There’s a story told of a missionary trying to describe the day of Pentecost to a community in Central Australia. He meant to speak about the Holy Spirit coming like tongues of fire, but what he actually said, due to a slip in language, was that the Spirit came like a deluge of wallabies!
It’s a wonderful image, slightly chaotic, slightly comical, and perhaps not entirely unhelpful. Because when we come to Pentecost, whether in Acts or in John’s Gospel, we are confronted with something that resists tidy explanation. Something that leaves people asking, as they did on that first day: “What does this mean? ”And that question still sits with us.

Because Pentecost, at its heart, is not just an event to be remembered, it’s an experience to be interpreted. It’s about recognising what God is doing, not only then, but now. If we begin with Acts, we are given the dramatic version. Wind rushing through the house. Fire resting on each person. Languages bursting forth so that everyone hears the good news in their own tongue. It is vivid, overwhelming, unmistakable. And yet, even there, the focus quickly shifts. The miracle doesn’t linger for its own sake. The crowd doesn’t stay captivated by spectacle. Instead, they demand meaning. What does this mean?
And Peter answers not by pointing back to the experience, but by placing it within a much bigger story. He reaches for the prophet Joel. He speaks of God’s promises across time, past, present, and future. He speaks of Jesus.
In other words, Pentecost is not a random eruption of divine power. It is part of a pattern. A continuation. A fulfilment.
And perhaps that matters for us, because it gently challenges a common instinct we can have in our faith. The instinct to look for the extraordinary, the dramatic, the unmistakable signs of God at work. The “mountaintop moments,” the spiritual highs, the experiences we can point to and say, there it is, that’s God.
But Acts won’t quite let us stay there.
Because by the end of the chapter, the focus has shifted again. Away from wind and fire, and towards something quieter, but no less profound: a community. People gathering, learning together, praying together, sharing what they have, caring for those in need. And perhaps that, too, is part of the answer to the question.
What does it mean for the Spirit to come?

It means lives shaped differently. Communities formed around generosity, justice, and belonging. It means faith that is not just felt, but actually lived.
Now, if Acts gives us the dramatic version of Pentecost, John’s Gospel gives us something very different.
There is no rushing wind. No fire. No crowd. Instead, there is a locked room.
A group of disciples, gathered in fear. The doors shut tight. Their world has collapsed. Jesus has been crucified. Everything they thought they understood has been shaken. And now they are hiding, grieving, uncertain, and afraid.
It’s not hard to imagine that scene, because in many ways it is closer to our own experience. Moments when life feels closed in. When fear outweighs hope. When we are unsure what comes next.
And it is into that space that Jesus comes. Not with spectacle or force. But with presence.
He stands among them and says, “Peace be with you.” And then, remarkably, he shows them his hands and his side. The marks of death are still there. Resurrection has not erased them. The wounds remain, but they are now signs of life, not defeat. And there is something deeply honest about that.

Because it tells us that resurrection does not mean pretending that pain never happened. It does not mean everything is suddenly neat and resolved. Instead, it means that even within woundedness, life is possible. Even within fear, peace can be spoken.
And then comes the moment that John gives us as his version of Pentecost.
Jesus breathes on them. [I can only hope he didn’t have garlic the night before!]
There is no rushing, noisy, wind  filling the house, just breath. Close, intimate, almost uncomfortably near. The breath of one person shared with another. And with it, he says, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”
It takes us right back to the beginning of the story, to creation itself, when God breathes life into humanity. This is new creation. New life, given not from a distance, but from closeness. There is a really special intimacy here. Just sit with that for a moment, think about the breath of God at the beginning of your life.
Nadia Bolz-Weber writes that some Rabbis teach that the word for God, Yahweh is not really a word at all, but breath itself. Yah—exhale. Weh—inhale. Yah—exhale. Weh—inhale. Which makes sense, as its meaning is often understood as “The One Who Causes to Become.”
The God whose name is our very breath is the same God who spoke light into being and breathed life into dust. This is a God present at both the beginning and the end of our lives.
The first breath a baby takes is what allows life outside the womb to begin—and perhaps that inhale is the breath of God. And at the end of life, our final breath returns to that same source. The breath that sustained us is given back to God.
There is something deeply comforting in this: that we are held in God’s breath from first to last. Perhaps our final exhale is “Yah,” and God completes the name by inhaling “Weh,” carrying us home into the heart of God.
And perhaps this is where John gently reshapes our understanding of the Spirit. Because if Acts shows us the Spirit in power, John shows us the Spirit in intimacy.
Not only in the extraordinary, but in the deeply personal. In the quiet moment. In the space where fear begins to loosen its grip.
And then Jesus speaks of sending: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”

The Spirit is not given just for comfort, though it brings peace. It is given for purpose. For mission. For living differently in the world. And that leads us to one of the more challenging parts of the passage, those words about forgiveness. “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven… if you hold them, they are held.”
It’s a difficult phrase, and one that has often been misunderstood. But at its heart, it speaks of responsibility. The responsibility of being a community shaped by grace.
Forgiveness here is not about pretending harm hasn’t happened. It is not about erasing consequences. Instead, it is about making a way for people to return. To be held within a community that takes both truth and grace seriously. A community that does not ignore wrong doing, but also does not abandon people to it. And when we place that alongside Acts, something begins to emerge.
The Spirit creates a community that tells the truth, that seeks justice, that shares what it has, and that holds people, both in accountability and in grace.
So, what does this mean for us?
It means that Pentecost is not just about looking for wind and fire, exciting though those things are.

It is about learning to recognise the Spirit in the shape of our lives together. In the way we speak to one another. In the way we respond to need. In the way we handle conflict, failure, and forgiveness. In the way we make space for those who feel on the outside. In the way we notice what God might be doing, not just in the extraordinary, but in the ordinary.
Because the truth is, most of our lives are not lived in dramatic moments. They are lived in the everyday.
In conversations over coffee. In acts of kindness that go unseen. In the quiet choice to be patient, or generous, or honest. In the slow work of building trust, of repairing relationships, of showing up again and again. And if Pentecost teaches us anything, it is that the Spirit is not absent from those places. In fact, that may be exactly where the Spirit is most at work.
Not always in the dramatic “deluge of wallabies”—but in the steady, faithful forming of a people who reflect something of God’s life in the world.
A people who can ask, together, What does this mean?—and who are willing to look not only at the big moments, but at the bigger picture.

To see that God’s life and our life are not separate, but intertwined. That the Spirit is not just something we receive once, but someone who continues to shape us.
And so perhaps the invitation of Pentecost is this:
To pay attention. - To notice where peace is being spoken into fear. - To recognise where life is emerging, even in wounded places. - To see where generosity, justice, and compassion are taking root. And to trust that, in all of this, the Spirit is still being given.
Still breathing life.
Still sending us out.
So that, in our own time and place, people might still ask, What does this mean?

Let us pray
Holy One, For all of the ways you speak to us – in rushing wind, in dancing flames, in words we understand, and in all that transcends language, we give thanks.
Breathe into us your Spirit that we may have courage to speak your love and demonstrate your love, everywhere we go, to everyone we meet.
Amen.
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