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Pentecost Presence 
Sermon preached on May 23/24 
St. Stephen's Episcopal Church 
The Rev. Dr. Nina R. Pooley  
Texts: Acts 2:1-21 & John 7:37-39 
 
I realize this Gospel text is an odd one to hear on Pentecost, but the lecIonary gave me opIons, 
and I picked the difficult text because I struggle with it. I have trouble with this idea that "as yet 
there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet glorified." It raises a fundamental quesIon about 
our understanding of God. Which is appropriate on this day we celebrate Pentecost. 
 
In this Gospel text, it's the day of Sukkot, the feast of Tabernacles, which commemorates the 
Exodus, and the dependence of the Israelites upon God. It's in this context that Jesus cries out, 
“Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink. As the 
scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’ He's referencing 
the story of the Israelites who were complaining about the absence of God, while they were 
literally ge\ng water from a rock.  
 
Throughout history, people have struggled with our percepIon of God's presence. As human 
beings, with limited perspecIve, we o]en cry to the heavens - "Where is God? Why has God 
abandoned us?" As Jesus points out in his example - we'll lament God's absence, even while 
God provides manna in the wilderness, and water that gushes from a rock.  
 
At Pentecost - we celebrate the "coming" of the Spirit - implying that the Spirit was absent 
before this moment in Jerusalem, when the Spirit comes upon the gathered crowd with wind 
and flame and language. 
 
To help us navigate this complicated quesIon of God's presence or absence, I've invited our 
guest theologian, The Rev. Dr. Andrew Thayer, to speak again this week. 
 
He writes:  
 
 The Spirit of God is there long before Pentecost. In the beginning, in Genesis, “the Spirit 
 of God was hovering over the face of the waters.” The world begins not with divine 
 absence but divine nearness. 
 
 Later in Genesis, humanity is formed from the dust of the earth. Adam is sculpted from 
 clay, but the figure remains lifeless unIl God breathes into it. The Hebrew word is ruach: 
 breath, wind, spirit all at once. Which means, according to the Bible’s own opening
 pages, humanity has never existed apart from the Spirit of God. Every lungful of air 
 arrives already charged with divine inImacy. 
 ... 
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 The Spirit rushes through the Hebrew scriptures. Kings are anointed by the Spirit. 
 Prophets speak through it. ... One of the prayers found in the Psalms pleads, “Do not 
 cast me away from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me.” Again and 
 again, the story the Bible tells is not of a distant God occasionally intervening, but of a 
 world already saturated with divine breath. 
 
 So when the Spirit of God violently blows back into the life of the Church at Pentecost, it 
 is less of a church birthday and more of a family reunion. 
 
 And maybe that is part of what Pentecost reveals. Not that God suddenly decided to 
 enter the world, but that humanity finally began recognizing the Spirit had been there  
 from the beginning—moving through creaIon, through prophets and poets, through 
 frightened disciples and ordinary people trying to remain faithful.1 
 
What changes in this moment of Pentecost is not God's presence, but our human recogniIon of 
it, and of each other. What we learn from this Pentecost moment is that the Spirit moves and 
acts in a myriad of ways - among them wind, fire, and language. Expansive in presence and 
forms, the Spirit refuses to be bound by human limitaIons, prejudices, or judgment. The Spirit 
is blind to human borders, boundaries, and divisions. The Spirit acts in the world, 'blows where 
it will,' and is inclusive of all people. Always.     
 
Consider the account in Acts, in which languages break open, and people are suddenly about to 
understand one another - no longer strangers to one another. No longer divided by tribe, caste, 
religion, or naIon. The people gathered at Pentecost were created in the image of God, in that 
moment, they suddenly recognize God present in themselves and one another. Pentecost urges 
us to recover the grace of God’s presence, to recognize the Spirit is already here.  
 
Today in parIcular, as we bapIze baby Maeve, we are called to apply this Pentecost perspecIve 
to our understanding of bapIsm. When we use our "Spirit is already here lens" we pay closer 
afenIon to the language of bapIsm. A]er we bapIze Maeve with water, we will anoint her 
head with oil with these words, “you are sealed by the Holy Spirit in BapIsm and marked as 
Christ’s own for ever.” (My favorite words in the whole bapIsmal liturgy.) The language is 
beauIful, but we need to be clear - it's not that water goes on, oil is applied, and then Spirit 
comes. Maeve was created in the image of God, as were all of us. When we celebrate her 
bapIsm, we're not acIvaIng the divine presence - we are proclaiming publicly as a community 
what has always been true - this is a child of God. 
 
Consider the story of Jesus' bapIsm: When Jesus enters the waters of the Jordan, the voice 
from heaven does not say, “Now you have become my Son.” It says, “This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased.” The beloved-ness is already true, and the bapIsm simply declares it 
publicly. The grace comes first, always. 
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Today as we celebrate Pentecost and bapIze a child created in God's image - we proclaim what 
was already true from the beginning - that this child bears the breath of God. The Spirit was 
already there. And that's true for all people. 
 
Grace is not condiIonal. God is not concerned with our spiritual credenIals, or our proven 
worthiness. God is the source of our abundant life - and God is more concerned with how we 
share our life and light and love with the world.  
 
That is why Pentecost sIll mafers. Not because it marks the moment God’s Spirit finally 
entered the world, but because it reminds us the world was never empty of God to begin with. 
The Spirit was already there—in creaIon, in prophets, in poets, in broken disciples, in 
frightened communiIes, in strangers speaking unfamiliar languages, in every human being 
carrying God's breath from the beginning of Ime.2  
 
Pentecost calls us to recognize God's Spirit - in ourselves and in one another. To reveal it. To bear 
witness to it together. ParIcularly at a Ime of division and despair. Now, perhaps more than 
ever, the world needs us to be Pentecost people.  
 
Empowered by the Spirit, may we stand up and witness to God's expansive presence. May we 
break down perceived barriers, and divisions - and witness to God's boundless grace, in and for 
all people. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 The Rev. Dr. Andrew Thayer, "Pentecost-Remember Who You Are; A Lec?onary reflec?on for the Feast of 
Pentecost", posted on Andrew Thayer Studio, May 20, 2026. Used with permission, and in conversa?on with 
the author. 
2 The Rev. Dr. Andrew Thayer, "Pentecost-Remember Who You Are." 
 
Want more fabulous, theologically thought-provoking ar?cles by Andrew Thayer?  
His substack: hQps://andrewthayer.substack.com/ 
 
 


