
Praise for Fresh Air

“There are few elements of our faith that are as passionately  

debated or largely ignored as the Holy Spirit, a topic that easily 

induces both fiery discourse and faint shrugs. Mystery has always 

made for an awkward bedfellow. Jack Levison somehow invites us 

to dig deep into the soil of Biblical study on the topic, unearth and 

examine its complex root system, and then marvel at the beauty 

that blooms above. Wild and growing in imperfect rows. 

Let it be so with my own knowledge of the Holy Spirit.”

—Nichole Nordeman

“Levison attests to the quotidian reality of the Spirit in the actual lives 

of women and men. A subtext of his book is that ‘mainline’ church 

folk have a lot to learn from Pentecostals. Fresh Air invites a re-read of 

Scripture and re-notice of our own lives in the power of the Spirit.”

—Walter Brueggemann

“I’ve often asked pastors, ‘Who is the most neglected person of 

the Trinity?’ They always answer, ‘The Holy Spirit.’ In this lively 

and—well—Spirit-filled book, Jack Levison enjoys the exploits of the 

Holy Spirit throughout Scripture, provoking a fresh encounter with 

God. Jack is uniquely qualified to lead us, combining his scholarly 

understanding of Scripture with his deep affection for the church, both 

mainline and Pentecostal. No one will think about the Holy Spirit in 

the same way after reading Jack’s book.” 

—William Willimon

“For far too long, the Holy Spirit has been treated like the junior 

partner in the Trinity. In a book that is at turns both challenging and 

practical, Levison has remedied that. His vast study of the Holy Spirit 

is made available to everyone. This book promises to breathe new life 

into individuals and congregations alike. Highly recommended.”

—Tony Jones
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“Fresh Air is, well, a breath of fresh air. 

Jack Levison fuses an accurate but unpretentious 

examination of the Holy Spirit in Scripture 

with a lively and generous style that invites 

the entire Christian community, regardless of 

label, to embrace God’s Spirit in the everyday 

ordinariness of life. Breathe deeply.” 

—Eugene Peterson

John (Jack) R. Levison (BA, Wheaton College; 

MA, Cambridge University; PhD, Duke University) 

is Professor of New Testament Studies at Seattle 

Pacific University. The author of many books and 

articles, including Filled with the Spirit, he has 

won major national and international awards for 

his scholarship. This is his first book written for a 

wide, popular audience.
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to my children 

Jeremy and Chloe 

because, in times of both exquisite delight 

and enormous challenge,  

they are always a source of fresh air, 

of inspiration
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introduction

H
e loosened his tie, leaned back, and told us 

that the words in Paul’s letter meant there 

would be no more spiritual gifts, no further 

speaking in tongues. What words, I won-

dered? “When the perfect comes, the imperfect will 

pass away,” he quoted from the thirteenth chapter 

of First Corinthians. Pope-like, he delivered this mes-

sage ex cathedra to us, his audience, from the deck 

chair on my parents’ Long Island patio. The “perfect” 

Paul was referring to was the Bible, he explained. 

And once the Bible came, there was no more need for 

“imperfect” spiritual gifts. 

He was twenty-two, a newly minted minister 

from somewhere in the Midwest. I was fifteen, just 

about the time that I was feeling the call to become 

a minister myself. And I was dumbfounded. With the 

snap of his fingers, in the blink of an eye, this man did 

away with one of the most distinguishing features of 

the holy spirit. Poof! I was stunned into silence. His 

incapacity for awe at the possibility of miraculous 
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2  fresh air

gifts floored me. His inability to be seduced by 

mystery bewildered me. 

Even at that young age, I bristled with skepticism 

at this interpretation of the Bible, with which our 

guest discarded something so significant, something 

so big. So, given that I lacked even an ounce of com-

petence or training, I tucked the question away and 

headed to college and graduate school. When I turned 

thirty and had some breathing room and a bit of skill, 

I untucked it. It was time to grapple with the holy 

spirit. During my first teaching stint, at a Methodist 

seminary, I developed a course on the holy spirit in 

the letters of Paul. Still inexperienced, I knew I needed 

someone with more know-how to teach alongside me, 

so I fetched around until I met a pastor in Kansas City 

who had been influenced by the so-called Third Wave 

movement. (The first wave was Pentecostalism, the 

second wave the charismatic movement of the ’70s, 

and the third wave a movement that emerged from 

both but tended to focus more on prophetic revelation 

than speaking in tongues.) 

About three or four students tended to hang around 

after class, so we prayed together in a way that was 

new to me. We laid hands on each other. We listened 

to God for words and images. We tried to discern 

together whether words we heard or images we saw 

while praying had resonated with something from 

the past or something going on in the present. One 
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introduction  3 

of the students, a regular after-class participant, lay 

back on the ground, as if asleep—what Pentecostals 

call being “slain in the spirit”—while we prayed. She 

is now probably a standard-issue Methodist minister 

in rural Missouri, and I imagine the people in her 

church would be shocked by this blip of charismatic 

activity during her seminary days. But it was a part of 

her life, as it was of mine.

And still is. I still seek invigorating experiences 

of the holy spirit. I still listen in prayer for inspired 

images and words. And I still believe that the minister 

on my parents’ sunny deck on Long Island was just 

plain wrong: the Bible, inspired though it is, cannot 

replace the gifts of the holy spirit. 

That’s a starting point. 

I am one of those Christians, you see, who has one 

foot in the mainline Protestant church and one in 

Pentecostalism, more or less. I have never really set 

my foot down in Pentecostalism, though I did once 

have an experience that my Third Wave pastor friend 

assured me was speaking in tongues. To this day, I’m 

not entirely sure, which probably says something in 

itself. Whatever it may have been, I think it was a pri-

vate and profound work of the holy spirit that went 

beyond words. That, I suspect, reflects the Pentecostal 

side of me. 

Yet I was raised in the Church of Christ (the side 

of the schism that uses musical instruments) and 
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4  fresh air

married, two weeks before taking my doctoral 

exams, a Methodist minister named Priscilla. Even 

still, I’ve also not set my foot down altogether 

comfortably in mainline Protestantism. Odd, I 

know, because I’ve been a minister’s husband for 

nearly thirty years, taught Sunday school regularly, 

taken the youth group on all sorts of excursions, 

and even, during our early days, received a formal 

invitation to the Bishop’s Ministers’ Wives’ Tea—

though, for reasons that should be obvious, I chose 

not to attend. Plus I have taught at two of thirteen 

United Methodist seminaries. That should count for 

something. But I’m not what you might call “settled” 

in my denominational home. I’m not a happy camper 

in the mainline Protestant church. It would be more 

accurate to say that I am a sympathetic outsider to 

Pentecostalism and a Methodist insider who craves a 

direct and dramatic experience of the holy spirit. 

My discomfort, if I were to sum it up without bela-

boring the point, has to do with the holy spirit. I have a 

deep appreciation for Pentecostalism, for its intensity, 

its growth, the directness of the experience it offers, 

but what I want to share with you, as you’ll shortly 

see, isn’t classic Pentecostalism. I take a different tack 

on the holy spirit. I also have a rich respect for main-

line Protestantism, for its commitment to justice, its 

effort to include strangers and aliens, and the direct 

line it offers to the wealth of the Christian tradition, 
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but what I propose in the following chapters isn’t a 

typical mainline Protestant outlook on the holy spirit 

either. Our experiences can become more concrete 

and life changing than the mainline Protestant tradi-

tion sometimes leads us to believe.

However, there is a silver lining to my uneasiness. 

By standing, even hesitantly, with one foot in each 

camp, I believe I can offer a fresh and surprising word 

about the holy spirit to both. I hope to rekindle the 

mystery that the minister of my youth had lost and to 

capture experiences of the holy spirit that Christians, 

even Pentecostals, in their century of vibrant growth, 

may have ignored. This book can also change 

ordinary people in search of meaning. What I propose 

has the potential to change even societies outside 

the confines of the church—the world apart from 

Christian believers and Christian institutions. Why? 

Because this book finds the holy spirit, that is, God’s 

mystical, practical, expansive, unbridled presence in 

the world, where we least expect it—in every breath 

we take, in social transformation, in community, in 

hostile situations, and in serious learning.

the challenge ahead
Consider this book the gateway to an experience 

of the holy spirit that is, all at once, biblical, radical, 

and practical. Let me explain what I mean by each 

of these.
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Biblical Insights
A few years ago, I wrote a long article on the holy 

spirit for the New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. 

As I wrote this piece, I noticed that the Hebrew word 

for spirit, ruach, occurs nearly four hundred times in 

the Old Testament alone. Fifty times or so the word 

means wind—but that still leaves hundreds of times 

when the word ruach refers to a spirit from God. 

Yet if I asked you to list even ten references to 

God’s spirit in the Old Testament, you might have 

some trouble. If I asked you to list five passages 

about the spirit from the entire Bible that might 

actually challenge your view of the spirit, you 

might be hard-pressed to think of any. That’s 

because we tend to focus on specific texts we’ve 

been taught. When I was growing up, for example, 

my church believed that Christians received the 

spirit when they were baptized by immersion for 

the forgiveness of sins. (We were very specific 

about this!) So I memorized those passages in the 

Bible that supported this point of view. Take Acts 

2:38: “Repent, and be baptized every one of you 

in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may 

be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the 

Holy Spirit.” This was our cornerstone passage. I 

knew almost nothing of other passages about the 

holy spirit, such as Isaiah 63:10, “But they rebelled 

and grieved God’s holy spirit; therefore God 
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became their enemy; God fought against them.” 

An important passage to say the least, but because 

it had little to do with what my church believed 

about adult baptism, I never heard about it—or 

about the hundreds of other passages in the Bible 

that didn’t support my church’s teaching. 

I don’t mean to single out the church of my youth 

as the cause of all my misunderstandings. I learned 

a great deal there and trace the origins of my faith 

to that church. I’m simply illustrating how tradi-

tions tend to focus on specific texts that support their 

points of view. They lock on something that gives 

them a particular identity, and they don’t let it go. So 

they ignore passages that are not relevant to—or that 

call into dispute—their point of view. Not here, how-

ever. Not in this book. When I promise you a book 

on the holy spirit that is biblical, I mean to include 

important and often unfamiliar passages throughout 

the Bible. We’ll look at passages as far flung as the 

sayings of Elihu (Eli-who?) in the book of Job and 

Jesus’ promise in the Gospel of Mark that martyrs 

will be given the spirit.

I’ve never found the Bible to be stultifying. I’ve 

always found it to be unsettling. This book follows 

suit. It may unsettle you because the presence of the 

holy spirit is unsettling, particularly when we take the 

whole of the Bible, and not just cherished and familiar 

passages, into consideration. If your views unravel a 
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8  fresh air

bit, keep reading, and you will discover unexpected 

and rich ways of experiencing the holy spirit. 

Radical Perspectives
What you’ll read in the chapters ahead of you may 

be entirely new. Some of what you read will be rad-

ical. Some of it may shake you up. All of it, I hope, 

will enlarge and enrich what you believe. 

What are some of the perspectives you’ll encounter? 

For starters, the belief that God’s spirit is in every 

human being and not just Christians. This belief—

and it is biblical—conjures up a whole set of chal-

lenging questions for those of us who’ve been taught 

that only Christians have God’s spirit in them.

You’ll be faced with other challenges too, such as 

when we take a step further and discover the activity 

of the spirit in whole societies. This is the thrust of 

various Old Testament promises on the outpouring 

of the spirit. Not just individual Christians have the 

spirit. Not just Christian churches. The outpouring 

of God’s spirit turns whole societies upside down and 

inside out. 

You’ll be asked to wrap your head around other 

biblical beliefs, such as the presence of the holy 

spirit in a community rather than just individuals. I 

was talking with my sister, a mature and educated 

Christian, about this. I asked her to tell me what the 

holy spirit does. She said that the spirit is an internal 
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guide who prompts and directs from within. True 

enough, I said, and yet I don’t think that’s the whole 

truth. Sharon was surprised (and delighted because 

she is intensely curious) as we talked about how the 

spirit choreographs the rhythms and outreach of 

entire communities.

Still another unsettling realization you’ll encounter 

here: the holy spirit is not always friendly. The spirit 

drove Jesus into a hostile desert after his baptism, and 

Jesus promised the spirit to his followers when they 

were on the verge of martyrdom. The association of 

the holy spirit with hostility may be hard to stomach, 

but it is biblical, and it goes to the heart of Jesus’ life 

and teachings.

Finally, you’ll be asked to embrace alternative 

experiences of the holy spirit. If you dance or sway 

in the spirit and speak in tongues, you’ll have the 

opportunity to join with those who experience the 

holy spirit through meditation and quiet. If you have 

never spoken in tongues or danced in the spirit, you’ll 

have the chance to join with those who do. Where? In 

the study of the Bible, which contains a clear pattern 

of inspiration: the holy spirit moves, and moves 

powerfully, when people gather to understand Jesus 

in light of the Old Testament. 

Let me crystallize the radical dimensions of this 

book in another way. During the biblical era, the holy 

spirit was not yet understood as the welcoming and 
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hospitable third person of the Christian Trinity, the 

sort of peaceable guide that many of us, like my sister 

Sharon, consider it to be. The spirit was a force to 

be reckoned with, an impulse to which mere humans 

capitulated, a source of daily breath and an uncon-

tainable outside power. For this reason, as well as a 

grammatical one, I refer to God’s breath and power 

as holy spirit (lowercased) rather than Holy Spirit 

(see page 15). 

This book aims to place the true heritage of the 

holy spirit of God back in your hands. My hope is 

that it will lead you to a richer, more robust experi-

ence rooted in the resources of the Bible. Consider for 

a moment these possibilities.

•	The	spirit	is	in	every	human	being,	who	can	cultivate	

the wisdom of the spirit through simplicity and 

faithfulness.

•	The	 spirit	 is	particularly	present	not	 in	 the	 status	

quo but in social upheaval. 

•	The	spirit	inspires	whole	communities.	

•	The	spirit	drives	the	faithful	into	arenas	of	hostility.

•	The	 spirit	 simultaneously	 inspires	 ecstasy	 and 

restraint, study and spontaneity. 

Take a quick glance at these topics, and you’ll 

notice that this is no friendly introduction. It will 
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be controversial. It will be provocative. It will be 

unsettling because that is the character of the holy 

spirit, at least according to the record we have in the 

Bible.

 

Practical Strategies
I want you to be challenged when you finish reading 

each chapter, but I also want you to walk away from 

every chapter equipped to put into practice what you 

are learning. So I offer in this book a wealth of prac-

tical strategies.

To start with, I’ll ask you to recognize that the 

breath in you is spirit-breath, so you’ll need to learn 

to breathe—deeply, evenly—all over again. You’ll 

learn that simplicity is essential to learning to breathe 

again; Daniel received his first revelations while he 

was living simply, unencumbered by ambition, unim-

peded by wealth. Practical? Yes. Possible? That’s up 

to you.

You’ll also learn to question familiar formulas. 

For example, before I studied the Bible carefully, I 

associated the power of the spirit with enormous 

or excessive energy. I thought that’s why people 

danced and bounced and swayed in spirit-filled 

worship services. This is not always true. Sometimes 

depleted and discouraged people are deeply filled 

with the spirit. Praise, in fact, is most precious when 

it is offered by people in the valley of the shadow 
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of death, pain, and grief, even when that praise is 

muted, nearly imperceptible, like the soft breath of 

the sick and immobile. 

Along with breathing, you’ll rediscover not only 

the pleasure but also the power of quiet. My wife, 

Priscilla, and I have discovered the power of quiet in 

a Taizé service on Sunday nights, when a small group 

gathers at a candlelit church about twenty minutes 

from our home. Long stretches of quiet are pep-

pered by simple songs, Scripture readings, prayers, 

and a hushed eating of bread and drinking of wine in 

memory of Jesus’ death. Both of us have found our 

ears alert and our spirits moved by the holy spirit as 

we sit in silence.

Other strategies will be more active. Let me pre-

view one from chapter 3. We’ll garner from the book 

of Isaiah a model of daily discipline in three parts.

•	Meet	 God	 every	 morning.	 Commit	 yourself	 to	

routine awakening.

•	Listen—don’t	talk.	Practice	routine listening.

•	Train	 for	 the	goal	of	 sustaining	 the	weary	with	a	

word. Devote yourself to routine encouragement.

This simple model leads the prophet to a vision of 

God and the world that is at odds with the people 

around him, who violently oppose him. If you want 

to follow the simple three-step model of this prophet, 
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you’ll need to allow God to prepare you for the con-

sequences of inspiration. This routine maintenance 

will be worth the effort and the cost; the prophet’s 

vision is perhaps the most inspired in the Bible, and 

Jesus picked up exactly where he left off.

The holy spirit is powerful beyond the confines of 

individual Christians. So you’ll also find here practical 

strategies for tapping into the life of the spirit within 

the community. In chapter 6, we’ll look at the work 

of the spirit in a variety of communities, including the 

church in first-century Antioch, whose qualities were 

arresting. The holy spirit selected this church as the 

base for the first Christian mission because it had an 

astonishing array of virtues. It was generous to a fault, 

loved to study the Scriptures, had a multicultural 

leadership team composed of prophets and teachers 

(with no pastors!), and practiced the spiritual 

disciplines of fasting and prayer. Is it any wonder 

that this church heard a clear word of the holy spirit 

during worship and launched the very first mission?

 

the wealth of a word 
(a note about hebrew and greek, 

and Just a touch of grammar)

How to Translate a Single Significant Word
Let’s pause for a moment to talk about the meaning 

of the word spirit. The original Hebrew and Greek 
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words for “spirit” were used to convey concepts as 

diverse as a breath, a breeze, a powerful gale, an angel, 

a demon, the heart and soul of a human being, and 

the divine presence itself. That is a remarkable range 

of meanings, and it is absolutely essential to keep in 

mind that only one word in Hebrew (ruach) and one 

in Greek (pneuma) conveys all of these meanings.

A good example of how difficult it can be to 

translate these words occurs in Ezekiel’s vision of the 

valley of dry bones, which inspired the song “Dem 

Bones Gonna Rise Again.” In English translations 

of this vision, three words—“breath,” “winds,” and 

“Spirit”—recur. Ezekiel is instructed, “Prophesy 

to the breath . . . ‘Come from the four winds, O 

breath.’” As a result, “breath came into them,” and 

the bones “lived, and stood on their feet—a vast 

multitude.” The vision then ends with the promise, 

“I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live” 

(Ezekiel 37:9–14). In English translations such as 

this one, the New Revised Standard Version, which 

is pretty typical, a reader is led to believe that the 

breath which is inbreathed into the bones is somehow 

different from both the four winds that gather and 

the Spirit that will be put into the nation of Israel. But 

in the original, it’s all the same word.

Translations miss out on the drama of the Hebrew. 

Ezekiel repeats the word ruach in order to emphasize 

that the one and only ruach of God inspires the 
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resurrection of Israel—a resurrection that is at once 

a personal creation like Adam’s (ruach = “breath”), 

a cosmic rush of vitality (ruach = “winds”), and a 

promise of national faithfulness (ruach = “Spirit”). 

Ezekiel piles up the connotations of ruach to fire 

Israel’s deadened imagination. Translations lose this 

vivid and dramatic recurrence. This is not the fault 

of translators. It’s simply a difference in languages, 

a discrepancy in words. The Hebrew ruach and the 

Greek pneuma are much richer and more resonant 

than the English words breath, spirit, or wind. English 

simply cannot shoulder the breadth of meaning that 

the original languages can. For this reason, I will 

often refer to “spirit-breath” in what follows rather 

than to either “spirit” or “breath.”

holy spirit Rather Than Holy Spirit 
There is something else I should clarify. As I noted 

earlier, you will notice that throughout this book I leave 

the words holy spirit lowercased. I mean no disrespect 

by this; in fact, I am trying to demonstrate my respect 

for the original languages. Here’s what I mean: When 

translators encounter the words ruach and pneuma, 

they have to decide whether to capitalize the word, and 

they make this decision based on whether the word is 

thought to refer to the human or divine spirit. If they 

think the biblical authors are referring to physical life, 

translators tend to render ruach or pneuma as “breath” 
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or “spirit.” If they think the authors understand ruach 

or pneuma as a charismatic gift of God, they capitalize 

“Spirit.” Sometimes they can’t decide. 

For instance, in a description of Joshua in 

Deuteronomy 34:9, the New International Version 

contains the words, “Joshua . . . was filled with 

the spirit,” though a footnote reads, “Or Spirit.” 

Obviously the translators could not decide whether 

Joshua was filled with a life-force (“spirit”) or a 

divine gift of the Holy Spirit. 

Consider, too, this example from the New 

Testament. In one of his letters, Paul includes “holy 

spirit” in a list of virtues that describe his life’s work: 

“in patience, in kindness, in holy spirit, in genuine 

love,” and so on (2 Corinthians 6:6). What does Paul 

mean by the phrase, “in holy spirit,” which occurs 

without the definite article (and without a clue to 

capitalization) in the original Greek? The translators 

of the New Revised Standard Version think he is 

referring to his own integrity and translate the words 

as “holiness of spirit.” In contrast, the translators of 

the New International Version think Paul is referring 

to a distinct gift of the Spirit and translate the words 

with “in the Holy Spirit.” These are very different 

interpretations of Paul’s words. Both are possible 

in this context: Paul may be describing his way of 

life either in terms of integrity (holiness of spirit) or 

inspiration (in the Holy Spirit). 
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I hope you are beginning to understand why I don’t 

capitalize the words holy spirit. Even when I quote 

from the New Revised Standard translation of the 

Bible, I change Spirit to spirit and Holy Spirit to holy 

spirit. I am not refusing to acknowledge the role of 

the holy spirit in the Trinity or the personhood of 

the spirit. I am simply avoiding a false dichotomy 

between the human and divine spirit (on which you’ll 

read more in chapters 1 and 2) and making every 

effort to champion instead my conviction that the 

Hebrew and Greek languages were host to a magnifi-

cent single word that could encompass stormy winds 

and settled souls, the rush of the divine and the hush 

of human holiness. Every interpreter, myself included, 

should preserve the magnificence and the breadth of 

the breath that animates and motivates all people.

And, on another note about translations in this 

book, normally I use the New Revised Standard 

Version of the Bible. When I am not satisfied with the 

NRSV, I do my own translating.

Before you dive in
In order to take away as much as you can from this 

book, let me make some suggestions about how to go 

about reading it. 

• Keep a Bible handy. If you have a moment, read the 

biblical texts featured in each chapter. I’ve listed 
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them on the page facing the beginning of each 

chapter. Write down in a few words what you have 

learned about the holy spirit from each particular 

text. What you think about these texts before you 

read each chapter will provide both a starting point 

and, often enough, a measure of what you will take 

away.

•	Take	 time	 to	 breathe. While reading, take time to 

pause over ideas or turns of phrase that attract your 

attention. Think of these pauses as rest areas on a 

long highway journey or lookouts on a mountain 

road from which to take in a vista. 

•	Write. If you’ve ever been scolded for writing in 

books, put that behind you. Margins are meant 

for scribbling. Write all over the place in this one, 

whether you’re reading it in paper or electronic 

form. At the end of each chapter, note how your 

mind may have changed and what texts in the Bible 

may have brought about this change.
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Before you read this chapter, 
           get to know these texts.

o	 Psalms 104:24–30; 146:1–4

o Job 12:7–12; 27:1–6

o Job 33:1–7; 34:10–20

o	 ecclesiastes 3:16–22; 12:1–7
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 I     
had an epiphany once. And, like so many 

epiphanies, it didn’t happen when I was in 

church or in prayer or on a mountaintop. It 

happened while I was walking my son, Jeremy, 

to his elementary school. I had a searing headache and 

an aching back and was not so much walking on the 

sidewalk as in the sidewalk, wading up to my knees 

in cement. I lumbered, leaning in the direction of the 

school, while Jeremy bounded and bustled his way 

there. He must have tripled the distance, quadrupled 

the steps, as he traveled the sidewalk side to side, 

walking in angles rather than, like me, straight ahead 

in labored steps. Then came the epiphany. I won’t 

tell you what it was just yet. Let’s see instead if, by 

reading this chapter, you can figure out what dawned 

on me that morning.

the heart of darkness
The key to unlocking my epiphany begins on an 

infamous ash heap, with one of the most tragic and 

triumphant figures in the whole of human history: 

Job. This solitary soul has lost everything: his sons 

1 
JoB’s 
Pledge
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