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May 15, 2016 
Pentecost Sunday 
 
My mother was never much of a hoarder of things, but she did enjoy a couple of collections that she 
accumulated over the course of many decades.  One was the delicate porcelain known as Belleek, and the other 
fine china known as Spode.  I don’t ever remember the Belleek being put to any practical use; it just sat in 
cabinets, permanently.  The Spode came out for Christmas dinner for its only appearance on the table and was 
then promptly returned to storage until next year.  After she died, however, I became aware that she was a 
collector of one other thing.  We found the stash when we were cleaning out our parents’ home to ready it for 
sale.  It was dozens and dozens of cheap glass vases—the ones that come with the delivery of plants and flowers 
from the floral shop when somebody sends a gift for a special occasion.  And I’m sure the reason she kept them 
all was not that they were valuable, but that you never knew when you might have use for something like that 
around the house.  You hate to just throw it out.  Based on my observations, the number of times there was 
actually use for all those vases over the course of years was something approaching zero.  Which is why there 
were piles of them deep in the back of the basement storage room.  It taught me that there’s not much benefit 
in amassing a lot of things that you really don’t have any reasonable expectation of using.  Even with the best 
intentions, it does nobody any good.   

Today we bring to a conclusion this glorious season of Easter in the Church, this feast day of Pentecost.  It is a 
moment of profound transition, when our Lord ceases to be with us in flesh and bone as a single man, and 
becomes enduringly present to us in the flesh and bones of us who constitute his church.  But we are not merely 
a collective group of people who say that we believe the truth of the things he told us and showed us long ago.  
No we are the living and breathing Body of the very same Christ who Ascended into heaven yet remains right 
here.   

But how can that be?  How can he remain?  It is through the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, dwelling right 
here and right now—this breathtaking capacity to change the world because of our divinely-inspired response.  
Thanks to God’s gift at Pentecost, the gift of his very self, we are possessed already of everything we could ever 
need or desire for the carrying out of our mission.    

And this takes me back to the lesson learned from my mother’s collections, namely, it is of no use to have all 
these gifts, even if we have every interest in putting them into the service of goodness, if in fact we never do.  
She was right to recognize that, yes, perhaps she or someone else might someday have use for a recycled vase, 
but if you are just hanging on to something because of “maybe,” without any firm vision for how to imagine it 
being a source of help, then the gift remains just an idea.   

In today’s gospel of John, Jesus is very specific about what that gift of the Holy Spirit will empower his disciples 
to do.  It will empower them—and us—to be agents of forgiveness of the sins of other people, not only to be 
able to extend personal forgiveness from our own hearts, but actually to also offer God’s forgiveness, because 
Jesus told us that God would honor our own wishes in this regard: “Whose sins you forgive are forgiven, and 
whose sins you retain are retained.”  That is an astonishing power that has been given to the church, to us.  It 
was Jesus himself who got in trouble with the religious leaders of his time for presuming to believe and teach 
that his will to forgive was God’s will too; because as everybody knew then and knows now, only God can judge  
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in the end, so only God can forgive.  But now, God willingly extends that authority to us.  What a gift.  What a 
power.  What a responsibility. 

But it is only as useful as we are willing to put it into effect.  At Pentecost and ever since then, we as church have 
been given the divine permission to forgive and reconcile as God, and in His name, does.  But it is of no use to 
possess such a gift, such a power, if we never actually use it—or even intend to.  It’s like so many old vases in a 
closet.  Nice to have on hand, I suppose, but of no benefit to anybody who might actually desire such a thing; a 
storehouse of useless stuff, until it is put into action.   

A person or a community who has been invested with the power to forgive and reconcile is of no purpose unless 
or until that person or community wants to reconcile, and does, or at least tries. 

And the thing that I and my siblings learned about all that Belleek porcelain and Spode china that our mom had 
collected—things that actually had significant value in and of themselves, even if they were rarely or never 
actually used for anything while she held on to them.  Here’s what we learned after we inherited them: People 
of a certain generation—specifically those of our parents—valued those artifacts with great esteem and high 
dollars.  Those of subsequent generations, our own and those after us, do not.  The possessions that we all sort 
of assumed were of great monetary value just because we had them, aren’t.  They may be purchased at a 
discount on eBay today. 

Once again, the lesson here is that gifts or treasures of any kind that aren’t actually used for the benefit of 
human beings here and now, are very vulnerable to being devalued or lost.  Because of Pentecost, the church 
has the priceless power of forgiveness and reconciliation to make real in our world right now.  But that only 
matters if we desire to share those gifts, to use what we have.  That is why this feast day is not only about 
gratitude for our own inheritance, but also about the imperative to welcome and to use that inheritance well. 

The power to love means nothing to those who have no interest in loving and will change nothing. 
The power to welcome means nothing to those who have no interest in welcoming and will change nothing. 
The power to forgive means nothing to those who have no interest in forgiving and will change nothing. 

Let us pray that we will never be the possessors of unused powers, and unwelcome gifts. 

 

 

 


