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There were scars on his throat. I couldn’t figure out how they had gotten there.  
 
His name was Bertrand – everyone called him Bert. His grandson was one of my classmates at 
the University of Saint Andrews in Scotland. He had come for parents’ weekend. 
 
Over cocktails, Bert told me that he was a young man during World War II. And on June 6, 
1944, he landed on one of the beaches of Normandy.  
 
As his platoon went inland from the beach, they knew that they had to watch out for land mines. 
Bert heard a sound. Someone in the group had tripped a mine.  Several were killed right in front 
of him. 
 
Bert realized two things. First, he was alive. Second, he could not breathe. 
 
A piece of shrapnel had hit him in the neck, above his Adam’s apple. And despite the fact that 
his mind was telling his body to breathe, no air was getting into his lungs. Bert panicked, tried to 
scream. No sound came out of his mouth.  
 
Then, a medic grabbed Bert by the shoulders. He put Bert onto the ground. And using a pocket 
knife and no anesthesia, he did a tracheotomy right there in that Normandy field.  
 
He cut a small hole into Bert’s windpipe, just below the Adam’s apple. He inserted a small 
plastic tube. 
 
Bert continued: “Just as I was ready to pass out from the pain and the lack of air, my lungs 
moved, and with the help of that little tube I was able to take the breath that saved my life. That 
was the first breath for the rest of my life.” 
 
We’ve all had frightening moments when we cannot breathe. A wave pulls you under the water. 
You can’t breathe. It’s scary. Or playing sports-  you get hit hard, and it takes your breath away.  
 
Or, your 18 year old child has just died in an accident, and you’re crying so hard, that you can’t 
breathe. 
 
Or, your spouse of many years says, “I love someone else,” and you can’t catch your breath. Or, 
you bury a loved one, and you stand by the grave,  gasping for air.  



 
It’s not just Nazi mines that ‘take our breath away.’ And in those frightening moments, the one 
thing we know is – I need to breathe in order to live! 
 
But there are other things in life which ‘take our breath away.’ You stand at the rim of the Grand 
Canyon, and you say, “Isn’t this breathtaking?” The nurse hands you your firstborn child, and 
you  can’t breathe because of the miracle that you’re holding.  
 
Or the groom who stands at the altar, crying as he sees the bride come down the aisle. He is so 
happy… and I have to whisper to him, “Take a breath,” and he responds, “And also with you.” 
 
These joyful moments ‘take our breath away’ too, and if we are going to be able to thank God for 
them, we realize – how much I need my next breath. 
 
That first generation of Christians had the wind knocked out of them. The death of Jesus was 
unspeakably painful for them. Jesus’ love, and his example, were overwhelmingly wonderful!  
 
But he was killed. He was gone.  Leaving a tiny, gasping community of disciples who had no 
idea how to go on. 
 
So what did Jesus do? In today’s Gospel, he breaks through the locked door of their fears, and 
says “Peace be with you.” And then – “he breathed on them.” That’s right – he ‘breathed on 
them,’ and said to them, “receive the Holy Spirit.” 
 
The death of Jesus had left them unsure of how to go on. So he gave them his breath, his spirit, 
his power, his life. And his love made it possible for them to catch their breath, the first breath 
for the rest of their Christian lives. 
 
The Acts of the Apostles tells us that those baffled, breathless Christians were in 
Jerusalem…waiting. Perhaps they felt like Bert – panicked, wondering where their next breath 
come from. Where would hope come from?  
 
And what does God do? God sends the Holy Spirit upon them, and they are able to live again, 
and breathe again! The Spirit, that is, the breath of God, gives them the ability on that first 
Pentecost Day to break down walls of division,- even the division caused by languages- to 
overcome fear, to love without measure, to serve as Jesus served, and to proclaim just how good, 
and beautiful, and amazing are the works of the Lord! 
 
Whenever the New Testament talks about the ‘spirit of God,’ it use the word ‘pneuma.’ That 
word does not just mean ‘spirit,’ it also means ‘breath’ and ‘wind’ and ‘soul.’  



 
When we hear about God sending his Spirit upon that first generation of Christians, the 
Scriptures are telling us that God sent his breath, his life, his strength, into that rag tag group of 
Jesus’ friends, who had had the wind knocked out of them by the crucifixion. 
 
Life had knocked them down – God breathed healing into them, and they could stand, and serve. 
 
On THIS Pentecost day, the risen Christ is ready, again, to help us breathe, again. He’s ready to 
break through the locked parts of our lives, to stand in our midst, and say,  “Peace be with you.”  
 
What has knocked the wind out of you recently? What sad and terrible thing makes you gasp? 
What tragedy takes your breath away? What part of you feels lifeless? What has hit you so hard 
that you are saying, “I don’t know how to live?” 
 
In that moment, the one thing you know is this – how much you need God. 
 
And, in every one of those situations, the Risen One comes, and breathes HIS life into our lives. 
He breathes HIS power into our weakness. He breathes HIS healing into our brokenness. He 
pours HIS peace over our pain, HIS hope into our fearfulness. 
 
The Holy Spirit IS God’s own life and vitality – and that Spirit will enable you to live, even  
those parts of you that feel numb, and dead. 
 
Sit quietly this week – you’ll feel the breeze of the Holy Spirit upon your face. Be still this week 
– you’ll sense the breath of God at work in you. Pray directly this week – the Holy Spirit will 
calm your fears. Read the scriptures, receive the sacraments, treasure your family members and 
neighbors – in all of this, God’s own breath will fill your lungs. 
 
And when that happens, you will be commissioned, as the early Christians were, to get up, stand 
up, start up, move up, and speak up – telling others about the ways that God has breathed new 
life into you, serving others in Jesus name.   
 
Since Christ’s breath is alive in you, then you will be sent to speak his word, and do his work, 
and love his people, and sense his presence, in every nook and cranny of his creation.   
 
If we learn to pay attention, we will discover that every moment of every day has the potential to 
reveal God’s beauty. And without realizing it, you may end up turning to your friends again and 
again, pointing to God’s presence, and saying, “Isn’t life breathtaking?”  
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