
Pentecost (C)                                                                    9th June 2019 

‘Red: the Spirit of fire and of martyrs’ 

Acts 2: the Pentecost experience 

Ps 103: Send forth your Spirit, O Lord, and renew the face of the earth 

1Cor 12: a variety of gifts, but always the same Spirit 

Jn 14: The Holy Spirit will teach you everything.   

 It’s only very occasionally that the red vestments 

come out on a Sunday … Through the week, more often — 

on all the feasts of martyrs, whose blood shed for Christ we 

are reminded of by the red vestments — and then also on 

Palm Sunday and Good Friday, the Passion of Jesus at the 

beginning and ending of Holy Week.  But apart from that, 

on Sundays, very rarely.  But today, yes, as the other use of 

the red vestments is for feasts of the Holy Spirit, and this 

today is the greatest of those celebrations, the joyous feast 

of Pentecost today.  After Christmas and Easter, today is the 

next greatest feast in the Christian calendar — it’s the 

birthday of the Church, the fulfilment of everything else 

that Christ was achieving by His life and ministry on earth.  

So it’s big; we should acknowledge and celebrate it as such.   

 Why is Pentecost also celebrated in red, then?  Well, 

the account in the Acts of the Apostles probably explains it, 

on one level: the experience of the apostles that morning 

was principally of fire, or a ‘being on fire,’ an anointing by 

the Holy Spirit that was so profoundly energizing that ‘fire, 

wind, noise’ were the only ways that they found to describe 

this spectacular event.  So: red, the colour of the burning 

fire of faith that enveloped them that day when the Holy 

Spirit came.   

 But, I’d like to venture a further meaning of the 

colour ‘red’ for this great feast of Pentecost, and that takes 

us back to the regular symbolism of ‘red’ in the Church’s 

liturgy, that of martyrdom.  Because, in effect, there would 

have been no martyrs, no martyrdom, without this coming 

of the Holy Spirit.  What were the apostles up to, prior to 

Pentecost?  They were hidden away in that upper room.  

They had all the knowledge of the faith, but they didn’t have 

the fire of faith, they didn’t have the wisdom, courage, 

piety, awe, … that the Spirit then brought them.  They knew 

what Jesus had taught them — they had it in their heads — 

but they couldn’t yet find the zeal — they hadn’t yet got it 

in their hearts, in other words.  The Holy Spirit would 

change all that, and it’s the very thing that moves the 



apostles from being fearful of the authorities that crucified 

Jesus to being God-fearing.  It turned them from being 

meek, to being potential martyrs: that fire of the Spirit never 

went out, and almost all of the apostles gave their lives, 

shed their blood for Jesus, though for some of them that 

would still mean a ministry of some 30yrs or more, 

preaching, travelling, establishing faith communities.   

 What’s the lesson for us from this red-letter day, this 

feast of fire and faith?  Well, surely it’s that we need to have 

the message of Jesus not only in our head, as knowledge of 

the Lord, but also be on fire in our hearts as zeal for — love 

for — the Lord.  It’s the Spirit that makes this difference, 

and who personally fills us with the gifts to be Catholics 

who do not simply profess the facts of the faith, but who 

live it actively, joyfully, and fully.  We’ve spent the past 7 

weeks reflecting on the great mystery of the Resurrection of 

Jesus from the dead, His appearances to various disciples, 

and then His glorious Ascension into heaven.  This feast is 

about the impact on us; on the meaning of those saving 

events for us.  The Resurrection of Jesus comes fully to life 

in the world when the Lord’s people respond in the Spirit to 

those wonders.  We come alive in the Spirit through 

Baptism, Confirmation, and a practised life of devout faith 

and prayer.  Our Lord has done all He can in becoming one 

with humanity, teaching us tirelessly, working the miracles 

of His compassionate heart, giving His life for us, rising 

again … What more could He have done?  But even these 

wonders of God’s own doing can stay like dead letters on a 

page if we do not let the Spirit actually sink into us, if we let 

the Spirit truly wash off us and not touch our inner lives.  

To be real Catholics, we have to let the Spirit actually get to 

work, to be a fire and a fountain, to make us fresh and 

vigorous in following Jesus, and not lazy, half-hearted and 

barely Christian.  Let’s make the Pentecost Sequence our 

heartfelt prayer today …  

 Light immortal, light divine, visit Thou these hearts 

of Thine, and our inmost being fill: If Thou take Thy grace 

away, nothing pure in man will stay; all His good is turned 

to ill.  Heal our wounds, our strength renew; on our 

dryness pour Thy dew; wash the stains of guilt away: Bend 

the stubborn heart and will; melt the frozen, warm the chill; 

guide the steps that go astray.  … Come, Holy Spirit!   


