






Spirit say: "I, the highest and fiery power, 
have kindled every living spark. I flame 
above the beauty of the fields. I shine in 
the waters. In the sun and the moon and 
the stars, I burn. And by means of the 
airy wind I stir everything into quickness 
with a certain invisible life which sustains 
all things, I, the fiery power, lie hidden in 
these thing·s and they blaze for me." This 
is Hildegard's way of talking about the 
creative Spirit present at the heart of the 
world. 

Spirit as water. This third image that 
Scripture uses for the Spirit is also essen­
tial for life. Water, too, has no definite 
shape, but is the nourishing matrix of all. 
Life on earth began in the seas and 
human life begins in the water of the 
womb. There is sap in the trees, blood in 
our veins, wine in our vessels and rain on 
the earth. Water and these liquids (which 
are basically water) signify the active 
presence of the Spirit refreshing us and 
gladdening our hearts. 

Speaking through the prophet 
Ezekiel, God promises that the people 
will be renew� in the Spirit as if by a 
refreshing shower: "I will sprinkle clean 
w�ter upon you .... [A]nd I will remove 
from your body the heart of stone and 

- give you a heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 36:25-
26). Instead of a hardened heart, God the
Spirit gives us a fleshy heart-one that is 
alive, one that can feel.

Frequently, Scripture talks about the
Spirit being poured out the way water is
poured from a pitcher. In Joel, God says,
"I will pour out my spirit on all
flesh; .... Even on the male and female
slaves I will pour out my spirit" (Joel
2:28-29). The New Testament·account of 
Pentecost quotes this prophetic passage to 
proclaim what was indeed happening:
The Spirit was being poured out (Acts
2:17-18).

Jesus promises the Samaritan woman 
the gift of the Spirit through the metaphor 
of "living water." Once she drinks this 
water, he tells her, she will never be 
thirsty again (Jobn 4:14). Paul, too, uses 
this symbol, imagining that God's love 
overflows: " ... God's love has been poured 
into oµr hearts through the Holy Spirit 
that has been given to us" (Romans 5:5). 
When I hear that, I think of a waterfall 
cascading. 

Many post-biblical writers also speak 
of the Spirit as water. St. Cyril, in talking 
about the dialogue between Jesus and the 
Samaritan woman, says: "Why did Christ 
call the grace of the Spirit water? 
Because by water all things subsist. 
Because water brings forth grass and liv­
ing things. Because the water of the 
showers comes down from heaven. 
Because it comes down in one form but 
works in many forms: It becomes white 
in the lily, red in the rose, pwple in the 
violets and hyacinths, different and varied 
in each species. It is one thing in the 
palm tree, yet another in the vine; and yet 
in all things the same Spirit." 

These are wonderful images for the 
Spirit, the Spirit who is one, and yet 
brings forth many varied gifts. In Scrip­
ture, Paul makes the same point when he 
says, "For in the one Spirit we were all 
baptized into one body ... and we were all 
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made to drink of one Spirit'' (1 Corinthi­
ans 12:13). The point, whether in Cyril or 
Paul, is that for all of our diversity, the 
principle of unity in the Church� indeed 
in the entire cosmos, is the Holy Spirit. 

The Spirit is like wind, fire, water. 
The Spirit is none of the above in reality, 
yet all of the above in terms of metaphor. 
Each one points to the nearness of God to 
us, to the intimacy of God to each of us, 
to all of us together, to the whole world. 
The Spirit is God with us, reaching out to 
the world, nearer to us than we are to 
ourselves. 

Who is the Spirit? 

T
he Spirit is sin1ply God, present 
and active everywhere, pervading 
our life. This basic but profound 
reality bears- repeating today, 

because so many do not experience God's 
nearness but think of God as quite dis­
tant. This is most unfortunate. For God is 
with us always and everywhere: past, 
present, in and out of religious settings. 

Through the Spirit, the risen Christ is 
present with us everywhere and in every 
moment, as pervasive as the air we 
breathe, as the sun or the rain that comes 
down on us, as the wind that blows 
around us, as the life that flows through 
our veins. This is the God we are talking 
about when we speak of the Spirit. ■
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