Pentecost, Sunday 12th June 2011. Canongate Kirk.
Acts 2:1
The day of Pentecost had come, and they were all together in one place. 
The lateness of Easter this year had a knock on effect in all sorts of ways, not least on the timing of the Easter holidays which saw many pupils back to school in Holy Week. Inextricably linked to Easter, Pentecost, which literally means fifty days after the Passover, comes inevitably later than usual this year and closer than usual to the annual commemoration of St Columba on 9th June. It was on 9th June in the year 597 AD that Columba died on Iona, and according to an ancient record it coincided exactly with the feast of Pentecost. “Now when Columcille came to his ending”, it is written, “and when the bell for Matins was struck on the night of Pentecost Sunday, he went before the rest to the church and made genuflection and fervent prayer at the altar. Then an angelic radiance filled the church and the venerable old man sent forth his spirit into heaven...” That Columba should have departed this life on the night of Pentecost Sunday has a certain poetic appropriateness about it. For Columcille, his name in his native Old Irish language, meant “Dove of the Church”, and Dove of course is one of the many symbols of the Holy Spirit that pepper our hymns and readings today. Not least in that last hymn set to the tune St Columba:

Expand thy wings, celestial Dove,

Brood o’er our nature’s night

On our disordered spirits move,

And let there now be light.

That of course is precisely what St Columba had set out to do some 36 years earlier, when in 563 AD he had set sail from Ireland to bring the message of the Gospel to a disordered and benighted Scotland, to bring light and life and love. And five centuries earlier the same could be said of the descent of the original Dove of the Church, the Holy Spirit itself coming down at Pentecost, fifty days after Jesus had shared his last Passover meal with his disciples, coming down in wind and fire but bringing light and life and love, light to those who walked in darkness, life to those for whom the death of Jesus had seemed to bring everything to an end, love to those who might otherwise have been consumed by hatred and bitterness. Fifty days since that ominous Passover meal, since the night in which he was betrayed and arrested and tortured and tried. And not quite fifty days since Jesus had first come and stood among them as they huddled together for safety  in the upper room, the marks of his crucifixion still fresh wounds in his hands and his side. On that occasion he had breathed on them saying “Receive the Holy Spirit”. But now the Holy Spirit had come of its own accord, as he had said it would, when the day of Pentecost had come and they were all together in one place. They were all still physically together  - the disciples - that much can be said, physically together in one place, but whether they were together in any other respect, emotionally, spiritually, corporately, well who knows? They must between them have had so many different thoughts and opinions by now, after all they’d been through, after all they had witnessed and endured. Fear and frustration, joy and jubilation, disappointment and despair.

Expand thy wings, celestial Dove,

Brood o’er our nature’s night

On our disordered spirits move,

And let there now be light.

And there was light, and life and love. For the Church then and for the Church now. For The day of Pentecost had come, and they were all together in one place. In every sense. And now may God bless to us this reflection on his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen. 
