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Not only have we institutionalized Christ; we have also tried to legislate for the Holy Spirit. The authenticity of the Book of Acts is gloriously apparent in the inconsistency of the various incidents of the Spirit's intervention from the day of Pentecost onwards. Just consider the changeableness of his comings. Not long after that first great beginning the building where Peter and John and their friends were praying was rocked as they were filled with the Holy Spirit a second time (Acts 4.31). Shocking theology! He did not come to the Samaritan converts when they were baptized, but only after Peter and John had come from Jerusalem to confirm them like good Catholics (Acts 8.16, 17). Ananias, though not an apostle, laid his hands on Saul in Damascus and after that he was baptized; the purpose of his visit was that Saul might be filled with the Holy Spirit, but the narrative does not specify the precise moment when this happened (Acts 9.17-19). It is, however, quite certain that the Spirit came upon Cornelius and his relatives and friends before they had even asked for baptism, though it is not clear whether they were, to everyone's surprise, included in an outpouring on the whole company, believers and enquirers alike, or given the baptism in the Spirit by themselves - Luke simply says 'the Holy Spirit came upon all who were listening to the message'. At any rate Peter, as we have remarked earlier, assumed their repentant faith and their cleansing from sin and authorized their baptism then and here (Acts 10.44-48). In most other instances Luke mentions either baptism or the gift of the Spirit, but it is obvious that he is not describing the events in full. But in the unusual case of those in Ephesus who had known only the baptism of John he is careful to specify both a fresh baptism and the laying on of hands, followed by the gift of the Spirit (Acts 19.5, 6). 
To complete this picture of irregularity, Luke makes a point of mentioning some form of speaking in tongues subsequent to the coming of the Spirit, on the day of Pentecost, in the household of Cornelius, and upon the group in Ephesus, but not on the other occasions. Furthermore, the apostles laid their hands on the seven to set them aside for their new ministry, and the congregation laid hands on Paul and Barnabas to commission them for their new work, but in neither case does Luke mention any special gift of the Spirit such as is mentioned in the First Epistle to Timothy. The Holy Spirit does not appear to have read the rubrics! He will not and cannot be bound.
Christians, on the other hand, put on a sorry display of special pleading and dishonest handling of the evidence in their efforts to harness his freedom to their particular family coach. One gasps at the unblinking effrontery of many ecclesiastical assertions. 'In ministering Confirmation the Church doth follow the example of the Apostles of Christ' - not a word to suggest that it is a very open question indeed. 'It is evident unto all men diligently reading Holy Scripture and ancient Authors, that from the Apostles' time there have been these Orders of Ministers in Christ's Church: Bishops, Priests and Deacons' - yet it does not require such exceptionally diligent reading to notice that in the New Testament 'bishop' and 'presbyter' are alternative names for the same officer. But the fantastications of individual scholars are even harder to credit. One finds Dom Gregory Dix contending that the laying on of hands at Samaria was an ordination of prophets, and Darwell Stone, following Calvin himself, alleging that what the Samaritans received through Peter and John was not the Spirit himself but additional special gifts. R. M. Riggs takes the pentecostal view, in defiance of verse 16, that Luke is here recording a second gift of the Spirit to the Samaritans, and two others of that persuasion, by the familiar legerdemain of shifting the 'barely possible' through the 'might-be' and the 'probable' till it becomes the 'certain', come up with the conclusion that 'wherever Luke mentions the gift of the Spirit he also mentions the gift of tongues'.
Such tortuous efforts to codify the Spirit in his freedom are not, unfortunately, the private aberrations of theologians. They reflect only too accurately the temper of all established religion, and that very passion for the law which, crucified Christ for his noncon​formity. Of course the church must lay down its norms for doctrine and practice, but we should be as ready as the weather forecaster to admit that however reliable our calculations most of the time, we cannot command the wind. And when the Spirit disobeys our canons we should avoid the absurd sin of rigidity. I wish the church of Jesus Christ had had the humility and humour of the scientists to declare publicly that our laws, like theirs 'are not statements of what must happen, but of the relative chances of a variety of alterna​tives'." Then long before now we might have seen Peter's heirs in Rome ceasing to call any Protestant Cornelius common or un​clean, and an Anglican Jerusalem desiring to lay no further burden on the Gentile Church of South India. Orthodox and Baptists might have acknowledged that the Spirit in his freedom has more than one way of making a Christian, and Paul of Canterbury might have found a simpler way of ending his sharp contention with the Methodist Barnabas. It is rigidity that divides us, not truth, for truth would set us free. We shall come no nearer the mind of Christ by further talking for, in Bonhoeffer's phrase, 'we shall never know what we do not do'.
But our church is averse to doing. It refuses to choose. That is why the Spirit can do nothing with it. Six years ago Albert H. van den Heuvel wrote this tremendous impeachment of our post-war betrayals:
If somebody has sufficient courage to make a study of cynicism, he should buy the reports of all major ecumenical gatherings, read them, and see what the churches said together. Then he should go to the balcony of his house and look over his city at the churches that are standing there, from which steeples have risen to heaven since the Middle Ages, and see how nothing has hap​pened to them. Lay training centres in Europe were largely domesticated. Built as places where Christians were trained for their lonely experiments of faith in the world, they became instruction houses for the churches' middle class. The house church experiments in many places stopped. Youth work experi​ments in many places stopped . . . The Bible study circles, which were so numerous in the first years after the war, dwindled because Bible study is difficult. No church in the whole world really practically applied the new partnership of the laity and the clergy . . . When we look back at the period since 1945, we see the renewal movement imprisoned in carefully defined and tentative experiments which were never allowed to become a strategy. . . When the world changed around us, the churches remained the same.
How can we possibly say, then, that we are the community of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of awareness and creation and judgment and freedom, the Spirit of love that throws its life away? Do we have to understand that the church that is promised in the New Testament is not going to be the new manhood all of the time, though the new manhood is in her, emerging only at those moments when she remembers that she is the forgiven and forgiving com​munity? Within a short time after Pentecost the Jerusalem church was squabbling about property and the distribution of relief. And, not long after, more serious divisions broke the fellowship in the north of Palestine. Yet it was in that Jerusalem church that Saul of Tarsus heard Stephen praying 'Lord, do not hold this sin against them', and from that northern church Ananias was sent to welcome the persecutor into their trust. Between those two moments Christ became alive for Saul.
