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“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.” John 14: 15-16

Today’s message begins with a theme on advocacy.  What does it mean to be an advocate? Have you ever needed an advocate? Have you ever been an advocate for others?

An advocate in modern usage is defined as someone who publicly supports, represents, argues for the interests or rights or cause of another individual, group or cause. Many advocates represent folks who need help in legal settings, healthcare, social work and community organizing.

I want to invite you think about times in your life when you needed an advocate. And think about times when you advocated for others.

Let me begin with a short story about how I called in for an advocate, a wise friend and church member when Reed and I were in a crisis. It was a few days before Halloween several years ago, and I had gone over to Sturgis Library to hear one of Greg Williams’ fabulous talks about something relating to the day. As I sat there in my seat waiting for Reed to join me, I received a call from him. He sounded really confused and told me he was in the ambulance and on his way to the hospital. He had a heart attack at the gym and I needed to get to the emergency room immediately.

I remember walking into that ER room, looking around at Reed hooked up to all of these monitors and having no clue what to do next or if he would be ok. So, I prayed and phoned an advocate, church member and friend, Dr. Mary O’Neill who was working at the hospital at that time as a hospitalist. I asked Mary if she happened to be working that day, and if so, would she mind dropping by the ER before she left work at the end of the day. Mary, being as kind and compassionate as we all know her to be, told me she was at karate with her son, but would get over as soon as she could. 

I was so relieved when Mary walked into that ER room. We didn’t have any answers yet. There were lots more tests to be done and many things that would need to happen. But, what did matter, was that she showed up!  She cared. She listened and she advocated for the best possible care for Reed in the hospital. She was a true advocate when we needed one. And we will never forget that.

Our scripture lesson for today from the Gospel according to John is a continuation of last week’s lesson where Jesus is teaching his disciples how to say goodbye. His farewell discourse lets them know what lies ahead. 

The reading begins with Jesus saying, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” But what commandments is he referring to? In the chapter we read last week, Jesus gave us the commandment “to love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” This is the only commandment that Jesus gives the disciples in John’s Gospel. This is the center of everything we do. Are we loving one another the way Jesus loved us? And I get it, it’s really hard to love.  

We have to be willing to love not only our own family, friends, church members, but also, the alien, the stranger, the misfit, even our enemies.

And Jesus gives us a clue on how to do it. He is aware of how afraid the disciples are of life without him. They worry about being orphaned. Even now, as middle-aged woman, I still feel sad that neither of my parents are alive anymore to take care of as they age.  I can’t call my mom on Sunday afternoons and share what has happened in our lives.  I can’t vent about how mad I am about something and then hang up and instantly feel better because she was just there on the other end of the phone.  I think many of us worry about being orphaned our whole lives. So, we can resonate with the disciple’s fear of being orphaned.

What Jesus promises the disciples, and us, is that he will not leave them alone. Instead, he is leaving them with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is referred to as the Advocate in this translation. The Advocate is God’s own Spirit, God’s heart, dwelling among us. In Greek, the Advocate is known as parakletos, which means something like one who is called alongside. It has been translated as advocate, helper, counselor, even comforter. But none of these terms can hold the complexity of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will not leave us. 

When we wonder how to go on, when life seems impossibly hard, the Holy Spirit, the parakletos, the Advocate, is accompanying us each breath we take. In Paul’s letter to the Romans, when we grow weary “the Spirit intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.” (Romans 8: 26)

Jesus tells the disciples that he will not abandon them, even as he prepares the path for his departure back to God.  He gently, kindly says, “I will not leave you orphaned.” For he will leave the Holy Spirit, this Advocate, who will help them live out the challenges of Jesus’ commandment to love one another as he loved us. Jesus has told them “I am the vine and you are the branches. I am the good shepherd. And comforts them saying, “Abide in me, as I abide in you.” ((John 15: 4-5)

Two weeks ago, on Sunday morning, Susan Moeller shared a story about why she pledges to the church. It isn’t because of some perfect understanding of theology, or any one sermon. No, it is the people who show up when you or someone you love in your family need a helping hand. Her father-in-law suffered from debilitating depression, and several men in the church kept showing up and staying present with him. When someone needs a meal, the casseroles show up. When we grieve, we can do so in community. 

This week, our dear Joan Gregory lost her sister Melanie to Alzheimer’s. Recently she lost her brother. And what can we do? We can send cards, make phone calls, be present for Joan and Steve so they know that their grief need not be carried alone.

Jesus promised us an Advocate, the Holy Spirit, to accompany us on life’s journey of faith; during the times of celebrations and the times of lamentations. Let us lean into loving one another. Sure, in the knowledge that we need one another to make it through this thing we call life. 

May love surround each and every one of you, this day, and forever more. Amen. 
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