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    Introduction


    

      WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO SAY, in the words of the Nicene Creed, “I believe in the Holy Spirit”? More specifically, what does it mean to declare all that is included in the affirmation, “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified, who spoke through the prophets”?1


      What does it mean to be truly trinitarian—affirming Father, Son, and Spirit—in our faith, worship, Christian life, and witness? And what does it mean that we believe that the Spirit is the Lord, the Giver of life?


      Answering these questions is not easy; this is complicated territory that challenges us intellectually and experientially. Thomas Oden has noted that “no subject of Christian teaching is more prone to fanaticism and novelty and subjectivism than the Holy Spirit. . . . The work of the Spirit deserves especially careful attention precisely because it is so prone to subjective manipulation and ideological abuse.”2


      This is a sobering observation, yet we cannot avoid the question of what it means to believe in the Holy Spirit because it matters too much. There is no other way to live the Christian life except in the fullness of the Spirit. There is no other way to be the church except in the fullness of the Spirit. There is no other way to be the church on mission except in the grace and power of the Spirit. And there is no other way to worship and pray except in the Spirit (Ephesians 6:18). We have so much to gain and nothing to lose by developing the theological and experiential capacity to fully embrace the life and ministry of the Spirit—to be attentive to the presence of the Spirit in the church, in the world, and in our personal life, work, and ministry.


      Critical reflection on the person and ministry of the Spirit can be an encouraging and hope-filled exercise, but we need to be discerning. Oden is right; this can go wrong. For our own sake and for the sake of the church and the world, we need to get this right, and this means learning the art of discernment. We need to find the life-giving dynamic captured in 1 Thessalonians 5, when the apostle urges his readers on the one hand to “not quench the Spirit” (v. 19), but then quickly adds: “but test everything” (v. 21). This is our objective: to approach this critical and essential topic with open hearts and eager minds but also with careful thought, willing to ask hard questions that in the end strengthen the life of the church and our own experience of the Holy Spirit. We can turn from both cynicism and naiveté; we can be theologically astute and eager to live in the grace of the Spirit.


      This requires that we ask the right questions—most notably four foundational questions about the Holy Spirit, each of them regarding how the Spirit relates to something else. First and foremost, we ask: What is the relationship between the Spirit and Christ? As part of that question, we ask what it means to confess the Holy Spirit as one with the Father and the Son within the Holy Trinity.


      Second, we ask: What is the relationship between the Spirit and the created order? This includes asking about the relationship between the Spirit and the world (the cosmos), and the relationship between the Spirit and materiality—the physicality of the created order.


      Third, we ask: What is the relationship between the Spirit and the Word—that is, the Scriptures?


      And fourth, we ask: What is the relationship between the Spirit and the church?


      In so many respects, our doctrine of the Holy Spirit—our pneumatology—comes down to these four questions. Thus, for example, if you were to try to get a read on the pneumatology of a particular Christian tradition or denomination, you could ask these four questions. A pneumatology that is faithful to the biblical witness and the creedal heritage of the church will give attention to each of these. All four of them need to arise at some point in our reflections on the person and ministry of the Holy Spirit, but the first is the most critical. Nothing in our understanding of the Spirit is on track if we are not clear about the relationship between the Spirit and Christ. To this end, it is helpful to think of what follows through two images: the compass and the boundary. The compass speaks of the need for clarity about our direction—we need to be clear on our “true north.” The boundary—a metaphor from the soccer field—speaks of what it means to be truly “in bounds.”


      The compass is Christ. Christ Jesus is the north star; he is the author and finisher of our faith. Thus, we keep our eyes on him. Hans Urs von Balthasar expresses this well when he writes: “We must bear in mind . . . that our participation in the Spirit always remains conditioned through the Son sent to us by the Father, the Son of Man who died on the Cross and rose from the realm of the dead and who pours himself out forever to the Church in the Eucharist to prove the Father’s love.”3 The first epistle of John stresses that we are not to trust every spirit but test the spirits, and the key evidence is that the spirit that comes from God acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh. Thus, the compass for our reflections will be the incarnate, crucified, risen, and ascended Lord. It is not our projections of Christ, but the Christ who is the embodied, suffering, and ascended Lamb.


      This point cannot be overstated. Many Christian communities have what would seem to be a powerful emphasis on the ministry of the Spirit and insist that they are “Christ-centered.” Yet frequently the Christ of whom they speak is a “spiritized” Christ—not the incarnate, crucified, and ascended Lord. Thus, we must insist that the reference point for the ministry of the Spirit is the Christ who is revealed in the Scriptures.


      If the compass is Christ, the boundaries of the playing field are what we mean to speak of God as both one and triune. We need to stay within the ancient creedal witness to the triunity of God, and also need to consider some of the ancient trinitarian heresies and note how remarkably relevant they are today.


      If we stay within these historic boundaries and keep our focus on Christ, we can eagerly delve into these reflections with an open heart and an eager mind, ever open to new and surprising expressions of the Spirit in our world, in our churches, and in our individual lives. We will study what it means to believe in the Spirit while we pray: “Come, Holy Spirit, come.”


      In our learning, one of the wisest things we can do is read widely and be open to the witness of other theological and spiritual traditions than our own. Frequently, it seems that Christians only read books or listen to speakers on the Holy Spirit to affirm their own perspective or experience. But we need the gentle corrective and wisdom of others. Thus, in what follows I will not hesitate to draw on Catholic, Orthodox, evangelical, and Pentecostal voices, along with other perspectives, including those of the Global South. Catholics need to be reading Pentecostal theologians and writers; evangelicals have much to learn from Orthodox voices.


      Further, we need to consider the ways in which the church traditions where we were formed—as children or through our initiation into Christian faith—understood and engaged the Spirit. We need to come to terms with both the strengths and the limitations of our own theological and spiritual traditions/experience.


      So as you read, keep three perspectives in mind. First, think in terms of your own denomination. Our experience of the Spirit is never purely personal or individual; our encounter with the grace of God is always derivative of the life and witness of the faith community. Thus, it is appropriate to ask: What is the theology and experience of the Spirit in the church community that has formed you and of which you are a part?


      Second, ask about your own experience. What does all of this talk about the Holy Spirit mean for your own journey of faith in Christ? Where are you being nudged, called, or beckoned? What is being asked of you, and in what ways might it be that the Spirit could be invited to be more fully present in your life experience—in your relationship with Christ, with the church, and in other relationships? Look back as well and allow your own experience of the grace of the Spirit to inform your reading and reflection on this crucial topic.


      And third, ask this question: How does your learning about the person and ministry of the Holy Spirit inform your engagement with the world—with your neighbors, with those of other religious faiths, and with your social and cultural context? What does your learning about the Spirit mean for your personal engagement with what God is doing in the world? What does it mean for your work and for living out your vocation?


      As I have noted, in order to say “I believe in the Holy Spirit” we need to have clarity about the relationship between the Holy Spirit and Christ Jesus. Thus, the first two foundational chapters will probe this relationship by considering the Holy Spirit in Luke and Acts and then the witness to the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John. Then I will address the other questions: The Spirit and creation, the Spirit and the Word and the Spirit and the church. And, in between, attention will be given to the Spirit and personal experience. But first, a prelude: an invitation to consider the classic metaphors of the Spirit that emerge in Scripture and that are testified to in the history of the church.


    


  









  


    Prelude


    Images and Metaphors for the Holy Spirit


    

      ONE OF THE KEY DEVELOPMENTS in Christian theology and hermeneutics in the last generation has been a rethinking of the place of metaphor in language, communication, and understanding, and thus in our response to what we come to see to be true or significant—and, in particular, in how we speak about God.1 We have come to see that we cannot read Scripture well without having some sense of how metaphors function in language and thought: that, indeed, we cannot think theologically without the use of metaphor. This means we should be students of metaphors and realize how powerful they are in shaping our understanding and experience.


      We might ask, then, how metaphor and images of the Holy Spirit in Scripture might inform our understanding and experience of the grace of the Holy Spirit and also serve as a teaching tool. There are five key metaphors for the Holy Spirit used in Scripture: the wind or breath of God, the oil of anointing, the flame of God, living or flowing water, and the dove or the hovering bird. Is there an image that is particularly meaningful to you—and, perhaps, is most present to you now—that evokes for you the gracious ministry, presence, and grace of the Holy Spirit? Further, is there an image that might be particularly meaningful for the church community of which you are a part, given that that image is evocative within your cultural and social context?


      In what follows, I am going to highlight these five key metaphors for the Holy Spirit in Scripture. These metaphors are lenses into the mystery of the Holy Spirit, and yet they have limits. We must not overplay these metaphors or read more into them than the biblical witness justifies. We can learn to accept the limits of metaphor so they are not misused. We cannot arbitrarily determine meaning by saying, “Well, this image means this to me.” We need to let text and context shape our appreciation for an image, along with the witness of key voices in the history of the church. Further, the metaphors do not have a one-to-one correlation to what they are depicting. It is not that the meaning is ambiguous; rather, the image is multitextured. That is why with the Holy Spirit we rightly speak of multiple metaphors or word pictures, and see how they complement and reinforce one another.


      With these caveats, we can now consider the five key or central metaphors for the Holy Spirit in Scripture and allow them to shape our understanding and experience.


      

        THE SPIRIT AS THE WIND OR BREATH OF GOD



        For many biblical scholars, this is the primary image of the Spirit in the Scriptures. It certainly seems to be the most common. However, as Anthony Thiselton notes, it is not always clear when the Hebrew ruach (which can denote “wind,” “breath,” or “spirit”) is speaking of breath or wind, or when it does actually indicate the third person of the Trinity.2 Yet there are uses of ruach that are indisputably a reference to the Spirit, and these merit our attention. Each is significant to our understanding of and appreciation for the ministry of the Spirit in the world, in the church, and in our own lives.


        The biblical narrative opens with a description of the breath of God that brings order and beauty out of darkness and chaos: “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters” (Genesis 1:1-2). From this grand opening, we come to the creation of human persons in Genesis 2:7: “Then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being.” Taken together, these remarkable texts give us an appreciation for the physicality of the created order as good but not truly alive until it is infused with the breath of God, the Spirit who animates all of creation.


        The Spirit inspires—that is, in-breathes—and what receives this breath comes alive. The Scriptures are inspired or in-breathed by the Spirit, and it is this inspiration that makes the Scriptures a life-giving text (more on this in chapter 6). The created order and the Scriptures are alive—living—by virtue of the wind of God.


        Connected with this is the vision of the prophet Ezekiel, who wrote to the people of Judah while they were in exile. Ezekiel’s own sense of call came through the breath of God—on the wind, one might say (Ezekiel 1:4). But not only did his calling to prophetic ministry come on the wind, but also his vision of death and life in Ezekiel 37, one of the most evocative examples of this metaphor in Scripture. He observes the unforgettable valley of dead bones and is himself taken up in the new life that is being breathed into those bones:


        

          Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord GOD: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude.


          Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the LORD, have spoken and will act, says the LORD.” (Ezekiel 37:9-14)


        


        Later, Pentecost is described through the lens of this metaphor: “When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting” (Acts 2:1-2). We come to Pentecost aware of the teaching of Jesus, where the image of the Spirit as breath or wind is quite prominent. First, in John 3:8 Jesus speaks of the presence and grace of the Spirit at Christian initiation, saying that we must be born from above, born of the Spirit. Then he adds that the wind blows where the wind blows, clearly indicating that this initiation into Christian faith is not something that we as individuals or as the church control. It is of God, more specifically of the Spirit. Second, we have the remarkable conclusion to the Gospel of John, when Jesus breathes on his disciples and exhorts them to “receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22).


        It is appropriate to read these references in light of Genesis and Ezekiel and affirm that the animating and inspiriting grace of the Spirit is at the heart of creation, at the heart of the church and thus at the heart of life of the Christian. The same one who “himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things” (Acts 17:25) is the one who infuses our broken lives and communities with new and healing life through his breath, the wind of God. And so our yearning for life is then a yearning to be filled with the Spirit so that, in the language of Ezekiel, we might live.


      


      

      

        THE SPIRIT AS THE OIL OF ANOINTING



        The metaphor of oil is a powerful way by which the grace of the Holy Spirit is appropriated into the life and witness of the Christian community. Typically, those churches that take the ministry of the Spirit seriously will be ever ready with the oil of anointing to represent the presence and power of the Spirit in their community life and in the life of each individual Christian believer. This image is definitely linked to the ministry of the church, and will typically thus be connected to the laying on of hands in Christian community. We are not self-anointed; we are anointed by those who represent Christ to us through the church.


        The image of oil in the New Testament is an echo of what we find in the Old Testament. Exodus 25:6, Leviticus 8:30, and Numbers 4:16 all speak of the holiness of the oil of anointing that sets apart someone or something for a particular purpose for the people of God. Exodus 30:30 reads: “You shall anoint Aaron and his sons, and consecrate them, in order that they may serve me as priests.” Note also the reference to anointing in 1 Samuel 16:13 and the anointing of David by Samuel.


        In the New Testament we find that Jesus, in continuity with both the prophetic and priestly lines, is anointed as Messiah and prophet, and is conscious that in this anointing the Spirit of God rests on him and has set him aside for the work to which he has been called. At the beginning of his ministry—described in Luke 4—he references the words of the prophet Isaiah in speaking about his own call and anointing:


        

          The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,


          because the LORD has anointed me;


          he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed,


          to bind up the brokenhearted,


          to proclaim liberty to the captives,


          and release to the prisoners. (Isaiah 61:1)


        


        The early church testified to this in Acts 10:38, when Peter speaks of Jesus as one who was anointed with the Holy Spirit and with power.


        Many have also been intrigued by the references in both Luke and John to the women who anointed the feet of Jesus. In the Gospel of John it is Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus, who anoints Jesus’ feet (John 12:1-8). But in Luke the woman is unnamed and referenced as one who is a “sinner” (Luke 7:38-50). What are the Gospel writers telling us here? What does it mean that someone from the margins, one might say, provided this anointing—not on the head, the typical place of anointing (as Jesus himself notes in verse 46), but the feet? Is there some sense that this from-the-margins anointing was a further sign of Jesus’ identity and calling?


        The precedent of anointing for those in leadership—as priests, prophets, or kings—in the history of Israel and then in Jesus has found expression in the church in the setting aside of those who are called into religious leadership. Those ordained to preach and preside within the Christian community are confirmed for this ministry through having hands laid on them and being anointed with oil. The oil represents the presence and power of the Spirit on the life and ministry of those ordained: we lay hands on them, we anoint them with oil, and we pray that the Spirit who has called them to this ministry would empower them and guide them in this work. Again, this is not a self-anointing but the confirmation of the Christian community that this individual has been called of the Spirit and has chosen to accept this call and depend on the Spirit’s gifting and empowerment to serve with humility as the representative of Christ in the midst of God’s people.


        And yet the New Testament also seems to speak of the anointing of all of God’s people. In 1 John 2:20 and 27 the writer of the epistle speaks of each of his readers as having received the anointing grace of God. Then also 2 Corinthians 1:21-22 reads: “But it is God who establishes us with you in Christ and has anointed us, by putting his seal on us and giving us his Spirit in our hearts as a first installment.”


        It is no surprise, then, that the early church eagerly embraced oil as the symbol of the presence of the Spirit at Christian initiation —ideally linked to water baptism. There is a deep logic here. In Christian initiation, why would we not follow the precedent of Acts 8:14-18, or that of the experience of Paul when Ananias came to him and laid hands on him that he would receive the gift of the Spirit (Acts 9:17)? And the most compelling symbol to represent this gift is oil. Thus for the ancient church, Christian initiation was a twofold rite: water baptism and the laying on of hands, with the oil of anointing to speak to the grace and presence of the Spirit in the life of the new believer. The church, through a presiding minister, anoints the now-baptized Christian, inviting the Spirit to rest on, guide, and empower this new follower of Christ.


        There is another distinct usage of the oil of anointing: the ministry the church has to those who are sick, both physically and emotionally. Perhaps following the precedent set by Jesus’ disciples—see Mark 6:13, where the disciples were praying for and anointing the sick—we have the clear call in James that those who are sick are invited to approach the elders so that they can be prayed for with the laying on of hands and anointed with oil (James 5:14). While there is not in this text an explicit link to the Holy Spirit, we can take it as such because the readers of James would have assumed a link between oil and the Spirit. Thus, Christian communities with a more explicit understanding of the ministry of the Spirit typically see the anointing of the sick as a prayer for the Spirit to come and bring healing and strength to those who are in pain and suffering.


        In each of these, the typical practice in the history of the church has been for the person presiding, whether priest or pastor or elder, to make the sign of the cross on the forehead. But for some, much more oil is used. In some cases, the rite of initiation includes water baptism and the laying on of hands, with the head of the newly baptized literally bathed with oil.


        Finally, we must note the link between oil and joy, reflecting Hebrews 1:9, where it is said that Jesus received the “oil of gladness.” Ambrose of Milan made this an important theme in his “On the Holy Spirit.” He quotes Hebrews and insists that the Holy Spirit in Christ is the oil of gladness that, as he puts it, is “the joining together of many graces giving a sweet fragrance.”3 Ambrose goes to some length to demonstrate that the references to oil in the life and ministry of Jesus are references to the Holy Spirit.


        But what most catches attention in Ambrose’s references to oil and the Holy Spirit is how he links oil and joy—saying that, indeed, those who have been anointed by the Spirit are graced with a profound and resilient gladness. Those who serve the church in the fullness of the Spirit do so with joy. Those who are initiated into the faith enter into a community that is marked by a deep and resilient joy (see Acts 2:46). We can also affirm that those who are anointed as the sick and suffering come to know the grace of God—evident in the joy that comes in healing but also in the grace of God in the midst of suffering when healing is delayed.


      


      

      

        THE SPIRIT AS FIRE



        In his little book The Divine Conquest, A. W. Tozer devotes a whole chapter to the image of the Holy Spirit as fire.4 Tozer was taken by the idea that fire indicated the presence of God: whether it was Moses at the burning bush that was not consumed (Exodus 3:2); the fire at the center of Israel’s wilderness camp and then in the holy of holies; or the experience of Ezekiel, for whom fire is linked to splendor and the glory of God (Ezekiel 1:4, 27-28).5 Then, of course, fire is also referenced at Pentecost alongside the mighty wind. There is something powerful in the idea that the “appearance of fire” over the tabernacle for the people of Israel in the wilderness now speaks of the Spirit who at Pentecost was poured out over all people and all of creation.


        As Tozer observes, fire indicating the presence of God is a key theme in Scripture. We read that John the Baptist foretold that one was coming, more powerful than he, who would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire (Matthew 3:11). And, indeed, on the day of Pentecost, what appeared over the disciples in the midst of the wind were divided tongues of fire (Acts 2:2-3). Tozer concludes that the reference in Matthew to baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire is a sobering one—the text speaks of chaff that will be burned up with unquenchable fire (Matthew 3:12).6 This fire does not destroy but brings healing and wholeness. It is a purgation that may not be all that comfortable but is deeply needed. This is a reminder that we need to get beyond the idea that the presence of God is all about nice or powerful feelings—the not-uncommon notion that the manifest presence of God is about ecstasy and heightened emotion. Rather, this image reminds us that those who truly long for the presence of God are willing to go through pain and discomfort akin to the rehabilitation program for the addict that leads to resolution, healing, and wholeness.


        No one in the history of the church has spoken to this more powerfully than the sixteenth-century Spanish mystic and reformer Saint John of the Cross. His extended poem “The Living Flame of God,” along with his own commentary on the poem, speaks of the Spirit as the fire that purifies: the fire of God that courses through our beings and orders our affections. This is the image for those who, like the addict, long for freedom and crave holiness deep in their souls. They are willing to face purgation in order to know healing. The image is not so much that of a flame that is alive as it is a flame that “makes the soul alive in the living God.”7


        What is striking in this poem is that the presence and power of the Spirit as a flame is the fruit of love.8 The love of God is poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit (Romans 5:5), and this love longs for us to be made whole. This makes us not comfortable but free; we become those who lean into the love of God, knowing that the Spirit’s grace and power, over the long haul, will lead us to holiness. In other words, the Spirit does not intend to make us feel good. Rather, the Spirit, the living flame of love, purifies. As John of the Cross notes, we might sometimes feel the warmth of this love, but he stresses that it “is not gentle, but afflictive.”9 The essential emotional quality to this transformative work of the Spirit is “dry.” He references Lamentations and the fire in the bones that instructs us, and then also Psalm 66:10-12, which speaks of being tried by fire.10


        This image, then, calls us to reverence and awe. It reminds us that we are in the presence of the God who is a “consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:29). Thus, no doubt our liturgies and approaches to worship will be marked by delight and joy, but just as surely we will want to bend the knee, to be silent in the presence of the holy one of Israel, and to graciously if not eagerly accept the penitential way. This image of the Spirit is a fitting one for the season of Lent, as we pray that the Holy Spirit will come and burn through our sin-sick souls and make us whole.


        If images of the Holy Spirit have particular resonance with an ethnic group or culture, holy fire comes to mind when we think of the people and land of Azerbaijan. The name of the country means “the place of sacred fire,” and in the south, near the city of Astara, there is a remarkable blending of water and fire at a spring known as Yanar Bulag. Continually lit by natural gas, it is known to those who head there on pilgrimage as the “fire spring.” Further north is the fifth-century Armenian Orthodox community of Nij, in what is the ancient region of Caucasian Albania. The church there has on its wall a fascinating depiction of flames coming out of three strands of the cross. One cannot help but wonder, given the significance of a living flame to these ancient people, if this would not be the image of the Spirit that would most resonate with them.


        Finally, this image of the Holy Spirit is also associated with calling or vocation. The burning bush for Moses was the occasion of his calling to partner with God in leading the people of Israel out of Egypt, and it is interesting to see an allusion to fire in Paul’s exhortation to Timothy: “For this reason I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands; for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline” (2 Timothy 1:6-7).


        The reference to “rekindling” or, as in other translations, “fan into flame,” is linked to what follows: that this gift, this flame, indicates not the Spirit of fear or cowardice, but rather of power, love, and discipline. Thus, it seems that the two potential meanings come together here—the idea of calling, but also of how we are called to live out our calling with depth and maturity and a life of holiness, a theme that is emphasized throughout 2 Timothy. We see this link as well in Isaiah 6. The evocative question, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” (verse 8) is preceded by the living coal that is taken from the altar and touches the lips of the prophet (verse 6), removing his guilt so that, with clarity and conviction, he can respond to the call with the words, “Here am I; send me!” (verse 8).


      


      

      

        THE SPIRIT AS LIVING WATER



        There are hints along the way in the biblical narrative that may suggest linking the Holy Spirit with water, but it is without doubt Jesus himself, in the Gospel of John, who speaks this way about the presence and ministry of the Spirit. In John 4, he is at the well with the woman of Samaria and in his theological conversation with her he speaks of the water from the well but then also of the living water and then concludes: “The water that I will give will become [for those who drink of it] a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” (John 4:14). We might wonder, as we read of this noon-time encounter between this woman and Jesus what is meant by this water—that is, what is this living water to which Jesus refers? But then a few chapters later we are left with no doubt whatsoever as John makes the link oh-so-clear:


        

          On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he cried out, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water.’” Now he said this about the Spirit, which believers in him were to receive; for as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet glorified. (John 7:37-39)


        


        While there is no question that there is something of comfort and encouragement in the image of still water, when this image is linked to the Spirit the usual referent is to living or flowing water, as for example we see it and hear it in the words of the prophet Isaiah: “For I will pour out water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out my spirit on your descendants, and my blessing on your offspring” (Isaiah 44:3).


        In Ezekiel, the prophet links the promise that God will “sprinkle clean water upon you” and “I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” with “I will put my spirit within you” (Ezekiel 36:25-27) all on the assumption that the people would be cleansed and made new. And in Joel, the reference that is then picked up by Peter on the day of Pentecost, the Spirit is “poured out” on all flesh (Joel 2:28-29). Further, it is alluded to by the apostle Paul when he speaks of the one Spirit of whom we drink (1 Corinthians 12:13).


        As noted earlier, the image of the Spirit as a living flame would seem to resonate deeply with the people of central Asia. Similarly, living water is a profoundly important image in both ancient Chinese and Japanese culture and religion. Chinese philosophical writings often make the assumption that the highest good and the highest form of excellence is found in the pursuit of water. And it is always the case that if you were to visit a classic Japanese garden, there will be a strategically placed fountain or stream and, as you wander through the garden, you will more than likely more than once hear the gentle sound of flowing water—gentle, not cascading, tumbling over a rock or through a bamboo pipe—flowing in that this is not still or stagnant water, but water that is present to us as something that is alive. And thus we might ask: What does it mean to announce to those of East Asian descent that if they are longing for living water, much like the Samaritan woman, they will find that living water by coming to Jesus?


        If this is the case, I cannot help but wonder if this image should be front and center for those who minister in and for the church in East Asia or among the diaspora. And more, that for whoever it is that we are called to serve, that we be attentive to which of these images might be most evocative and meaningful to these people, whoever they are, in this context and with these cultural sensitivities.


        For those of us for whom in walking the shore we find deep comfort in the sound of the surf breaking gently on the beach or, indeed, that we know what it means to have a sense of deep clarity and comfort that comes in the intentional wander through a Japanese garden, there is little doubt that this image captures for us a deep yearning for life. The Samaritan woman was still likely a little confused when she pled with Jesus to “give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty,” but we get it: this is the living water without which we cannot live; this is the living water and so with open hands and open hearts we ask that this water, this Spirit, would be poured into our tepid, thirsty souls.


      


      

      

        THE SPIRIT AS DOVE



        Finally, we come to the image of the Spirit as portrayed to us as a hovering bird or the dove who descends from heaven. This image can be addressed more briefly, since the meaning is quite straightforward.


        All four Gospel narratives refer to the appearance of a dove coming on Jesus at his baptism by John at the Jordan River (Matthew 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32). In Luke, for example, we read that “the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove.” The image of the hovering dove evokes an appreciation of the Spirit as the one who leans over and into the created order—present to all of God’s creation as the source of grace, comfort, encouragement, and guidance.11 The primary referent for the image of the dove is surely the diverse ways in which the Spirit was present to Jesus—leading him into the desert and guiding his steps and his teaching. Indeed, as Jesus himself acknowledged when he rose to speak in the synagogue, quoting Isaiah about himself, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (Luke 4:18).


        In the history of the church, the Christian leader who is perhaps most associated with this image is Gregory the Great, who was pope AD 590–604. Gregory is typically depicted with a dove on his shoulder, representing the guidance of the Holy Spirit in his life, and particularly in his speaking and teaching. The legend goes that his servant saw a dove hovering near him when he was working on sermons on the prophet Ezekiel, and Gregory was seemingly attending to this dove as he wrote. Gregory was a significant missionary leader; he was the one who commissioned the Augustine who became Augustine of Canterbury to take the gospel to the British Isles. He also had a profound impact on liturgy and worship, notably through the musical style known as the Gregorian chant, which dominated Christian worship for centuries.


        Perhaps it is because of the influence of this extraordinary church leader that the image of the dove, more than that of any of the others, speaks of the ministry of the Holy Spirit as guide and encourager. This is the image we are drawn to when we long for the confidence that the Spirit is hovering over us and, as with Gregory, present to us through wise counsel in our speaking and acting. Preachers, teachers, knowledge leaders, and organizational decision makers long to know the assuring and subtle but sure witness of the Spirit to heart and mind. We are eager to know that the Spirit is present to us in the challenges, setbacks, and opportunities we face, whether at home or in the marketplace. We long to be guided by the Spirit.


        Thus we may pray, using this image: come heavenly dove, grant us wisdom, grant us clarity, grant us discernment so that as we speak and act we have the courage to say what needs to be said and do what needs to be done. There is no doubt that we do not always get this right; we must eschew any presumption that we always hear the Spirit correctly. We need to learn discernment. We need to remember that we are easily self-deceived, and that we all have the potential for rationalizations. That is why this image alone may not be enough to draw us into the grace of the Spirit; we need the other images as correctives to any inclination we might have to equate our thoughts with the thoughts of the Spirit.


        •  •  •


        Notice that all five images suggest movement, and thus life: a living flame, wind or the breath of God, running water, the anointing oil, and the hovering dove. The Spirit of God is not static. Further, each of these images may seem to be impersonal, and thus the point must be made that the Spirit is indeed a person. Yet the metaphors are indispensable to our understanding and experience of the Holy Spirit. Ancient and contemporary poetry, hymnody, and spiritual song have captured one or more of these images, and especially the prayer “Come, Holy Spirit” provides images that call forth our deep longing to be a people who live in the grace and power of the Spirit. “Come Holy Ghost, Our Hearts Inspire” by Charles Wesley, one of the greatest hymn writers in the history of the church, draws on three of the images:


        

          Come, Holy Ghost, our hearts inspire,


          Let us Thy influence prove;


          Source of the old prophetic fire,


          Fountain of light and love.


          Come, Holy Ghost, (for moved by Thee,


          Thy prophets wrote and spoke,)


          Unlock the truth, Thyself the Key,


          Unseal the Sacred Book.


          Expand Thy wings, prolific Dove,


          Brood o’er our nature’s night;


          On our disorder’d spirits move,


          And let there now be light.


          God through Himself we then shall know


          If Thou within us shine;


          And sound, with all Thy saints below,


          The depths of love Divine.12


        


        In our worship, we can be alert to when these metaphors emerge through the pen of hymn and song writers. We can consciously attend to the Spirit in our singing by appreciating how the metaphor is a window into the work of the Spirit in our lives, in the church, and in the world.
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