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What If We Took the Holy Spirit Seriously? 

When I arrived in Denver a week ago last Saturday I let my sister, Emily, know we’d 

gotten here safely. She’s my only sibling and one of the most amazing people I know. She lives 

in Atlanta with her husband and two kids.  They attend an Episcopal Church that is also in a 

search process for a new rector. She responded with this, “Yay!!! You made it!!! I am so excited 

for you guys! We miss you being on the east coast already, but I can’t wait to learn to ski!! We 

should know our rector within a few weeks. I am nervous. You have a lot of people’s hearts in 

your hands. 😊 . No pressure!” 

 One of the things I love about my big sister is her encouragement for me to be my best 

and live up to my ideals. I loved her for this short text because she was reminding me that while 

I can get caught up in the logistics of moving – where is the grocery store? How do we fit this 

couch through this door? – it’s the community to which I’m called that matters most; it’s you 

all. It is a lot of pressure.  

 You all have just said goodbye to a superb interim rector. I heard once that the strategy 

of some interim rectors is to come in and make a lot of changes, incur a great deal of wrath, 

and that that paves the way for a new rector. Anyone would be better in comparison.  

Well, that is certainly not what you experienced with Fr. Bob Hart. His steadiness, 

wisdom, and keen discernment must have been a balm in the time after Rev. Ruth’s departure. 

I’m sure that it was hard to say goodbye. 



 You have also bid farewell to a beloved Deacon. I had a chance to spend a little time 

with Sally last week. She is clearly committed to justice in our society and to compassion 

embodied in her care for those in need in this parish. Bishops have good reasons when they 

remove seasoned clergy from churches, but that probably doesn’t make any of us feel better 

about it. 

 What a comfort it is then, to be reading from Jesus’ farewell discourse in the gospel of 

John. Just like the disciples, we are on the edge of something new and exciting, but it is hard to 

see in the moment because there’s all this difficult, painful, anxiety provoking stuff to get 

through first. This is why Jesus talks at length, and I mean at length, about how his followers 

could and should be together to flourish and thrive even in his absence. 

 You know, for a long time, biblical studies labeled the gospel of John as a spiritual 

gospel. It diverges so much from the other three gospels, the synoptic gospels. It was written 

well after Jesus had died and even after the original disciples had died. Scholars agree it doesn’t 

have a lot of historical value for understanding the life and message of the man Jesus who lived 

2,000 years ago.  

 And for liberals and progressives that meant that the gospel had less value for them 

since it seemed to be rooted in an ethereal spiritual realm unrelated to the daily lives and 

struggles of Christians today. At the same time, conservatives embraced the gospel. They 

leaned hard on eternal truths that hold up a rigid faith that proclaims Jesus alone as savior.  

 But in recent times, there has been a shift in thought. John was written for everyday 

Christians in their struggles – in fact, it was written for particular Christians in a particular time. 



The early Christian community was suffering from persecution and from the realization that 

Jesus, contrary to what they originally believed, was not coming back in the immediate future.  

 To those Christians, the gospel of John offers a framework for building and sustaining 

community in the absence of Jesus and in the face of obstacles. In the gospel, Jesus uses several 

words for what will sustain and encourage his community – the spirit of truth, an advocate, a 

comforter, the paraclete – paraclete means to be alongside. What he is saying is that there will 

be an abiding and sustaining presence of God who will be our advocate, walk alongside us, and 

have our back.  

 And, of course, what Jesus is talking about is the Holy Spirit, the third person of the 

Trinity. It may be hard for some of us to take the Holy Spirit very seriously, at least it is for me 

sometimes. The Holy Spirit for modern Christians can be reduced to just a vague feeling of 

comfort or inspiration and that kind of flickering light has never warmed any heart for very 

long. 

 But what if we were to take the Holy Spirit seriously, an advocate sent from God, an 

abiding spirit of inspiration located in our very midst? Trusting in the Holy Spirit allows us to see 

God still at work in the world. Just as the community of John’s gospel was able to keep going in 

the midst of disappointed hopes and rejection from the wider society, later Christians were able 

to stay strong in the face of not only persecution but also injustice – slavery, sexism, racism, 

economic inequality, homophobia. Each new iteration of our faith community is rereading the 

Jesus story in our own voices and finding new truths that come to us in new ways. Surely this is 

the Holy Spirit still at work. 



 When I was a postulant – a fancy word that means the church thought I was a good bet 

for ordination to the priesthood but I still had a lot of work to do – when I was a postulant, I 

went before the commission on ministry in Atlanta, where I was living. They asked me a lot of 

questions, but this one comes to me now. They asked me would I be willing to move anywhere. 

“Yeah, sure,” I answered. “Really?” they asked, “Anywhere? Even South Dakota?”  

 What I thought when I was asked this question was that I might not get much choice in 

where I served as a priest in God’s church. There might not be many jobs for me where I 

wanted to be or perhaps a stern bishop would insist on my being in one place even though I 

preferred another. I also wondered what was wrong with South Dakota and if there were many 

Episcopal Churches there, but that’s not important.  

 What I didn’t realize is that this wise group of people weren’t talking about slim job 

prospects or authoritarian church leaders; they were talking about the Holy Spirit and what she 

might do to me. I always assumed that I would live in the south, or near the south of the United 

States – Washington DC is kind of its own thing. That’s where my family was from and I kind of 

got its quirks and had a grip on its many problems. 

 But last summer, a friend who I had not spoken to for years started up a conversation 

over Facebook chat. He wondered when I’d be leaving my position in DC and where I was 

looking. “You should look at this church,” he said. And when I read St. Thomas’ parish profile, 

despite never even thinking about Colorado or Denver or anything west of the Mississippi in my 

future, I wanted to be with you.  

 I know you don’t know me yet and that I don’t know you. I know that you have recently 

said goodbye to the people who were forces of stability for this community. But we can walk 



alongside each other into that uncertain future – we can be paracletes for one another; we can 

advocate for one another; we can have each other’s back.  

Jesus, in his farewell discourse, uses the language of vines and branches. Andrew and I 

were gifted a pair of paintings portraying these vines for our wedding just over five years ago. 

They are a reminder that we are held together by the vines of love. They reach out and wrap 

themselves around us, pulling us together, just as I was pulled here from across the country to 

be with you. The vines don’t only hold us together but get reaching out in new directions 

pulling us to grow together in new ways.  

 Come Holy Spirit, come. Hold us together in love, strengthen our hearts. Keep the 

memory of those who loved and supported us in the past alive within us and give us courage to 

move forward into that future that only you can awake in our imaginations. 

 


