regifted” to us after the
completion of the redemptive acts of our Savior. Because of our Savior, not only are we no
longer separated from that which is holy, but we now have the gift and possibility, according to
our faith, to become holy ourselves. When the celebrant raises the Holy Mysteries during the
Divine Liturgy, he proclaims “Holy Things are for the Holy.” By the gift of God it is now we
ourselves who are counted among the holy, having received the gift of the Holy Spirit, and
having the Holy Spirit abiding and dwelling within us. Whereas formerly a certain room in the
temple was the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit, now, according to St. Paul, our bodies are the
living temples of the Holy Spirit.

Our celebration today of Pentecost is a double joy and has a double meaning. On one
hand, it is the celebration of the Church of the coming of the Holy Spirit as the end ~ the
achievement and fulfillment ~ of the entire history of salvation. It is the joyous climax to those
events which were put in place by God centuries ago in order to restore mankind to the
Kingdom of God. On the other hand, today is also a beginning. It is the "birthday" of the
Church as the presence among us of the Holy Spirit, of the new life in Christ, of grace,
knowledge, adoption to God and holiness. In the three readings of the Old Testament
(Numbers 11:16-17, 24-29; Joel 2:23-32; Ezekiel 36:24-28) which were read in church on the
eve of the feast, we heard the prophecies concerning the Holy Spirit. We were taught that the
entire history of mankind was directed towards the day on which God "would pour out His
Spirit upon all flesh.” This day has come! All hope, all promises, all expectations have been
fulfilled. Today, as a climax to the feast, after Divine Liturgy a very special vespers will be
served. For the first time after Pascha, we will be invited to kneel in church. This signifies that
after these fifty days of Paschal joy and fulness, of experiencing the Kingdom of God, the
Church now is about to begin her pilgrimage through time and history. It is evening again, and
the night approaches, during which temptations and failures await us, when, more than
anything else, we need Divine help, that presence and power of the Holy Spirit, who has
already revealed to us the joyful End, who now will help us in our effort towards fulfillment and
salvation. All this is revealed in the three prayers which the celebrant reads now as we all kneel
and listen to him. In the first prayer, we bring to God our repentance, our increased appeal for
forgiveness of sins, the first condition for entering into the Kingdom of God.

In the second prayer, we ask the Holy Spirit to help us, to teach us to pray and to follow the
true path in the dark and difficult night of our earthly existence. Finally, in the third prayer, we
remember all those who have achieved their earthly journey, but who are united with us in the
eternal God of Love.
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In the words of Fr. Alexander Schmemann, “The joy of Pascha has been completed and we
again have to wait for the dawn of the Eternal Day. Yet, knowing our weakness, humbling
ourselves by kneeling, we also know the joy and the power of the Holy Spirit who has come.
We know that God is with us, that in Him is our victory. Thus is completed the feast of
Pentecost and we enter "the ordinary time" of the year. Yet, every Sunday now will be called
"after Pentecost" - and this means that it is from the power and light of these fifty days that we
shall receive our own power, the Divine help in our daily struggle. At Pentecost we decorate
our churches with flowers and green branches - for the Church "never grows old, but is always
young." It is an evergreen, everliving Tree of grace and life, of joy and comfort. For the Holy
Spirit - "the Treasury of Blessings and Giver of Life - comes and abides in us, and cleanses us
from all impurity," and fills our life with meaning, love, faith and hope. Amen.
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