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A few Sundays ago, we sang a hymn popular 50 years ago, but seldom sung these 

days: ‘The Church’s One Foundation. The third verse reads:  ‘Though with a scornful 

wonder, the world sees her oppressed, by schisms rent asunder, by heresies 

distressed’. If from our vantage point, this could be written of the relatively healthy 

situation of the C19, how much more does this verse describe the predicament facing 

long established churches today.  

It is, of course, somewhat reassuring to be reminded that the normal condition of the 

Church is to be a church oppressed. For the fact is that each generation has its own 

demons to contend with, our own included. This is why Pentecost is a good time to 

engage persistent as well as novel heresies, remembering that the word ‘heresy’ 

comes from a Greek word meaning ‘to choose’.  Heretics are those who prefer a 

private opinion, choosing for themselves an interpretation contrary to that received by 

the faithful whose lives are in the process of being radically changed. 

In the light of today’s texts, one ancient and enduring heresy continues to hold sway, 

sometimes in the churches, but more often today, somewhat ironically, as a heresy 

likely to be the default position of those who are hostile to Christian faith and to the 

Church. 

This heresy is what we might call the domestication of the Spirit. On the one hand, for 

Christians this domestication usually takes the form of a confining of the Spirit’s 

sphere only to the realm of ‘individual salvation’. The Spirit and the world at large are 

simply never allowed to intersect. On the other hand, in today’s culture, the same 

diminished phenomenon occurs in the now ubiquitous fascination with ‘spirituality’.  

Having traditionally had a long history belonging to the domain of world religions or 

ancient cultures, spirituality has now been usurped for a new agenda.  

It is now widely taken to be about what one does with one’s solitude – an essentially 

private embroidery on the cut and thrust of everyday life, if not a way of escape from 

it. It is hard to think of a word in current jargon with more elastic connotations than 

‘spirituality’. So many people, so many spiritualities, each warmly entertained, yet 

just as easily relinquished for something better after familiarity dulls the initial 

enthusiasm. At the same time, for those so infatuated, no exposure to any religious 

claim is permitted. Contemporary spiritual enthusiasts are invariably at pains to tell us 

that they are ‘not religious’, usually not without a note of scorn or even triumph .   

The good news is that all this is comparatively benign, even if more than somewhat 

strange for those of us who for decades thought that we were inhabiting a secular city. 

The pursuit of individual ‘spirituality’ is relatively harmless in comparison with that 

much more aggressive privatisation of religion insisted on by paid up secularists and 

atheists. In the same week that we sang about the world’s ‘scornful wonder’, 



Catherine Deveny - now apparently consigned to at least temporary oblivion - penned 

her constant vitriol, this time in defence of euthanasia. ‘Why is it illegal?’ she snorted. 

‘Blame religion. I don’t care what you believe, but we all must stop religion 

influencing our policy’. She might safely be ignored were it not for the fact that this 

requirement to neuter ‘religion’ has rapidly become a mainstream mantra. 

The plain fact is that Pentecost knows nothing of such a contraction of the Spirit’s 

scope, since Pentecost seeks above all to repudiate this harmless corralling of religion 

to some private corner of public irrelevance. How could it be otherwise, given that in 

a few minutes time, we will join with the Church down the ages in rehearsing the 

Nicene Creed. One of this Creed’s most compelling confessions must surely be that 

radical gift claimed for the Spirit: that the Spirit is ‘the Lord, the Giver of Life’. The 

giver of life, let us understand, not the giver of a privatized spirituality. 

There is a former Uniting Church in Moonee Ponds which is now in the hands of a 

non-denominational community. Under Uniting Church tenure, this graceful structure, 

afflicted with an aesthetically dubious fluorescent Cross attached to its steeple, slowly 

and relentlessly fell into disrepair. Presiding as the building does over a Woolworth’s  

car park, for years the mournful billboard out the front was truly indicative of the 

prevailing chaotic traffic conditions: ‘When there seems no way out, let God in’,  it 

intoned. But today with new tenants, renewed - redeemed we might say, the 

fluorescent cross mercifully removed - for the first year or so a new sign gladdened 

the heart: ‘We don’t do religion; we do life’ it announced. Amen to that. At least in 

intention the new owners get it right: ‘We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and 

Giver of Life’. 

Again, how could Pentecost be anything other an affirmation of life, grounded as it is 

in the creative all encompassing breadth of the faith of Israel. This we heard in 

today’s Psalm:  

‘All creatures look to you to give them their food to eat…. When you take 

away their breath, they die, and return to the earth whence they came. When 

you send forth your Spirit, all things spring to life, and the face of the earth is 

renewed’.  

There it is: ‘all things spring to life’ – ‘the face of the earth is renewed’. 

What is Pentecost other than this confidence of the Psalm’s renewed earth, now 

fleshed out and extended? It has to be so, given the alternative. We might recall why 

the need for renewal is necessary; how it all begins with Adam and Eve’s mutual 

recriminations, then to that fatal escalation in Cain’s compulsion to eliminate Abel. 

Finally, in the attempt to shift the anxieties of life from the arena of human hostility, it 

all ends with the less than subtle attack on the very ‘Lord and Giver of Life’ by means 

of the audacious project of constructing a skyscraper:  

‘Come let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and 

let us make a name for ourselves… And the lord came down to see, saying 

‘Look they are one people, and they all have one language – and this is only 

the beginning of what they will do….Come let us go down and confuse their 

language there so that they will not understand one another’s speech. So the 

lord scattered them abroad’. 

  



This attempted ultimate assault thus serves only to fracture and despoil the earth: 

surely as compelling a comment on our world‘s condition, as it is ever contemporary. 

But Pentecost tells us how the Lord comes down once again, this time in a renewal, 

not a scattering, of the earth. We know the Acts story well, even if we have not read it 

today; of how the Spirit always seeks to counteract the consequences wherever human 

insecurities require tower building projects, and of how the gospel again and again 

gives the representatives of the scattered nations a new language, so that human life 

might become truly gracious. 

The fact is that both Babel and Pentecost are texts about globalization long before we 

invented the term. In place of Babel’s universal confusion, Pentecost offers universal 

benediction. A life denied on the one hand, a life affirmed on the other. This is our 

world. Denied and rejected life is fragmentation and death. Accepted and affirmed life 

in its totality is unity and joy – and this not just for human beings but for the whole 

creation.  

And yet, as today’s reading from the gospel of John puts it: ‘This is the Spirit of Truth 

whom the world cannot receive, because the world neither sees him nor knows him. 

But you know him…. ‘. Paul offers this same assurance to us through the Christians 

in Rome so long ago - that the Christian community already knows and lives in Christ 

and in this life-giving freedom of the Spirit; has already been delivered from a spirit 

of slavery to alien powers, however apparently benign; has  already received the spirit 

of adoption as children and heirs  in calling upon God as Abba, Father.  

But – and it is a major but - we live in this way in the midst of a wider creation that 

has yet to be redeemed. For Paul too, ‘the world neither sees him nor knows him’. 

For this reason, he will go on to proclaim how and why, in its benighted condition, the 

creation waits eagerly for the revelation of the children of God.  In the verses that 

follow this passage - regrettably not before us today - he will unfold a graphic 

portrayal of the whole of creation, ‘groaning as in labour pains’. 

There was a time in living memory when such language could have been dismissed as 

mere hyperbole and exaggeration. Today though, as we are constantly being 

reminded, the fragility of creation in which human beings are complicit, is rapidly 

forcing itself on our consciousness. This is why the Pentecostal experience is so 

crucial, not just for the Church, but equally so for the whole world.  Pentecost seeks to 

achieve, now as then, one thing and one thing only:  the real and true preservation of 

life, life not just for human beings, but life for the very creation itself.  

How might this happen if, as is manifestly the case, ‘the world neither sees nor knows 

the Spirit of truth’ or, if even more of a presumption, that it really be true ‘that we 

know him’? The question cannot be put to us too sharply: how are the consequences 

of this cosmic scope of Pentecost to be realised?  

The answer is reasonably confronting. It will require immediate and urgent redirection 

of Christian mission. For the last 300 years, Christians thought that their task was to 

make the gospel intelligible to the culture. Well maybe. But taken seriously, Pentecost 

proposes a quite different pursuit - not so much making the gospel intelligible to the 

world, but simply to help our culture understand why a world in pain cannot be 

intelligible without the gospel. If only such a ‘simple’ transposition could be so easily 

put into effect! 



But this is the true point of Pentecost - nothing less than a ‘re-formation’ of the world. 

‘We don’t do religion, we do life’ says the billboard. But the creed, as always, got 

there first, offering the world what it really seeks, but seldom finds: 

 ‘We believe in the Holy Spirit - the Lord and Giver of life’; a gift for the taking 

today, and every day, simply confirming – another simply! –what earlier the creed has 

already confessed: that ‘for us and for our salvation - the salvation of the whole 

creation - he came down from heaven’. 

*** 


