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A Pentecost Homily
by Father David S. Abernethy, C.O.

One of  the most moving and inspiring speeches in literature is found in Shakespeare’s Henry V. This speech takes place on the 
morning of  the great battle of  Agincourt, and King Henry addresses his band of  battle-weary Englishmen who number one-
sixth of  the formidable French army which they now face. Many of  his men are experiencing the weight of  the impending battle 
and feel as though they are lambs being led to the slaughter. Even the king’s own cousin Westmoreland, not knowing of  the 
king’s presence, speaks aloud of  his desire that their ranks might be strengthened by adding even one in ten thousand of  those 
men in England who do no work this day. Overhearing his cousin’s desperation, Henry responds with these words:

What’s he that wishes so? My cousin Westmoreland? No, my fair cousin. If  we are marked to die, we are enough to do our country loss. And if  to 
live, the fewer the men, the greater the share of  honour. God’s will, I pray thee wish not one man more. No, faith, my cousin, wish not a man from 
England. God’s peace, I would not lose so great an honour as one man more, methinks, would share from me, For it is the best hope of  salvation I 
have. Oh, do not wish one more! This day is called the Feast of  Crispian. He that outlives this day and comes safe home will stand a-tiptoe when 
this day is named, and rouse him at the name of  Crispian. He that shall see this day and live old age will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbors, 
and say “Tomorrow is Saint Crispin’s day.” Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars, and say, “These wounds I had on Crispin’s day.” 
Old men forget, yet all shall be forgot, but he’ll remember, with advantages what feats he did that day.  This story shall the good man teach his son, 
and Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by from this day to the ending of  the world, but we in it shall be remembered. We few, we happy few, we band 
of  brothers - For he today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile, this day shall gentle his condition.

I chose to use this speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V not simply because it is one of  my favorite texts, although this is true. 
I chose it because it reflects in many ways, I believe, the experience of  the disciples at Pentecost when they receive Christ’s 
promised gift of  the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit. This connection between Henry’s speechand the Pentecost experience may at first 
seem obscure, but if  we take a moment I think we will see their profound similarity.

What helps us tie these two experiences together is the notion of  Paraclete, a transliteration of  the greek word parakletos, 
which means so much that there is no English word by which it can be adequately translated; advocate, comforter, consoler, 
counselor, defender and helper to name just a few. But one of  the more common usages of  paraclete in greek literature, and 
perhaps its most intriguing form, refers to “one who exhorts troops who are about to go into battle.” Again and again we find 
that the paraclete is one who gives the rallying cry, a leader or soldier urging his men on. By his words he sends fearful, timid 
and hesitant soldiers into battle. A paraclete is, therefore, an encourager, one who puts courage into the faint-hearted, one who 
nerves the feeble arm for the fight, and most importantly, one who makes a very ordinary person cope gallantly with a perilous 
and desperate situation. It is here, I believe, that we begin to capture the meaning of  Paraclete which will give us the key to tie 
Pentecost and Agincourt together.

Henry’s men knew they were marked to die - - the power of  their enemy was overwhelming: They were out numbered by 50 
thousand men. Henry comes forth in his courageous and galant spirit, as an encourager, as a paraclete, to give his men a share 
in his strength. Their powerlessness, weakness and lack of  number are not of  concern or a matter for sorrow and desperation: 
But to the contrary, their weakness is to their greater honor and glory. Their victory in the midst of  such great weakness, the 
scars they gain in their opposition to such a great army will make their names remembered among their kinsfolk until the end 
of  history.

And beyond the mere remembrance of  their names and their feats of  valor, their remaining with the king and battling for his 
cause and his honor makes them his brothers - - They who shed their blood today become of  one blood with their king. “Be he 
ne’er so vile, this day shall gentle his condition.”

This experience of  Henry passing on his spirit and courage to his men, this picture of  honor and unbounded valor in the face  



of  great opposition, reflects the experience of  the disciples at Pentecost. With a beautiful simplicity, St. John in our Gospel today 
expresses in a mere four verses what human imagination could never have grasped or created - - the gift of  the promised and 
true Paraclete, the Holy Spirit.

Much like Henry’s band of  men, the disciples are paralyzed for fear that they will now be persecuted by the religious authorities 
as Jesus was. The reality of  the danger is so great that they remain hidden in the upper room with the door bolted shut.

However, Christ comes into their midst and proclaims “Peace be with You.” These words are no ordinary greeting. They are 
a statement of  a fact, spoken with a note of  certainty; the peace of  Christ is a reality now, existing within Christ and which he 
now wishes to impart on his disciples. The peace Christ now offers is not the peace that the world offers which is so often denial 
escapism or avoidance of  trouble and persecution. He offers his disciple a peace already accomplished, a peace which no expe-
rience of  life can ever take from them, and no sorrow, no danger, no suffering can ever destroy.

Christ appears before them as one who knew he was marked to suffer and die, but one who also knew that evil had no ultimate 
power over him. He went to death in the certainty, not of  defeat, but of  conquest. The weakness, the powerlessness, the hu-
miliation and the shame of  the Cross are not a matter for sorrow, but for Joy. Christ shows the disciples the wounds received 
in the final battle with the powers of  death and evil, the scars which are now to his greater honor and glory for they reveal his 
obedience to God and his love of  humanity.

The same Spirit who led the Son will lead the disciples now into faith and allow them to achieve in his power all the things the 
Father desires from them. God grants them strength. He wants them to be strong in faith, strong in love, strong in hope. So 
the Spirit of  Christ, the Paraclete, comes to aid them and encourages them not where they are strong but where they are weak.

It is at this point, however, that the similarity between our two experiences suddenly breaks down. The great confidence and joy 
we have in the victory won by Christ leaves us with no promise of  joy or honor in this world or in history; perhaps quite the 
contrary. The disciples at Pentecost are far removed from a battle like that between King Henry and his enemies, there are no 
forces that can be measured against each other, no battle where those fewer in number gain victory over the stronger. Nor is the 
giving of  the Spirit, the Paraclete, a one-time occurence or a unique act of  the heavenly Father infusing courage and strength in 
Christ’s disciples as Henry attempted to do for his men: The disciples stand there merely as servants, as mercenaries in the service 
of  the Spirit. And the Father not only asks them for their loyal and unfailing service, but guarantees their success. He guarantees 
their success by giving them the Spirit who brings their mission and their struggle into conformity with that of  His Son.

This power of  the Spirit and the certainty of  victory which it gives, the basis on which the disciples and we are now sent out and 
work, is and remains the power of  Christ who was crucified and exalted. In order for those capable of  fighting beside Christ 
as brothers to be strong, they are set nearer to the powerlessness of  the Cross: it is in weakness that the power of  love is made 
perfect.

Such a power and victory will never be recognized by the world. Nor will those of  us who live in the hope of  the victory, in the 
certainty that God is for us and loves us be remembered by our kinsfolk to the end of  history. Both the victory and the power 
remain hidden and the kingdom of  God does not come in a way that can be easily grasped, much less controlled. With the Holy 
Spirit, the Paraclete we proclaim and indeed promise the greatest thing of  all, the victory of  love, but we are left often to seem 
ridiculous and contemptible to the world.

As a loving Church our Yes to God and to His Spirit is always on the path that leads to Calvary. We must be willing and have 
the courage to detach ourselves from the world’s notion of  power and powerlessness and bear witness with the Holy Spirit, the 
Paraclete, to the presence of  what is ultimate and eternal - - the love of  God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The standard which we bear into the battle as Christian men and women and which has been borne by the Church from the 
moment of  Pentecost, is that of  our Lord’s, the Cross; a sign of  contradiction among the peoples and casting its shadow over 
all lands, the blazon of  Christ’s victory in weakness, the victory of  Love.


