
The Feast of Pentecost 
Acts 2:1-11; 1 Cor. 12:3-7, 12-13; & Jn. 20:19-23

 
The account of the events of Pentecost Day in Acts is a very vivid one with
references to a “powerful wind”, a “noise” filling the entire house, and what
appeared to be “tongues of fire”. No single image is sufficient to do justice to this
coming of the Holy Spirit: even the ones we do have are unable to do so
adequately. The effect of what has happened is equally startling. The disciples
burst out of the upper room, where they had been waiting in prayer after the
Ascension, on to a bewildered crowd in a bustling Jerusalem, filled with pilgrims
from all over for the Jewish Feast of Weeks, celebrating the wheat harvest. What
happens when the message is able to be understood in so many different
languages is the opposite of what is described in Gen. 11. In their arrogance, the
peoples of the world built a huge tower with the intention of climbing up to
heaven to take over from God. God had punished them with making them “babble”
to each other (Hence the name of “the Tower of Babel”). They could no longer
understand one other and the project failed. Now, under the power of God’s Holy
Spirit understanding between people becomes possible once more.
 
The idea of cooperation and new possibilities continues in our Second Reading
when St Paul writes about the great variety of gifts of the Spirit given to different
people. Whether Jew or Greek, it does not matter, everyone is gifted by the one
Spirit with “a good intention”: to help promote the message that “Jesus is Lord”.
 
Two words are key to our Gospel on this Feast: “peace” and “forgiveness”. The kind
of peace offered by Jesus, where everything and everyone is in harmony, is
impossible without the gift of forgiveness. These disciples, with the exception of
John and some of the women, had all deserted Jesus in his hour of greatest need,
they need Jesus’ forgiveness and it comes with his granting them his peace: the
very first words he speaks to them collectively after his Resurrection. This same
forgiveness and peace is to be core to the message that the new community will
celebrate.

 

Reflections on the
Readings for Pentecost  and Week 9 of Easter



Ordinary Time – Week Nine 
 
With Pentecost the Easter Season draws to a close and after the high seasons of Lent
and Easter we now enter a long period of “Ordinary Time” until Advent. We still have
some special feasts to celebrate on Sundays but on weekdays we now revert to our
continuous readings from accounts of Jesus’ ministry in the first three (Synoptic)
Gospels. Week 9 is the final week of our journey with Mark’s Gospel and we find Jesus
in Jerusalem in the days leading up to his Passion and Death.
 
Although we are taken each year through the accounts of Jesus’ ministry in the three
Gospels, in Ordinary Time there are two sets of First Readings used in alternate years.
Currently we are in Year 2, and in this final week of extracts from St Mark’s Gospel the
choice of readings has the feeling of a “mop up” exercise, with short passage from
two New Testament letters that are otherwise rarely heard from.
 
Monday Week 9 – 2 Peter 1:2-7 & Mk. 12:1-12
 
There was a practice in some writings in the Ancient World of assuming the name of
a more exalted person. This was not, as we might imagine, ‘forgery’ so much as
disciples of the person named invoking his name and memory to give greater
authority to what they were saying. In the case of 2 Peter this takes the form of a
farewell letter from him, praising God (as we hear today) and urging the recipients to
stay faithful to his teaching.
 
Jesus’ authority has been called into question by the most powerful group in
Jerusalem: the high priests of the Temple and their assistants. In these days leading
up to the celebration of the Passover the city would have been crowded with Jewish
pilgrims from all over.When Jesus responds by challenging them about John the
Baptist’s authority, they back down, afraid of the reaction of this large crowd, who
held John in high regard. Now Jesus presses on with this very pointed parable of the
Wicked Tenants in the Vineyard. Although enraged by the clear message pointing to
their actions, they slink away, afraid of the crowd, but resolved to have Jesus arrested
when the opportunity arose.
 
 



Tuesday Week 9 – 2 Peter 3:11-15, 17-18 & Mk. 12:13-17 
 
In this second, and final extract from 2 Peter, the apostle exhorts his listeners to faithfulness
and to be on their guard against becoming complacent in their lives. Just because there is a
delay in the Second Coming of Christ there is no excuse for them to go back to their old ways:
the ways of pagans living around them.
 
Having been chastened in their own attempts to trap Jesus the chief priests now send along
another faction among the Jewish authorities: the Pharisees and their friends. Once again, the
intent is to trap Jesus in putting this question about paying taxes to Caesar. Jesus, however,
sees through their trap. In asking them for a Roman coin he is already trapping them! As
supposedly ultra-devout people they should not be in possession of anything containing the
blasphemous image of the Roman Emperor, yet they do. Jesus’ reply acknowledges the
authority of Caesar but the supreme authority of God in all things.
 
Wednesday Week 9 – 2 Timothy 1:1-3, 6-12 & Mk. 12:18-27
 
Today, and for the rest of the week, we move on to another quite possibly pseudonymous letter
which bears Paul’s name, but which may well have been written after his death by some of his
disciples. Writing from his imprisonment in Rome he reminds his acolyte, Timothy, of his
calling to spread the message of Christ, a message that he is utterly convinced of in spite of the
“fresh hardships” he is now enduring. 
 
It is now the turn of some Sadducees (priests of the Temple, but not of the highest echelon, like
the “High Priests”) to challenge Jesus with this bizarre question of the woman who had seven
brothers as husbands. Rooted in the Law of Moses, their sole criterion for being an observant
Jew, they think that this absurd question will show that Jesus is no upholder of the Mosaic Law.
Once, again, however, Jesus is well up for their trickery and quotes a passage from the same
Law of Moses back to them!  Yet another group is defeated in their confrontation with Jesus.
 
 Thursday Week 9 – 2 Tim. 2:8-15 & Mk. 12:28-34
 
Although in chains himself, Paul writes that, “they cannot chain up God’s news.” He insists that
Timothy must carry on preaching the core message about Jesus’ death and resurrection and to
arise above the petty squabbles which threaten to derail this most important of tasks in the
Church. 
 
Jesus faces a final challenge today in the precincts of the Temple, this time from just one
person – ascribe. The various factions representing the Jewish authorities are now reduced to
this one man, and his question goes to the heart of everything. Asked which is the greatest of
the commandments, Jesus responds by reciting the prayer said by all observant Jews two or
three times a day: the Shema, a prayer from the Book of Deuteronomy reminding the one
praying of the fundamental call to love of God. Jesus ties this in with another piece of the Law –
from Leviticus – about loving neighbour as oneself. The scribe immediately recognises the
truth of Jesus’ response. We are then told, “after that no one dared question him any more”.
Once Jesus has given this answer, which goes right to the core of the Jewish faith, there is
nothing more to be said.



Friday Week 9 – 2 Tim. 3:10-17 & Mk. 12:35-37
 
2 Timothy belongs to a group of letters usually referred to as “the Pastoral Letters”. Rather than
being aimed at a particular church community, they are instead aimed at a single person.
They remind the named recipient of their call to follow in Paul’s footsteps in faithfully
proclaiming the message of Christ, and today’s passage is a clear indication of that call. We
find in this extract a very famous quotation that summarises the Christian approach to the
Scriptures, “All scripture is inspired by God and can profitably be used for teaching, for refuting
error, for guiding people’s lives and teaching them to be holy.” Although we automatically
think that the reference to “scripture” means the whole Bible, in fact at the time of writing, it
would have almost exclusively been referring to the Old Testament, since much of the New
Testament was either not yet written, or else the individual books would have only been
known among a small geographical circle of people who were their original recipients. The
books of the New Testament had not yet been made into the collection we have today.
 
This is one of the shortest passages from the gospels in the selection of Readings for the
Lectionary and its message is equally succinct: Jesus is inferring that he is the Christ, the
Messiah, the Son of David for whose coming the Jewish faith was looking forward.
 
Saturday Week 9 – 2 Tim. 4:1-8 & Mk. 12:38-44
 
This final extract from 2 Timothy is clearly meant as a valedictory message from Paul urging
Timothy,  representing all elders in the communities which he has founded, to carry on his
mission of preaching the Good News “welcome or unwelcome”.
 
A warning and an example of true dedication complete our reading of St Mark’s account of
Jesus’ ministry in this final extract. The disciples are to beware of the scribes who are always
ready to lead others astray in the name of their (wrong) interpretation of the Law of Moses –
interpreted for their own benefit alone. The example Jesus offers is the antithesis of the
scribes: a poor widow who gives everything. The example that Jesus himself will offer in the
following chapters recounting his Passion and Death.


