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Fifty days after Easter comes the Jewish celebration of Shavout that takes place 

seven weeks after Passover.  In the early practices of the Jewish people it was 

known as the Festival of Weeks, at the end of the barley festival and when the 

fruit is beginning to ripen.  Later the Rabbis taught that it was the anniversary of 

the giving of the Law to Moses on Mt. Sinai.  Luke describes the coming of the 

Holy Spirit to the disciples and other followers of Jesus.  We call this festival 

“Pentecost” which means 50 days. 

 

The gift of the Holy Spirit to the church is something that has been debated for 

generations.  Did the gift end when the Apostles’ died?  This is what people in 

some periods in pre-reformation Christianity believed.  Did the gift of the Holy 

Spirit come to the Church – or to the individuals who make up the Church 

(remember Church -ecclesia- simply means “the assembly”). 

 

In the 1950s a renewal movement began in the Episcopal Church in the United 

States, then the Roman Catholic Church by the late 1960s and on into other 

mainstream churches.  It also spread across national borders.  It was commonly 

called the Charismatic Renewal – charismatic coming from the Greek word for 

“Gifts” – because the presence of the Holy Spirit was manifested by the “Gifts of 

the Spirit,” especially speaking in tongues.  In this way the Charismatic renewal 

was a kind of Pentecostal experience in mainstream Christianity, much as the 

small groups that developed in Anglican and Episcopal Churches following the 

teaching of the Wesleys experienced.  John Wesley called it a ‘warming of the 

heart.’  On a Roman Catholic website it is called, a “Current of Grace,” one of the 

loveliest titles I’ve come across. 

 

When that first Pentecost happened we hear that tongues of fire lit upon the 

heads of those gathered together for prayer.  I imagine a kind of lightning strike; 

for Luke the description is about a sign of a divine happening.  They poured out 



into the street – or the Court of Gentiles if they were at the Temple, which some 

scholars think -  where people were gathered, perhaps for the celebration of 

Shavuot, or just coming as pilgrims to Jerusalem and the Temple, from many 

provinces of the Roman Empire and countries beyond, people with many 

languages.  The first evidence of the Holy Spirit was that the Jesus people were 

able to talk in in many languages so that no matter where people came from, they 

heard the Good News about Jesus.  Because of this, the gift of tongues, 

considered a lesser gift by the Apostle Paul, is often expected to be the first gift 

received when one experiences this Pentecostal awakening. 

 

I want to talk about the gifts of the Spirit today because, you see, I came into the 

Episcopal church through the Pentecostal movement, and my whole life in the 

Church – since I was 15 – has been touched in one way or another by it.   

 

What I know is that there are ebbs and flows to the way we experience our faith.  

There are times when faith seems a matter of the intellect and philosophy, such 

as the times of the Scholastics – from 1100s to 1600s –  and these times are often 

followed by a time when faith is a matter of the heart and of intention, often seen 

as a kind of fanaticism, such as the time of the 1700s in Lutheran churches in 

Germany and then through the Wesleys in the Church of England.  Intellectual 

faith seems dry and scientific; faith centred in the heart, like pietism, seems 

saccharine and sentimental.  And, of course, the truth is we need is a balance of 

intellectual, heart-centred and what I’ll call ‘hand-centred’ expressions of faith.  

Sadly, we spend centuries in competition and condemnation rather than seeking 

this balance. 

 

But enough said about that.  I just want you to know that there is a history of 

these ebbs and flows in our faith, and that one movement is affected by the 

other.  In our time all exist, and, sadly, misunderstanding abounds, and 

judgmentalism abounds, both of which are evidence of a lack of love and 

therefore a lack of the Holy Spirit. 

 



In 1 Corinthians today we get one of two lists St. Paul wrote about the gifts of the 

Holy Spirit:  

 knowledge,  

 wisdom,  

 prophecy,  

 healing,  

 faith,  

 discernment 

 miracles  

 tongues, and  

 interpretation of tongues.   

 

In Galatians the list is similar but different,  
 “ prophecy, in proportion to faith;  

 ministry, in ministering;  

 the teacher, in teaching;  

 the exhorter, in exhortation;  

 the giver, in generosity;  

 the leader, in diligence;  

 the compassionate, in cheerfulness. ”   

 

But St. Paul ends his teaching to the Corinthians saying that of all the gifts, “faith, 

hope and love” are the greatest and most enduring, and that the greatest of these 

is love. 

 

Back in the day, we would have ‘gifts discernment’ or ‘ministry discernment’ 

weekends in our parishes to help people discover their gifts and be affirmed in 

how the gifts of the Spirit empowered their ministry as Christians in the world.  

We had put “2 + 2” together and realized that baptism was the ‘moment’ when 

every Christian was called into ministry, and that the gifts of the Holy Spirit were 

needed to empower that ministry – just as Jesus tells the disciples in Luke and 

Acts.  In Acts it is clear that the purpose of this ministry is to spread the good 

news about Gd as they had come to know it in Jesus Christ:  Gd is for us – not 

against us, for all people, not just the Jews.  You’ll remember last week’s lessons 



were strong on witness, and that is what witness is all about, sharing the Good 

News. 

 

Another thing about ‘back in those days’ and for many still today, we limited the 

gifts of the Spirit to only those named in these two lists of St. Paul.  That would 

seem right, wouldn’t it, if they are the ones named in the Bible? 

 

We heard today that the gifts of the Spirt is given “for the common good.”  And in 

the letter to the Ephesians we hear The gifts (Gd) gave were that some would 

be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, 

to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 

Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the 

knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full 

stature of Christ.”   When Jesus blew the Spirit over the disciples gathered that 

first Easter evening, according to the Gospel of John, his words were, “Peace be 
with you... Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they 

are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained. ”  

 

So you can see that there are a number of things said about the Holy Spirit and 

her gifts, and we can’t assume that any listing is complete.  What we can know 

fairly certainly, is what the gifts are given for: 

 For the common good 

 For building up the body of Christ by 

 Equipping the saints 

 Offering forgiveness 

 

And all so that we might grow, individually and as an assembly, “to maturity, to 

the measure of the full stature of Christ” who shows us Gd, who made us in Gd’s 

image.  Why? 

 

So that the world might know the greatest gift, the true evidence of the Holy 

Spirit with us, Love. 

 

In the name of Gd…. 

 



 

 

The Rev’d Paula Porter Leggett. 30 May 2020 

 

 

 

 

 


