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6th Sunday of Easter, Year A
Withholding the Spirit?
Many ancient Christians called the Book of the Prophet Isaiah the Fifth Gospel because the prophet had so much to say about Jesus.  He predicted his birth, ministry, suffering, death, and resurrection.  For a similar reason, I think we could call the Acts of the Apostles the Gospel of the Holy Spirit.  All the action in this book begins after the Holy Spirit sets the apostles’ faith on fire at Pentecost.  Afterwards, we see the Spirit working through the apostles and disciples, fulfilling all the promises that Jesus made about Him.  The Holy Spirit gives St. Peter and St. John the words to speak before the Sanhedrin and tells St. Paul what to say before magistrates and officials.  The Spirit directs the disciples on their missions, telling Philip to speak with the Ethiopian in the chariot, telling St. Peter to speak with Cornelius the centurion (10:19), and leading St. Paul into various lands to preach.  The Holy Spirit is really the main character in the Acts of the Apostles.
So it should strike us as odd when the Holy Spirit is absent from the events in Acts of the Apostles.  Today’s reading is just such a time.  We hear that the apostles sent “Peter and John, who went down and prayed for [the Samaritans], that they might receive the Holy Spirit, for it had not yet fallen upon any of them; they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus” (8:14-16).  

This is quite an exception to the Spirit’s usual way of operating.  Most of the time in early Church history, people receive the Holy Spirit when they are baptized.  It is true that the Roman soldier Cornelius and his household received the Holy Spirit before they were baptized, but at least the Spirit was present.  The Samaritans do not receive the Spirit at all, even though they are baptized.

To explain this oddity, we should turn to the Marianist Father George Montague.  In a book he wrote about the Holy Spirit (The Holy Spirit: Growth of a Biblical Tradition) he reads between the lines of Scripture to answer this question.  The first explanation for the withholding of the Spirit, he says “is that something was missing in the dispositions of the Samaritans which impeded the full normal effect of baptism… The Samaritans, Luke says, ‘believed Philip’ (8:12)…It is not said that they believed God or the Lord” (pages 293-94).  
What was happening in their town before Philip came?  They were enthralled by a magician named Simon.  He claimed that he was a great man and impressed the people by signs and wonders.  But the wonders Philip did were mightier, because they came from God.  The people found him more interesting, and even Simon joined them in becoming a Christian.  

Their motives were less than pure.  After St. Peter and St. John visit, Simon the magician even tries to buy from them the power of giving the Holy Spirit!  For the Samaritans, God and Philip are only the latest and greatest show.  If somebody else can arrive and impress them with greater signs, they may follow that person instead.  They fail to understand the Lord’s ways, and so the Holy Spirit withholds Himself from them.

St. Peter and St. James arrive to correct their attitude so they can receive the Holy Spirit.  St. Peter sharply corrects Simon the Magician, reminding him that the power of God does not belong to any one person, but belongs to God alone.  The Holy Spirit is in charge.  He is the main character of this story—this history.  

Christians have been fighting the same misconception as the Samaritans for centuries.  We put our faith in people, not in God.  We place all our hope in leaders, not in Jesus.  Recent scandals have cured us of that, I hope.  Because when the leaders let us down, when fellow Christians let us down, it can shake our faith.  Jesus alone has to be the foundation of our faith.  He has to be the reason we pray, do works of mercy, and worship.  

This is why priests are moved so often.  Individually, we are not the foundation of faith.  The priesthood in general is the means by which Christ sustains his Church.  We are instruments of the Holy Spirit, nothing more.  

In this age of instant celebrity status on YouTube and Facebook, we need to work harder to place our faith in God alone.  We need to remember who is the main character of history—the Holy Spirit—so that we can keep Him present in our lives.
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