
SERMON FOR THE SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER 

N. Farnham & St. John’s Episcopal Churches 

May 17, 2020 – The Rev. Torrence Harman 

 

The Gospel Passage:  John 14:15-21 

Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.  And I will ask the Father, and he 

will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This is the Spirit of truth, whom the 

world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him.  You know him, because he 

abides with you, and he will be in you. I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.  In a 

little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you also will 

live.  On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.  They who 

have my commandments and keep them are those who love me; and those who love me will be 

loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal myself to them. 

 

“The Farewell Gift” 

It was 1983.  It had been a difficult, volatile couple of years in my life.  But what I had hoped for 

over the past several years had finally come to pass. After an outdoor ceremony presided over by 

the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Virginia at the University of Richmond I held in my 

hand the piece of heavy paper, the document that confirmed I was an attorney, a lawyer, an 

advocate for people, principles, causes.  I had the license to go into a courtroom and plead a case, 

argue and try to persuade a judge or jury to see things my and my client’s way.  Of course, it was 

called and always will be, the practice of law.  Like one never really gets “there” – always 

practicing.  I wonder why that did not worry clients – that designation as a law practice?  

Nonetheless, I was excited, exuberant that I had “made it” as I cherished that piece of paper. 

 

I have always seemed to want things to be “better” for my world and the world around me and 

motivated to channel my energies towards that goal. A mission that I believe my Grandmother 

instilled in me when I was little. What a gift I felt I had received – some words on a piece of 

paper authorizing me to take on, in a formal and public way, the role of advocate.  The 

opportunity to participate in a venue whose sole goal was to determine the “truth.”  I remember 

Chief Justice Carrico’s words then.  “Whatever you did in Law School, whatever your class 

standing,” he told those gathered there, “you are now at the starting gate, again.” 

 

 I would find, of course, that it would be a lot more complicated than the simple view I had back 

then.  And I would find out, too, that when it “worked” it had a lot more to do with something 

bigger than I was and, also, that it was much more complicated than a few words on a piece of 

paper giving me license to advocate for others and for a better world.  I would look back on that 

piece of paper and realize that being an attorney was only part of what I was getting myself into.  

Because the words on the paper identified me as an “attorney and counselor at law.”  It would 

take everything I had “in me” and then some to try and live into both, particularly the second. 

 

In our Gospel passage today, Jesus is solidly into his farewell speech to his disciples.  He has 

concluded his public ministry.  He has been teacher, walker with, cajoler, encourager, counselor, 



comforter, prodder and pusher, helper, facilitator, leader - training the disciples all along the 

Way. He has sent them out to try out what he has taught them. They have had some successes 

and some failures, but he has always been around.  Now, his time has come to leave them.  He 

knows that, even if it has not sunk in with them yet.  He has had a last supper with them, washed 

the grime and exhaustion from their feet, fed them and given them a new commandment, “Love 

one another as I have loved you.”  A ritual marking a significant transition for him and for them 

before he leaves this world, before they are commissioned to go out into the world to make the 

world a better place in the Way Jesus has tried to teach them.  We are now in what commentary 

labels Jesus’ “Farewell Discourse.” And, as with the farewell addresses so common in the 

literature around famous people in the ancient Mediterranean world of Jesus’ day, over the 

course of this discourse he will offer motivational words, prophesies and promises – but most 

important, a blessing.   

 

Here it is in this morning’s Gospel “lesson.”  The astounding, surprising gift Jesus tells his 

followers will come from God: an “Advocate, to be with you forever.”  Jesus promises he will 

ask this of God and God will give it.  He calls this advocate, the Spirit of truth.  He seems to 

assume his disciples know what he is talking about when he says, “You know him, because he 

abides with you, and he will be in you.”  Given the spotty history of the disciples really getting 

anything Jesus tries to teach them, don’t we wish he had offered more explanation?  Not only for 

them back then, but for us as modern-day followers and disciples.   

 

The gift is given, he tells them.  They have it with them already and it will be “in them” – this 

Spirit of truth.  I imagine the disciples looking at each other, checking themselves, perhaps 

wondering exactly where this Spirit will take up location within them.  But sadly, there is a 

“catch” to this blessing, this gift.  Jesus, who has been with them physically as a human earthly 

presence will be leaving them in the way they have known him.  And the confusing language of 

everybody being in everybody else – Jesus in the Father, the Father in Jesus, Jesus in the 

disciples?  Can’t we imagine the puzzled looks on the disciples’ faces, the confusion in their  

minds and hearts?  Aren’t we, too, puzzled?  Just what is Jesus talking about here? 

 

First of all:  an advocate.  If you and I are confused, uncertain, we are certainly not alone.  

Scholars have pondered and pontificated about this for centuries.  Different translations and even 

different uses in the Gospel itself offer different English words,  Here, “Advocate.”  Other 

translations, other places, “Counselor,” “Comforter,” even the strange word “Paraclete.” Just 

what is it, Jesus is promising? 

 

The underlying word in Greek as written by the author of this Gospel, is, in verb form parakaleo.  

Thus, the word most true to the original Greek is Paraclete. Which brings up the story Seminary 

students love about the little girl who rejoined her parents at Coffee Hour after Sunday School.  

Her mom asked, “What did you all talk about in Sunday School today?” The little girl brightened 

up and said, “It was fun.  We talked about the Holy Parakeet.” 

 



The Greek word has various meanings, including to encourage and exhort, to comfort and 

console, to call upon for help, to appeal, among others.  As a noun, one who does some or all of 

the above. 

 

For a long, long time I have simply thought of this Holy Paraclete as synonymous with the idea 

of the Holy Spirit.  However, it seems Jesus, whatever translation we ascribe to the word he used 

in Aramaic, then translated into Greek by the author of the Gospel of John, is not necessarily 

saying this advocate, counselor, comforter, paraclete is the Holy Spirit.  Rather Jesus is 

describing the functions of the Holy Spirit – how the Spirit can operate in and with one’s life and 

being.  In other words, the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God, which Jesus is saying abides with the 

disciples and will be “in you” can manifest, show up, operate, function in different ways, through 

different roles. This understanding is explored by St. Paul in various of his letters to fledgling 

congregations sprouting up around the Mediterranean world in the immediate decades after 

Jesus’ death, as the Christians, followers of “the Way” try to live into “the Way”  of Life, Light, 

Love  that Jesus had identified as “I am.”  St. Paul lists various roles as well as the fruits of living 

a life of someone who may be open to the work of the Holy Spirit in, around and through them. 

 

As for the words Jesus offers about God being in him, his being in God, and his being in each of 

his followers, the disciples.  Over and over Jesus has said, “If you see me you have seen the 

Father,” his word for God.  He is not talking about seeing the “Father” as the physical shape he 

has taken on as a human being, but how he Jesus “shows” the nature, the essence of God.  How 

he, the “Son,” has lived, moved and had being in his earthly life. How the energy, the Spirit of 

God is one and the same in him.  That Spirit which is in him, working through him, channeling 

into the “works” the disciples have seen in his life.    And that this Spirit lives in and will work 

through them.   

 

The challenge ahead for the disciples?  To open to the Presence of Spirit. As they seek it they 

will find it, within them.  To realize that they have seen it and experienced it in and working 

through Jesus while he was physically present with them.  The challenge will be for them to live 

into that Presence, that spiritual energy, so to speak, after Jesus is no longer physically present 

with them.  That Divine Presence is not leaving them, orphaned as without their “Father” as they 

have experienced God through Jesus, but they will find and experience that Presence within 

them.  

 

After Jesus’ death and resurrection, he will appear to them and breathe the Holy Spirit around, on 

and in them.  Reminiscent of God breathing life into the first mortal at the creation of humankind 

in Genesis.  That Spirit, as Jesus has identified in the Gospel, offers Life.  That Spirit is essential 

to life. It is the Spirit offering the truth of Love, of compassion, of connection, of relationship, of 

Love in its very essence.  The Spirit of Truth and Love seems to operate as a binding and flowing 

element destined to stir us to be channels of the Way of Love.  Spirit designed to make the world 

a better place, to help God’s Way become the way of the world which was God’s hope for love 

for the world when God created it and all that lives, move and has being within it.  That Spirit:  

Jesus says, “It is in you.” 



 

Back to that day in my life thirty-five years ago.  The glow dimmed.  The reality was that I found 

myself in the deeply troubled tangle of disharmony, suffering, constant conflict, human family 

conflict that seemed to be bent on destruction.  Within a system that like the people it tried to 

serve was so very human, with all that implies.  With battles fought to find the truth, some won, 

some lost.  A crucible in which great suffering occurred but also, at times amazing 

transformation and new life emerging for those I sat with, counseled, listened to, tried to 

advocate for.  I found myself exhausted, stripped down to the stark conclusion that the way 

forward for me must be along another path.  So, I left, to seek another way. 

 

During those twenty years of schooling, training, and “practice” I believe I did some good in 

some people’s lives and maybe even in the systems in which I worked.  But I have come to 

realize that the critical element that may have brought some good out of all the tragedy the 

system was trying to handle was because of something deep within me (as well as some of the 

others in that system)– something that kept me going, something that when I desperately needed 

it flowed within me, sustained me, tried to shed light on the way forward and used me in some 

way to offer its Presence to others suffering along their way. However, I found I suffered too – 

something that happened when I found my motivation to seek the truth, change life for the better 

was not just the work of my mind and the skills I had learned, but involved my heart. 

 

At a point in time, I found myself at the “starting gate” again, training for another vocation.  I 

think because I hoped another system, the Church, would offer a clearer connection and channel 

within which I could feel, experience more clearly, move with and live into the flow of that 

amazing Divine Presence, that energy that wants to make all things new again.  Of course, what 

happened is I found that the Church, both Divine and human, like any organization or system 

composed of humans, poses challenges not unlike those I experienced in my earlier vocation.  It 

is an eye opener, but given all the experiences I’ve struggled with before, I have come to see that 

God doesn’t seem to ever want to give up on trying to open our eyes to see the Divine Presence 

at work wherever we are.  That Spirit never stops working to open our eyes wider and wider to 

see the Divine at the bottom of, integral with and essential to Divine transformation. Never gives 

up trying to open our lives to be useful in the Divine plan of renewal and accomplishing the 

greatest good for all creation, including our own re-creation. 

 

Almost twenty years in this second “vocation” I have come to understand, through all the folks 

God has put in my path, the truth of what Parker Palmer, a favorite author and practical 

theological, has said, “Our vocation is life.”  Life in its broadest sense, not just the work 

environment in which we might spend a few, or forty or more hours a week, before we come 

home again.  And that in this vocation of  “life” as we try, wherever we find ourselves to live it 

as Christians, as followers of the Way, the vocation of life “works” when we allow ourselves to 

be sustained, nurtured, even driven at times, by the Spirit deep within us.  And that the only way 

for the Divine economy of love and renewal to work through us is by our connecting with that 

Spirit, that Divine energy. That way, we are blessed, and we are formed into a blessing for each 



other and the world in which we live. That is Jesus’ gift, long ago, today and always as he says 

“Fare thee well.  I am with you always.  And because I am life, you will live, too. 

 

    By God’s amazing Grace, it will be so.   

 

Amen.  Alleluia! 


