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She is here 
 

I feel like I’ve been preparing this sermon for about 3 weeks because I was so uncertain 
about what to say. A couple of days ago, I was sitting in front of our patio window in silent 
prayer, with this sermon in mind…when a dove settled on the patio and stayed there, 
walking around, flying off and coming back over about 5 minutes. That’s very unusual. I see 
plenty of pigeons and robins, but not doves. If the significance of that is lost on you, then 
let me tell you that the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove on Jesus at his baptism 
in the river Jordan, at the start of his ministry. The dove is a physical symbol of the Holy 
Spirit. Was this God speaking to me? And what was he saying? I chose to believe that God 
was speaking to me. The dove – the Holy Spirit - was saying to me, by being there: I am 
here. Be at peace. I am here.  
 
I wonder if anyone here has had what’s often called a charismatic or Pentecostal 
experience of the Holy Spirit? You know, hands in the air, tongues, prophecy – hands up! 
Hands up if you don’t know what I’m talking about!  The gift of the Holy Spirit comes in 
many different ways. For some, it can be a bit like what happened on the day of Pentecost 
that we heard about in our first reading – the inspired worship, tongues and prophecy. For 
others, it can be much more gentle – almost unnoticed. Or indeed, completely unnoticed! 
 
In speaking about the Holy Spirit, I’m going to use the feminine personal pronoun, ‘she’. 
This is slightly controversial. For one thing, God doesn’t really have a gender! Jesus did – He 
was male – but the eternal Christ is beyond gender. In Christian teaching, the Spirit is the 
third person of the Godhead, the Trinity, and She is a person, not an ‘it’, not simply an 
impersonal force like the ‘force’ in Star Wars! She was present and active in creation, as we 
read in Genesis 1:2: ‘the Spirit of God swept over the face of the waters. The Spirit is closely 
associated with wisdom in the OT and personified as a woman in Proverbs 8. In the gospels, 
it is the Spirit who brings about the birth of new life in the kingdom of God, as Jesus 
patiently explained to Nicodemus in John 3. Birthing is a very feminine act! So, I’m sticking 
with ‘She’. I’ve already mentioned how She descended in the form of a dove on Jesus at His 
baptism: empowered and led by the Spirit, Jesus went into the wilderness, faced off Satan 
and his temptations and began his three years of world-changing ministry ending in his 
death and resurrection. There’s a lovely verse in Romans which tells us that, ‘If the Spirit 
who raised Jesus from the dead (so it was the Holy Spirit who did the resurrection!) dwells 
in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies through his 
Spirit that dwells in you’ (Romans 8:11) 
 
Well, that’s all very well, that’s Jesus. What about us? What about me? The answer is 
simple. As Christian people, we too are gifted with that same Holy Spirit, whether we are 
aware of that or not. I think it’s true to say that the Spirit usually does not draw attention to 
herself; she just quietly, almost in the background, does her work of forming us in the 
likeness of Jesus and giving us gifts to use in the service of that. It’s what I discerned the 
Spirit was saying to me when the dove unexpectedly landed on the patio: I am here. Be at 



peace. I am here! Staying with the dove for a moment, is there more to hear? I explored 
qualities of a dove, and found this: ‘they have a sweet, unaggressive disposition’ That seems 
to fit pretty well of what we may experience of the Spirit: a sweet, gentle, unaggressive or 
unassertive presence within. We welcome her in us and she welcomes us to share in the life 
of God.  
 
St Paul gives a clear picture of what she, the Spirit of God, brings to birth in us in his letter 
to the church in Galatia: ‘The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control’ (Galatians 5:22). These 9 segments of 
the fruit of the Spirit can really only be expressed when we are at peace with ourselves and 
with God, and they can’t be forced: they flow rather than are delivered by command 
(although we sometimes need to be reminded!). And there is so much need of this! We 
have all seen how racism, violence and hatred are being stirred up by the far right at the 
moment. And it is sometimes being done in the name of so-called Christian nationalism and 
under the flag of St George – which is a cross, the place where Jesus gave his life for us, 
teaching us not to hate, but to love. We, as Christian people, must be very careful not to be 
deceived and fall prey to so-called easy answers to social problems. It is notable that on 
that first day of Pentecost, there were people from all over the world – Asia, north Africa, 
European countries – and they were given the gift of being able to speak to each other and 
understand each other. The Holy Spirit’s coming brought people together and helped them 
understand each other. The Spirit’s work is not to divide but to bring together – but much 
far-right politics is exactly opposite to that. That verse I just quoted about the fruit of the 
Spirit is preceded by an unholy list of what Paul calls ‘the works of the flesh’ – exactly the 
sort of things we are talking about (Galatians 5:16-21). And Paul issues a warning: ‘I am 
warning you, as I warned those before: those who do such things will not inherit the 
kingdom of God’ Live by the Spirit!’  
 
I’d like to add another segment, a tenth one, to the nine segments of the fruit of the Spirit 
we have already spoken of. It may be because I recognise the need of it in me; but it seems 
that there is great need for all of us of courage, both individually and as a body. I notice it is 
one of the 3 qualities mentioned in the strapline of our Diocese of Oxford, qualities for our 
churches and the people in them: contemplative, compassionate and courageous. Courage 
to challenge hatred, fear and lies. Courage to do the right thing. The root of the word 
‘courage’ is the Latin ‘cor’, meaning ‘heart’. It is something arising from the heart, as indeed 
all the other 9 do – love, joy, peace and so on. We can’t think our way to courage, no more 
we can to love, or be joyful. I came across a lovely definition recently, attributed to the 
ancient Greek philosopher, Aristotle: ‘Courage stands between fear and recklessness’. Fear 
paralyses us; recklessness is fearlessness; courage acknowledges fear but still does the right 
thing.  
 
The invitation here is to lean into the Spirit, to listen with the ears of our hearts to that 
gentle voice that urges us toward love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control – and courage. 
 



The Spirit’s other work in us is in gifting. There are 3 lists of gifts of the Spirit in NT in 1 
Corinthians 12, Romans 12 and Ephesians 4. Gifts of the Spirit are different from the fruit: 
the fruit is for all of us, and they are qualities for us to inhabit and express. Gifts are special 
things we are good at, and we all have some of them – no exceptions! There are some gifts 
which are quite ‘spiritual’ – wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miraculous powers, 
prophecy, tongues, interpretation – all from 1 Corinthians. Then there are more ‘normal’ 
gifts – serving, teaching, encouragement, generosity, leadership, showing mercy. We might 
recognise some of them in ourselves. But I don’t think these lists are exhaustive! If we look 
around the church we can see and hear gifts of music, of art, administration, hospitality, 
making lovely things – look at this beautiful altar, lectern and table that Mark Ripley, a 
former member of our church made; working with young people, finance, computing, 
running the audio-visual desk and so many other things that build up this place, and those 
of us who come here regularly. Not only here – but outside in the world too – the things we 
are good at which make the world a better place – all these gifts are from God, from the 
Spirit.  
 
So let us not forget the work of the Spirit in our lives. Let us recognise her gentle presence 
in us, of her work of gradually bringing to fruition in us those qualities, born in our hearts 
which we can sometimes see, with humility, make us more like Christ. Let us accept the 
assurance that yes, the Spirit is here. 
 

Richard Croft 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


