2014 Tuning in to the Holy Spirit: What might that mean for Youth Ministry?
Introduction
It is a privilege to be with you today and to reflect on a topic which always keeps teasing and challenging
me. I am grateful to the conference organisers for inviting me. I hope that together we will all be nourished
and extended by reflecting on the Holy Spirit and on the indispensable gift of God’s Spirit to us as
individual Christians, local faith communities and participants in our world.
During this presentation, we will have several brief moments for personal reflection and a slightly longer
break for a short conversation with a neighbour.
I have entitled this session “Tuning into the HS” because I hope that if we reflect first on our own
attentiveness to the divine Spirit we might then encourage those whom we serve to do similarly. What do we
mean when we say that we (as individuals or as a group) are “listening for the Spirit” or trying to “tune into”
the Spirit? From whom and from where do we expect to hear the Spirit of God?
As a starter, let me ask each of us some questions about what we are hearing or what we are tuned into in
our present life?
Are we hearing sounds like:
the pain of an elderly person with dementia calling out for some loved one of the past
a call to come and join in the game
the whimper of a child,
the yell of somebody being hit,
the whisper of the Spirit inviting us to follow,
the cries of parents whose children have been abducted
the screeching of tyres,
the pain of a spouse who has been rejected
a word of love?
At this point in our life what are we hearing? What are we listening for and listening to? Are we good or
poor listeners? Which voices do we always include and which ones do we always dismiss?
I am suggesting that if we hear only the music from our ear plugs or only words from the people we enjoy,
we may have our ears closed off to recognising some of the sounds, whispers, movements or even the
silences of the Spirit. The 13th century teacher Meister Eckhart said, “. . . the Holy Spirit blows little by
little so that people, even if they should live a thousand years, could still grow in love.” i The Spirit often
encourages us to take one tiny step at a time. The point is to keep on taking steps.
So how might we speak about and tune in to the Spirit?
One of my favourite theological mentors over the years has been Belgian theologian Edward Schillebeeckx.
He reflected on the event towards the end of John’s gospel where Jesus appears to his disciples after his
death (Jn 20:19-23). ii For Schillebeeckx, Jesus’ coming into the closed room (where the fearful disciples,
minus Thomas, were gathered) signified the deepest encounter Jesus could have had with his friends. Why
did Schillebeeckx say this? Because, he emphasised, that Jesus, after speaking with his friends, breathed
onto them his Spirit! It is as though Jesus was saying “I am leaving you now, but my parting gift to you is
my Spirit (and of course, the Spirit-gift of my Abba as well). I am breathing into you our spirit.
Just imagine that someone very special to you is dying and this person promises you a legacy. It’s not the
house, the car, the farm, or this or that piece of furniture or jewellery. Rather, it’s to be the gift of this
person’s inner spirit which will remain always with you, and in you and among you. Think how incredibly
special such a gift would be. Would not each of us be brimming over with joy! That person’s spirit would be
living - dwelling within us. Well, the Spirit, or the Holy Spirit, is indeed Jesus’ ongoing and ever-present gift
to each one of us. So, we are all gifted with the Holy Spirit. From this, comes the first challenge.

I have entitled this session “Tuning in to the Holy Spirit.” Today, the challenge may be for each of us
actually to believe in and listen for God’s Spirit in our own lives. Which of us has not at some point tried to
reset a transistor dial when our machine has accidentally been knocked? We tire of hearing static and are so
relieved when we discover the right frequency. This may be a tiny analogy for what I want to indicate about
the Spirit. Do we sometimes struggle to hear the Spirit clearly - especially when there are other tempting
spirits or sounds to which we want to tune in.
To tune ourselves into God’s Spirit is to attempt to recognise and listen in to the Spirit first received in our
birthing and then renewed in a special way at baptism and confirmation. The Spirit to which we are invited
to tune in and to share with others is Jesus’ farewell gift – for all his disciples. And, when we tune in more
intentionally to this Spirit we learn that throughout our Christian story/tradition the Spirit has been described
as the ‘loving or the communing’ that takes place between Jesus and the one he calls his Abba/ Dad.
For us, this means two things. Not only does Jesus leave to the Christian community his precious farewell
gift of the Holy Spirit but at the same time he invites us to enter into the ‘loving’ or ‘communing’ that takes
place between Abba and himself. We are invited to experience God’s communion of love. In learning to
tune more clearly into the register of the Spirit, we are also tuning into the rich register of the life of the
Trinity.
Personal Reflection: “When have I recently been aware of / or tuned in to the presence of God’s Spirit with
me?” Why did you call this presence the Spirit of God?
Before we come to dwell on the more personal presence of the Spirit with us - which for you as leaders and
those accompanying youth is probably your priority – I want to reflect a little more broadly on the nature
and power of the Spirit. Let us therefore turn to the amazing Spirit who is flowing within and throughout
our cosmos.
The Spirit, the Cosmos and Human Beings
Today, as we think ahead two weeks to Pentecost it may be tempting to think of God’s Spirit or the Holy
Spirit as a little flame hovering above each gathered disciple in the upper room (pictures!) Such artistic
expressions are by no means inaccurate or out of place! These paintings are great but let’s look at something
even more wonderful. I think there is a rather bigger possibility for the Spirit and for us!
Today, some of our contemporaries (e.g., Australian priest, Denis Edwards and North American religious
sister, Elizabeth Johnson) are writing about the presence of God’s Spirit within the cosmos. They write of
the creative Spirit working in every one of the billions of galaxies in our universe. And, our planet, earth, is
just one of many Spirit-driven planets circling around billions of stars in billions of galaxies. Thus, God’s
Spirit, if it is ‘of God’ and not a concept dreamt up by human beings, is also totally ‘other’ than the universe
and planet earth.
The mysterious God, the Source of everything that exists, expresses God’s self through the Spirit who keeps
reaching out into creation. The Spirit is the moving of God out from God’s self enabling, cajoling and
propelling creation. The Spirit expresses God’s livingness and vitality within all that exists. (pictures)
In addition, the Spirit assists nations to reach new frontiers, dream up new projects for peace and to face
geographical and political hurdles. God’s creative Spirit works among and within communities of people to
reconcile and transform our world. (pictures) These are two elements of the Spirit’s “big picture” mission.
The Creative Spirit and God’s Mission
Yet, the same mysterious Spirit empowers us as we gather today and will continue to empower you as you
gather in parish venues with thirty, twenty or even five young people. The Spirit is the originator of Mission
and the Spirit has a Mission for each one of us. We are so privileged to contribute to God’s Mission.
Recently, Steven Bevans, another North American Catholic theologian, wrote an article on the Spirit’s role
in Mission which he entitled "God inside Out: Toward a Missionary Theology of the Holy Spirit." iii Bevans

suggested that instead of our saying that the church (our diocese, this parish, our youth group) has a mission
or that we Christians have a mission, it might be truer to say that God has a Mission in which we as
members of the church participate and in which you as young people ministering to youth also participate. It
is God (our Abba/Father, or Mother or Source) who by means of the Spirit sends each of us into mission. I
suggest that if we can have such awareness about the Spirit we might more clearly recognize that the origin
and responsibility for our mission as Christians does not derive from us - nor is it focused on us, or on any
parish or diocesan youth group or on any small or large parish. Rather, it is God who sends us on mission
and who sustains us through the Holy Spirit both in good and difficult times.
You may wish to consider later how it was that you tuned in to the Holy Spirit as you offered yourself for
Mission with young people. How did the call of the Spirit come to you? When and for what mission did you
hear the Spirit inviting you? The fact that you are here today suggests that you have been tuned in – very
probably - to the Spirit!
The Spirit as God’s Intimacy with Human Beings
While it may be possible to imagine God’s creative Spirit enabling myriads of planets to keep spinning
around and to imagine God’s Spirit as nudging “other” people into mission, the paradox is that God’s Spirit
also draws intimately close to each of us as human beings. The Spirit, as suggested earlier, comes to
families, neighbourhoods and into our own frail lives. It was through the power of the Spirit that God’s
Word became flesh and dwelt among us. So, let’s turn for a moment to the New Testament.
Despite their previous up and down relationships with Jesus, the disciples when journeying with Jesus
through Galilee became excited when told to go out and preach the Good News to neighbouring villages and
towns. But, on their return they were bewildered when Jesus told them that they were not to rejoice in the
fact that ‘through the Holy Spirit they had cast out demons’ (Lk 10:20). Rather, they were to rejoice that
their names would be written in heaven (perhaps not a very comforting thought for the disciples in that
moment of glorious power!) Later on, we see the disciples undergoing a crisis of fear and failure when
Jesus, their leader, is crucified outside the city walls of Jerusalem – today we would say literally without
citizenship or passport. Jesus in whom they had hoped ended up stateless – welcome nowhere on earth!
YET, within a short time this same group was reinvigorated by visits from the risen Jesus. But, even then,
God’s final gift to them was unclear. The fullness of the Spirit had not yet come.
This fearful but open and expectant group of disciples waited for something about which they did not know
but which nevertheless they really expected. And, they expected something altogether new because of their
persevering faith in Jesus. It was in Jerusalem at Pentecost that the disciples, with Mary and the other
women, were overwhelmed with joy, amazement, gratitude and empowerment. In our reflecting on this
event, we witness the intimacy of the Holy Spirit in warming, enlightening and encouraging each of the
gathered disciples.
The living Spirit enabled the disciples to offer brilliant faith-filled speeches when they found themselves
surrounded by foreigners who also wanted to become disciples of Jesus. The same Spirit enabled the gift of
repentance in those who desired to change their lives. Others, such as Barnabas, made changes to his life by
selling property to provide for the good of all. Many others, through believing in Jesus, were healed and
given hope.
Jesus’ Spirit, gifted to the gathered and rapidly growing community, propelled the disciples to step out into
unknown places such as Samaria, Joppa and Antioch. The Spirit then urged them to engage with unfamiliar
ethnic communities such as the Roman household of Cornelius to whom Peter was reluctantly sent. The
disciples were urged to examine their own cultural practices and prejudices. Thus, they deliberated over the
possibility of receiving into the Christian community those who had no commitment to circumcision. With
vigour and enthusiasm, the disciples engaged with new questions and new issues. They were not only
committed to Jesus but the Spirit of their dearest friend, Jesus, was dwelling among them and in them.
However, a further element points to the serious cost of their discipleship. As the book of Acts continues, we
note that testifying to Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit brought mixed results. Some, like Stephen,

suffered ‘the death penalty’ for believing in Jesus Christ. Others were engaged in harsh controversy. Peter
and John were imprisoned and brought before authorities. Some, like Saul, underwent painful conversion
not only from his previous ways of thinking and living but also in finding a welcome within the Christian
community. Finally, both Paul and Barnabas who faced obstinate opposition to their preaching the Good
News, were forced to give up on some communities and they left the town (Antioch in Pisidia) “shaking the
dust from off their feet” (Acts 13:51). Even the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost did not shelter the first
disciples from challenge and hardship. At this time of the church’s liturgical year, we are both comforted
and challenged by the coming of the Spirit whose feast we will soon celebrate.
Personal Reflection: Recall one moment in your ministry, or in your personal life, when you have
experienced the support or comfort of the Holy Spirit and one moment when you have felt yourself
challenged by the Holy Spirit. Is there a New Testament event or story with which you might relate these
moments?
Up until now, we have focused on the Holy Spirit in relation to each of you but while ministry may start
with those in leadership it does not end there. Your ministry in the Spirit is for others. So, let’s now turn and
consider the ones you serve in ministry.
TASK: At this point I will ask you to reflect alone on two questions relating to the youth you are serving
and the sources to which the youth are tuned in?
Please jot down your responses (as far as is possible). Then for a short time share your findings with one or
two others.
To whom or to what might your youth be listening or tuning in?
Is the Holy Spirit among those to whom they are listening? What makes you say so?
Our specific focus here is on “Tuning in (or attending) to the Holy Spirit.” So, let’s listen briefly to
responses from the second question.
Is the Holy Spirit among those to whom young people seem tuned in? What makes you say so?
It seems to me that if we can recognise within the young people gathered with us: signs of love, peace, joy,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, self-control (Gal 5:22-3), namely the fruits of the Spirit as
outlined in Paul’s letter to the Galatians we can be quite confident that the Spirit is working with, in and
through these young people.
For you as leaders, Paul’s fruits of the Spirit are once again realities for which you strive. To have them as a
guide can be both confirming and challenging.
Likewise, for you as leaders, the long-standing gifts of the Spirit - wisdom, understanding, counsel,
knowledge, fortitude, piety and fear of the Lord – traditionally linked with the sacrament of confirmation are
gifts for which each of us yearns. I suspect that in your arranging of different youth events and getting the
events off the ground, your prayer for many of the above gifts will be certain. I can imagine that many of
you spend hours in overloaded schedules dreaming up speakers, organising gatherings, feeling excited about
musical events, arranging humorous debates, setting up sports teams, arranging meetings in pubs (for the
older ones!), encouraging visits to the elderly and homebound – not to mention the quiet and reflective
prayer times or musical prayer times – and of course, preparing food! And then, sometimes only a few
young people turn up, even if at the start everyone sounded excited! The Spirit moves around freely – and
not always as we might wish. This is where the gift of fortitude especially comes to the fore.
At this stage, I have one hopefully helpful question for you to take away for further reflection. The question
is: “How might I as a youth leader encourage young people to tune in more deeply to the Spirit?”
Very soon, as mentioned earlier, we will celebrate the wonderful feast of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-11). Can we
imagine the discomfort and unease of being in a house where there is “a rush of violent wind” which “fills

the entire house?” Sometimes, the Spirit turns our lives upside down and only much later might we learn
why!
At other times, the Spirit is scarcely perceptible and, once again, only later do we understand the
significance. The wind upon which the gannets rely for their long distance flights to Australia is described
on the inscription at Muriwai beach as follows:
“It can’t be seen or touched, and yet we see its effects, we hear its breath and we feel its caress.”
God’s Spirit sometimes jolts us into action. But many times the Spirit is apparent only much later in the
fruits of our monthly and yearly endeavours.
Hopefully, we can continue to appreciate and respond to the amazing gift of the Spirit in whose name we
began!
Let’s conclude this session by praying together “Come Holy Spirit!” - which is a fruit from the World
Council of Churches – the ecumenical group that keeps before us the ultimate goal of becoming one
Christian body through the ever-living power of the Spirit.
(Helen Frances Bergin OP, St Columba Centre, Auckland, May 24, 2014)
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