Pre:
One of the things that I like about New Jersey is the variety in our seasons. As we get ready to leap headfirst into summer, I want to ask you to think about the seasons in the church calendar. 

You know all about the church seasons, though you may not consciously think about them a whole lot. The church year begins in the late fall, with the season of Advent, as we prepare to celebrate the birth of Christ. Then we move into Christmas itself, and then Epiphany which is the season of showing forth Christ to the world (a season of discovery and revelation), and then we move into Lent, another season of preparation. That leads to the solemn observance of the crucifixion of Jesus on Good Friday, and the joyful celebration his resurrection. 
The post-Easter season is also a time of preparation, but one that is perhaps less obvious to the world at large. After Jesus was raised from the dead, he spent 40 days with his disciples, teaching them and getting them ready for the work that they would soon take on.  He didn’t stay with them forever, not physically. After 40 days, he ascended into heaven, with the promise to return one day and complete his work. And ten days later, on Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came and filled the disciples with God’s power and with a sense of purpose. 
We will celebrate Pentecost in two weeks, and that begins the final season of the church year, which lasts until Advent. In some churches, this long season is also called “ordinary time” which frankly seems a little contradictory to me. Because any time the Holy Spirit is involved, the time is not ordinary, it’s extraordinary. And I hope that this year we can at least glimpse the Holy Spirit’s extraordinary ability to transform our lives and lead us into God’s future. Starting today.
The brief passage from John’s Gospel that I will read today, comes from what is known as Jesus’ farewell discourse. He is talking to the disciples on the night just before his arrest and crucifixion. He is preparing them for the time that will come, after his crucifixion, after his resurrection, after his ascension into heaven. He will be gone from them physically, but he will be with them through the Holy Spirit.  

Our Advocate

John 14:15-21
There was a little girl who was doing a funeral for her deceased goldfish. She had a eulogy and long prayers, and finally in conclusion she said, “in the name of the father, and the son and in the hole he goes.” 

I think for many Christians, the acquaintance with the Holy Spirit is kind of like that. The Spirit is kind of a tag-on with the father and the son, or a p.s. By the way, the Holy Spirit is here, too. In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost (Holy Spirit).  Talking about the other two persons of the Trinity is a little easier for most people. There is a sense, at least, of God the creator –mighty, powerful, the great parent of us all. And of course Jesus, the Son, is a real human person as well as being God. Even though we didn’t see him in the flesh, we can get a picture in our minds about how he might look.

But the Spirit? How do we relate to spirit? For many people, spirit is just too nebulous, too easy to dismiss. But the Spirit is God—the third person of the Trinity. So it’s important to get to know the Spirit as well as the Father and the Son. 
In these verses that I have read, Jesus uses a word that is rich with imagery and suggests the depth of relationship that we can have with the Holy Spirit. The word is paraclete, which literally means to be called alongside. The paraclete, the Holy Spirit, is one who is called alongside. Sometimes the word is translated simply as “helper.” The Spirit comes alongside to help us. Specifically, to help us to have the strength and energy to do the things that God has called us to do. I often say that God doesn’t call us to do something without also giving us the wherewithal to do it. But God does often call us to do things that we do not know how to do, and do not have the strength or resources to accomplish on our own. But the Holy Spirit helps us. Strengthens us, guides us.   

The Spirit is our helper.    Another dimension of this word paraclete is the idea of comforting. The Holy Spirit is our comforter. And this too is a helpful picture of how the Holy Spirit is involved with us. The Spirit is called alongside to bring comfort in the midst of the difficulties of life.  Listen to the story of 15-year old Douglas who was diagnosed with leukemia. His doctors spoke to him very honestly about his disease, and they told him that for the next three years, he would have to undergo chemotherapy. They didn’t sugarcoat the side effects, which was hair loss and a bloated body. When Douglas heard about these things, he was deeply depressed. His aunt, who loved him and wanted to cheer him up, called a florist to order some flowers. And she told the clerk that the flowers were for her teenaged nephew who had leukemia. The flowers that arrived at the hospital were beautiful. And there were two cards, one from his aunt, and another from the florist. The card from the florist said, “Douglas, I took your order. I work at Brix florist. I had leukemia when I was 7 years old. I’m 22 years old now. Good luck. My heart goes out to you. Sincerely, Laura Bradley.” His face lit up. He said, “Oh!” This young man was in a hospital filled with millions of dollars of the most sophisticated medical equipment. He was being treated by expert doctors and nurses. But it was a salesclerk in a flower shop, a woman making $170 a week, who, by taking the time to care, and by being wiling to go with what her heart told her to do—gave Douglas hope and the will to carry on. (adapted, Bob Greene, “From One Sufferer to Another” Chicago Tribune, August, 1987)
God doesn’t always change the circumstances of our lives. But God, the Holy Spirit, comes alongside to bring comfort. And that comfort has transforming power within it, not only to cope with disaster but also to live into the future with strength. 
So, the Holy Spirit, the paraclete, is our helper, our comforter, and also—the third dimension—the Spirit is our advocate. Advocate is the word that is used in the translation that we read today. And paraclete, used in this sense, is a legal term. The Holy Spirit is our defense attorney. The one who will come alongside and plead our case when necessary. It’s interesting. Jesus seems to assume that his followers will end up on the wrong side of the law! And it’s true. In one sense, we are on the wrong side of the law with God. We are sinners, and have broken God’s law. But God has provided for our forgiveness, rather than for our punishment. Jesus paid the penalty for sin. And the Spirit, our advocate, pleads our case for us. When I think of this advocacy, I think of it in terms of the Spirit reminding us of that reality, more than pleading for mercy in God’s courtroom. God has already forgiven us. 

And there is another sense in which the Spirit’s advocacy is a powerful reality in our lives.  Jesus has said rather clearly that those who follow him will find themselves in trouble. . . . the followers of Jesus do sometimes end up on the wrong side of the law, not for doing what is wrong, but for doing what is right. And that would be a very hard place to be, were it not for the one who comes alongside as an advocate. 
So, would you like to have this paraclete come alongside of you and bring you help and comfort and advocacy? 

I’m going to give you two illustrations that I hope you will find helpful in opening your heart to the work of the Spirit in your life. 
This week I got a “four day shopping pass” from Kohls. The pass is worth an extra 15% off anything I buy this weekend. Now, I know that a lot of other people got the same mailing that I got. But here’s my question. Who will get 15% off? Everybody who got the card? No. Only the people who actually go shopping! 

You and I and a whole lot of other people have received the information about the availability of the Holy Spirit. But a lot of people who want God’s help, won’t get it—not because God doesn’t want to give it, but because they don’t realize that they have a part to play in this. It’s a partnership. Go back to the first verse of our passage. “If you love me, you will keep my commandments,” Jesus said. “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to be with you forever.” 

God’s promise is to give the Holy Spirit. Our part is to keep Jesus’ commandments. 

Now, I’m coming to the end of my sermon, and that last comment could start a whole new one. It is those who keep the commandments of Jesus who receive the Holy Spirit. What are those commandments and how do we keep them? Well, for today, let’s keep this as simple as shopping at Kohls. You can’t expect to get 15% off at Kohls if you don’t actually go shopping there. If you want to experience the help and comfort and advocacy of the Holy Spirit, you need to follow Jesus. Just don’t expect the commandments of Jesus to be a long complicated list of do’s and don’ts. Here’s one example, and it’s something Jesus told his disciples just a little bit earlier on the same day as the passage we read: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” Stay in the circle of Jesus’ love. That’s where you will find the Holy Spirit.
The second illustration comes from yoga.  Many of us who came to the yoga classes, came for the first time because we thought yoga would help us get into better shape, and it does seem to have that function. But our instructor, Frank continues to insist that it’s all about the breath. It’s all about the breath bringing oxygen to all the vital organs, cleansing, strengthening, giving life.  After a year of yoga, I am just beginning to get what that means. And to experience a difference in my overall well being. 

In the same way that I entered yoga, many people come to God with needs that are often very specific. And God cares about those needs, but God also continues to nudge us in a new direction. It’s all about the breath—the breath of God, the wind of God , the Spirit of God. In both the Hebrew of the Old Testament (ruach) and the Greek of the New Testament (pneuma), the word that we translate as spirit also means wind and breath. The Holy Spirit is God’s breath—God’s life force coursing through our individual souls and through us as a community, bringing life and direction and purpose. 

This Spirit abides with you, Jesus says, and will be in you.  The Holy Spirit is as close as the air you breathe. Breathe deeply. 
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