
John 14, 15 to 21, May 17, 2020      Holy Spirit 

 Starting in the 7th grade, I began to accompany choral groups in school concerts.  I’d 

taken piano lessons from 2nd grade on, and I loved to perform.  In 9th grade, the voice teacher 

who worked with me as a singer hired me to accompany her other students, a thrilling source of 

income to a 14 year old!  Through college, where I studied piano and voice, my work study 

income came from accompanying both instrumentalists and singers, both soloists and ensembles.  

And I also had a friend and fellow piano student who was my accompanist when I sang.  

Throughout the years since then, I have continued to accompany and be accompanied, if you 

will, and here’s what I know about :  A good accompanist, like Carol Carlson, for example, 

makes the soloist look good.  A good accompanist is right there with you, anticipating possible 

hitches, covering over your mistakes, and staying in tempo with you even if you falter. The 

difference between a mediocre and an accomplished accompanist is one of night and day, no 

question.  A soloist who trusts their accompanist is performing out of a realm of confidence and 

assurance, which is totally absent, if you don’t believe your accompanist to be competent. And of 

course that word, accompanist, is related to the word companion.  And a companion is defined as 

a person with whom one travels or spends a great deal of time.  In our journeys through life, 

whether musical or not, we are ever so grateful for those who accompany us.  They provide 

companionship, comfort, help, and guidance.  And this morning in our gospel text we recognize 

that we have a Divine Accompanist and Companion who does all of those things for us and 

alongside us, in the Holy Spirit.  Trusting in that Spirit makes a night and day difference in terms 

of the confidence and assurance we feel as we journey along in life.  
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 Jesus speaks to us about the Holy Spirit in this lesson, and he does so in a way that lets us 

know that God, as Holy Spirit, is our accompanist and companion in a way that is not so much 

rigid and singular, as it is creative and diverse.  He does that by using a word for the Spirit that is 

unique to John’s Gospel, the word “paraclete”, literally, “one who is alongside us.”  But let’s set 

the stage briefly before we explore what that understanding means for our relationship to this 

Holy Spirit.    

  Recall that these words of Jesus are spoken in the same context as our Gospel lesson 

from last week.  In terms of the trajectory of Holy Week, Easter, and the weeks since then, we are 

traveling back in time.   This text is set on the night of the Last Supper.  Jesus has shared a 

Passover meal with his disciples, and he’s washed their feet.  We want to recognize that in that 

act of foot washing, he has both taken on the role of a servant and he has defined what love 

means---because he washes the feet of Judas, who he knows will betray him, and of Peter, who 

he knows will deny him, along with all the rest.  Performing an act of caring from a servant 

stance for those who will bring about your own suffering and demise redefines what it means to 

love.  And having performed this act of love,  he speaks to them from the heart.  He knows his 

betrayal and arrest will happen yet that evening and he will die a painful and humiliating death 

the next day.  He’s 33 years old and he knows his death is imminent!  And here he is with those 

he loves most, wanting to share some final, parting words.  What would you say to loved ones if 

you knew your death was close at hand?  With what would you want to leave them?  Very often 

words of love and farewell and even encouragement are spoken in one form or another at such 

times.  Jesus is no exception.  He knows how lost his disciples will be without him, and he does 

his best to reassure them of his love for them.    He leaves them with an encouragement to love 
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as he has loved them, saying, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  And he 

leaves them with a promise of his presence among them, even in his absence---not an easy 

concept for them or for us to grasp.  He declares, “I will ask the Father, and He will give you 

another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This is the Spirit of truth.”  There’s that word for the 

Holy Spirit, paraclete, translated here as “advocate”.   Literally, the one alongside us, the 

companion, the one who accompanies us.  So impactful is the presence of this Paraclete, this 

Companion, that Jesus is able to assure his disciples, “I will not leave you orphaned.”  Those are 

powerful words.  Because who wants to be an orphan?  In the ancient world, being an orphan 

was far more common than in our present society.  Yet I believe it’s an image to which we can all 

relate.  To be without a mother or father….to be without family or intimates….to be abandoned, 

helpless, at the mercy of a callous world…..that’s a terrifying prospect. “I will not leave you 

orphaned”, Jesus insists to his friends—and to us.  The Paraclete will be alongside you. Will 

accompany you.  Will be your companion.  This Holy Spirit of God will make all the difference 

in your journey.  And yet, who or what is the Holy Spirit?  

 Within the doctrine of the Trinity, certainly the Holy Spirit is the least understood and 

most mysterious aspect of the Godhead for most of us.  One commentator suggested that the 

Holy Spirit is like the shy member of the Trinity, because we have the hardest time seeing or 

grasping the Spirit’s identity. Let’s think about the Trinity for a moment.  This is the doctrine that 

claims that while Christians are monotheists---we believe in one God; we also are Trinitarians…

we believe that One God is expressed or understood in 3 ways, in 3 persons, to use the ancient 

language of the church. We understand God as Father or Mother, as the One Who Creates. 

Looking around us, we can comprehend the reality of a Creator, and having had or been parents, 
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we understand that metaphor of Father or Mother.  That’s the First Person of the Trinity.  We 

understand Jesus as Christ, as the Incarnate God who was born, crucified and raised.  Particularly 

as Lutherans, we are strong on learning about Jesus, the Son, the second person of the Trinity.  

That’s kind of our denominational specialty.   But, the Holy Spirit, the ongoing and vibrant 

presence of God with us now, that Third Person of the Trinity,  is harder to get a handle on 

intellectually.  I think that’s true even though I believe most of us experience God in this Holy 

Spirit way, perhaps quite intensely.  Generally, the word used for the Spirit of God is pneuma in 

Greek, ruah in Hebrew-- that one word that signifies breath, wind and spirit. That word is used 

within our lesson, when we hear about the Paraclete as being the Spirit of truth.  But as I 

mentioned already, in this text, Jesus speaks of that Spirit as the  paraclete, a way of talking 

about the Holy Spirit that we find only in this gospel of John and in the first letter of John.  As a 

word with many connotations, Paraclete can be translated into English in a variety of ways, all of 

which express some truth about the Holy Spirit.  It can be a term with legal connotations, as in an 

advocate or counselor, one who speaks for someone in court or advises someone. That’s how it’s 

translated in our version today, the NRSV.    It can also mean Helper, and you can find that word 

in the Today’s English Version translation and others.  And my personal favorite is the King 

James Bible translation:  Comforter.  The One who comforts us. Each of these translations is 

correct, for the word Paraclete includes all these shades of meanings.   The typical word for 

Spirit, pneuma in Greek, connoting breath, wind, and spirit, most definitely opens our eyes to the 

free, powerful, mysterious nature of God’s Spirit and Holy Presence among us.  But this other 

word, paraclete, also teaches us something about God’s Spirit and Holy Presence.  Through this 
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word, we learn that God, through the Spirit, stands alongside us,  accompanies us, advocates for 

us, helps us, and comforts us.    

 When I’ve asked others what aspect of God’s Spirit is most meaningful to them, the 

answers are all across the board, including all of those meanings of paraclete. But right about 

now, I’m guessing we all need the Spirit of God to be all of those meanings for us.  Don’t we 

depend on Advocates and Counselors right now, more than ever?  The CDC, Dr. Fauci, the 

Bishop, the Governor, our own local physicians; we depend on those who know more than us to 

guide us, give us wise counsel, and speak for us.  In all of this, we are assured by Jesus in this 

text that God’s Spirit alongside us acts in this way for us, not only in relation to this bewildering 

pandemic, but in relation to a whole life’s array of bewildering circumstances, difficult decisions, 

and problematic concerns.  Always just a prayer away. God’s Spirit is our Advocate and 

Counselor, we are not left on our own, abandoned.   

 Likewise, we must certainly have had our awareness of how much we need helpers 

clarified during these weeks and months.  We’ve also had our eyes opened to the multiplicity of 

those who help and the risks they take.  From doctors and nurses in hospitals, to CNAs in care 

centers, to First Responders, we see the heroism of these helpers.  But we also see it in essential 

workers in grocery stores, food production plants, day care centers, mail carriers, the folks 

packaging our Amazon orders, workers in education, agriculture, government, and so on….some 

of whom have impressive titles and salaries and whole lot who do not.  But they are heroes too, 

helpers taking risks for others.  Where would we be without these helpers?  And where would we 

be without God’s Spirit as our Divine Helper, assisting us, risking for us, doing thankless tasks 
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for us, getting us through each day, one way or another.  God’s Spirit is our Helper and source of 

strength; we are not left orphaned. 

 And what about that expression of God’s Spirit that seems so crucial to me right now, that 

of Comforter?  When I think of God as Comforter, I literally think of being wrapped in a 

comforter, a quilt, the security of a parent’s love,  a home that shelters and nurtures.  I suppose 

the longer we live, the more we have to grieve; we may have more in which to rejoice, as well, 

but without a doubt, our accumulation of grief grows larger.  And at this time, I find myself every 

so often feeling simply sad.  Sad for our world and our country, for all of us.  Sad for students, 

especially graduating seniors.  Sad for those without work, agonizing over finances while also 

trying to homeschool their children.  Sad for the weariness of health workers in hot zones, the 

grief of those losing dear ones, the misery of those ill.  Sad for how the impact of all of this falls 

most heavily on those already the most burdened or vulnerable through reasons of age, health 

concerns, poverty, or race. It’s sad.  I long to be comforted.  I long for the whole world to be 

comforted.  Don’t you?  And we have a Comforter, the paraclete, the Holy Spirit who 

accompanies and walks alongside us, who provides deep consolation that helps to heal our hearts 

and our world.  We are not orphaned nor abandoned.   

 The Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, continues to advocate, guide, help, and comfort us.  And to 

bind us together in love, even when we are not together.  Having that good accompanist is what 

allows the soloist to sing or play with confidence.  Having the Spirit as the One who 

accompanies us does the same thing—though the path forward is not straight forward, the very 

Spirit of God accompanies us, giving us assurance and confidence.  We are not abandoned.  We 

are not orphaned.  We are not alone.  We are loved.  Amen.  
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