
 

In the one Spirit we were all baptised, Jews as well 
as Greeks, slaves as well as citizens, and one Spirit 

was given to us all to drink. 
 

+ 
 
One of the highlights of my time training for the 
priesthood coincided with one of our “free 
weekends” – these were times when we were 
allowed to leave the seminary and see other parts of 
Italy. A friend and I decided that we would head up 
to Milan, and – as luck would have it - our travel 
coincided with a performance at Milan’s opera 
house, La Scala, of Wagner’s Siegfried, the third 
part of the Ring Cycle. As a Wagner fan this was 
exciting enough, but then I learned that it was going 
to be conducted by Daniel Barenboim, one of the 
world’s most eminent conductors. There was just 
one problem. I didn’t have a ticket. 
 
Tickets to La Scala are not cheap, but - having heard 
that there might be a chance of getting a last-minute 
cut-rate ticket if I turned up shortly before the 
performance - I did just that and was delighted when 

I managed to get one for a very low price. And so I 
was able to listen to Wagner’s Siegfried, from my 
place on the second row of stools in the highest of 
the opera house’s balconies. I say “listened” because 
I wasn’t really able to see anything; they were the 
worst seats in the house. But I still left very satisfied 
having been able to hear such beautiful music. 
 
To hear a great conductor conducting one of your 
favourite operas is a privilege, and Barenboim is an 
interesting conductor with an fascinating life story. 
In one interview I came across he commented on a 
controversy which one often encounters in 
discussions of modern classical music. The 
interviewer quoted to him the view expressed by an 
experimental composer that “all sounds are music, 
even if they are random”. Barenboim strongly 
disagreed: “I don’t believe that [he told the 
interviewer]. I believe that the organic element, the 
feeling of organic belonging to each other, of unity 
of the sounds, is what makes music.”  
 
We should hardly be surprised that a conductor 
shows a concern with bringing sounds together, with 



 

effecting their unity. In the reading from Acts which 
we hear today, there are many sounds: there is the 
powerful wind from Heaven, the noise of which 
filled the entire house in which the first followers of 
Jesus were gathered. There are the many languages 
in which they began to speak, after the tongues of 
fire had settled on their heads. And in these sounds, 
brought together, we see the Divine Conductor, the 
Holy Spirit, working His purpose: the gifts poured 
out on those first followers all point to a unity being 
achieved - a unity which is not that of music, but that 
which was given to the Church on this day of 
Pentecost, the day that the Church came into 
existence.  
 
Unity is one of the marks of the Catholic Church; 
she enjoys a unity in the way she is governed, in the 
way she believes, in the way she worships. God’s 
Spirit keeps the Church together, acts to conduct us 
as believers who profess a common faith no matter 
whether we are Jew or Greek, slave or citizen – a 
faith which must be proclaimed in all languages to 
the ends of the earth. We are guaranteed that the 
Church, united to the successors of St Peter and the 

apostles, cannot go astray; the Spirit will not allow 
it. Because, more than just a conductor who can be 
ignored by unruly musicians, the Spirit is the soul of 
the Church: the Spirit animates the Church, breathes 
life into every part of her, gives her direction. A 
couple of weeks ago we considered our own status 
as temples of the Spirit – but we are part of a bigger 
reality, the Church of Christ in which the Spirit 
dwells and which the Spirit guides through every 
age. 
 
Of course, there is great consolation in this reality. 
God does not let us lose our unity as a Church even 
when circumstances can make us feel distant from 
one another. But there is also a challenge: to make 
sure that we are living lives full of the Spirit, so that 
we continue to abide in the unity of God’s Church. 
The Spirit has poured out gifts on each one of us; we 
must put them at the service of one another in the 
loving union of the Church. And we must be careful 
to preserve ourselves from temptations to stray from 
the Church, to embrace teachings according to our 
personal appetites rather than God’s revealed will. 
That’s why the Sequence for today’s Mass of 



 

Pentecost petitions the Spirit to keep us conformed 
to Him, to purify and guide us: 
 
“Bend the stubborn heart and will 
Melt the frozen, warm the chill 
Guide the steps that go astray.” 
 
Let us ask the Holy Spirit to help us, so that we may 
live always in the unity which God guarantees to His 
Church. Let us ask that those who have been 
baptised, but do not yet experience that unity in its 
fullness, may be brought to enjoy it by the 
promptings of the Spirit who desires to lead all 
people into truth. And let us end with a traditional 
prayer to the Holy Spirit which is very fitting on this 
beautiful feast of Pentecost: 
 
“O Holy Spirit, divine Spirit of light and love, I 
consecrate to You my understanding, my heart, and 
my will, my whole being for time and for eternity. 
May my understanding be always submissive to 
Your heavenly inspirations and to the teachings of 
the holy Catholic Church, of which You are the 
infallible guide; may my heart be ever inflamed with 

love of God and of my neighbour; may my will be 
ever conformed to the divine will, and may my whole 
life be a faithful imitation of the life and virtues of 
Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, to whom with 
the Father and You be honour and glory forever.” 
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