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 ‘When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of 
truth who comes from the Father, he will testify on my behalf. You also are to 
testify because you have been with me from the beginning. 
‘I have said these things to you to keep you from stumbling. They will put you out 
of the synagogues. Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you will think 
that by doing so they are offering worship to God. And they will do this because 
they have not known the Father or me. But I have said these things to you so that 
when their hour comes you may remember that I told you about them. 
‘I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was with you. But 
now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, “Where are you 
going?” But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. 
Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do 
not go away, the Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. 
And when he comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and 
judgement: about sin, because they do not believe in me; about righteousness, 
because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; about judgement, 
because the ruler of this world has been condemned. 
 ‘I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the 
Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on 
his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that 
are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to 
you. All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is 
mine and declare it to you.’ 

 

We have prayed for rain for five years. The good Lord God, in His infinite 

mercy, answered that prayer above and beyond our plea. Yesterday, at an 

emergency City Council meeting, Mayor Glenn Barham noted that, from our 

perspective now, the fact that our lakes were recently at 20% capacity has proved 

to be an unexpected blessing; if they had been at, say, 65%, the resulting flood 
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would have been catastrophic. It was hard, while we were going through it, to 

think what benefit the drought could have possibly provided, but it certainly 

made us more mindful of our need to be faithful stewards of the precious 

resource of water; it made our community an internationally recognized leader in 

innovative water technology; and it made many of us pray more fervently to God 

than we ever have before for something beyond our personal needs. Now, the 

merciful Lord God has provided us rain, rain, and more rain. While it may seem 

ungrateful to humbly implore the Lord to cease the rain, at least for now, it would 

not be. For now, with our previous prayer so bountifully answered, we have a 

reason to turn to the Lord in prayer again and ask him to be merciful again. First 

the drought, and now the flood, have made us ever mindful that we will always 

need the mercy and grace of our good Lord God. 

 Today is Pentecost, the birthday of the church, when the Holy Spirit came 

to Jesus’ disciples. Today’s scripture takes place the night before Jesus’ 

crucifixion. He was in the Upper Room with his disciples. They had celebrated 

Passover together. To their astonishment, he had washed their feet, and then he 

told them that he was going away. “Where?” they asked. “To the Father,” he 

said. 

 What does that mean? It means that God’s Son, the eternal Word, had come 

from heaven, been born of Mary, and was known to us as Jesus of Nazareth—

fully human and fully divine, child of Mary and Son of God. During his days 

upon the earth, he revealed who he was through his teaching and his miracles. 

The day after he told the disciples he was going away, he suffered and died on a 

cross. The first day of the week, he rose from the dead. But in the Upper Room, 

talking to his disciples, Jesus was already looking beyond his crucifixion and his 
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Resurrection. He was looking forward to when he returned—ascended—to God 

the heavenly Father. The Latin phrase is Deus ascendit: “God ascended.” It is not 

Deus abscondit: “God absconded.” Jesus left his disciples, but he did not 

abandon them. There is a difference. 

 About 12 years ago, I talked to two kids in the same week who both had 

fathers who had gone away in the previous month. One of them was a young girl 

whose father had been sent overseas with the Air Force on a year long tour of 

duty. She missed her father terribly, but she was proud of him, and he stayed in 

touch as much as he could. She couldn’t wait until they got back together. Her 

father had left, but he had not abandoned her. The other kid’s father had 

disappeared one night, and gone to live in another state with a woman he met 

online. “He abandoned my Mom and me,” the son said. “I hope I never see him 

again.” There is a difference between leaving and abandoning. Jesus was leaving 

the disciples to go to the Father; but he wasn’t abandoning them. He promised 

them they would be together again: 

In my Father’s house are many mansions. I go now to prepare a place for 
you, and if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and take you unto 
myself, that where I am, you may be also.   [John 14.6]. 

 

And he told them that after he left, they would receive the Holy Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit had appeared in various places before the coming of Jesus. 

In both the Hebrew of the Old Testament, and the Greek of the New Testament, 

“breath,” “wind” and “spirit” are all described by the same word: ruach in 

Hebrew, and pneuma in Greek. At Creation a mighty wind of God was sweeping 

across the face of the waters [Genesis 1.2]; God breathed the breath of life into 

the first human [Genesis 2.7]; the Spirit inspired the heroes [Judges 14.5-7] and 
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prophets of Israel [Micah 3.8]. Early on, the Holy Spirit of God—the ruach—

was granted very selectively. There is a haunting passage in the Bible where 

David, the shepherd boy, was anointed as king by the old prophet Samuel, to 

succeed King Saul, “and the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from 

that day forward…and the Spirit of the Lord departed from King Saul.” [I 

Samuel 16.13-14]. The Spirit didn’t simply leave Saul—the Spirit abandoned 

him. 

Jesus was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit [Matthew 1.8 and Luke 

1.35]. When he was baptized, the Spirit fell upon him [Matthew 3.13-17]. That 

Jesus was filled with the Holy Spirit was known to his disciples—his miracles 

and teaching proved that—but what about them? What about this promise of God 

recorded in the Book of Joel: “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 

your daughters shall prophesy, your old shall dream dreams, and your young 

shall see visions.” [Joel 2.28]. Jesus told his disciples that that promise would be 

fulfilled after he had returned to the Father; that the Holy Spirit which had 

empowered him would come to them as well. The Holy Spirit would not only 

empower them in times of trial; the Spirit would also be their Advocate before 

God. They would not be delivered from suffering—being Jesus’ disciple insured 

their persecution—but they would be given great spiritual power. But not yet 

having received the Spirit, the disciples did not understand. If Jesus left them, 

how could the Spirit make up for his absence? People who miss loved ones may 

find some consolation in old letters, photographs and dried, pressed flowers; but 

old letters, photographs and dried pressed flowers are not the loved one, but a 

shadow, a vestige of a prior joy. They are something; but they are not the loved 

one. For those who have lost loved ones to death, which is everyone over a 
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certain age, that absence is even more acute. Both our sorrow and our consolation 

come from our memories. It is a sacred gift, even if it causes us pain, to be able 

to remember. 

*** 

Today is Pentecost. Tomorrow is Memorial Day, in which we remember 

those who have borne the battle, especially those who have made the ultimate 

sacrifice upon the altar of freedom. I recently saw a chart that showed, over the 

last 100 years, what percentage of a living American’s life the country has been 

at war. By war, the study meant World Wars I and II, the Korean War, the 

Vietnam War, Operation Desert Storm, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. It 

didn’t include things like the campaign in Kosovo or the invasion of Grenada. 

My father was born in 1919. He is 95 years old. He served in World War II, 

and was recalled to active duty during the Korean War. Because he wanted to set 

aside some money to help pay for my sister’s and my future college educations, 

he enlisted in Virginia’s Air National Guard sometime in the 1950’s. After his 

wartime experience, he envisioned a fairly easy time in the Guard—one weekend 

a month, two weeks in the summer, maybe once every few years some 

emergency like a hurricane to clean up after. But he was recalled to active duty 

during the Berlin crisis in 1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis in1962, and then, 

for various reasons, elected to volunteer for full-time active duty from 1968-

1983, with various postings around the country. My senior year in high school, I 

didn’t see my father at all. Though it felt, sometimes, like abandonment, it 

wasn’t. It was service. I remember how happy my Mom was when he finally 

moved back home after having been gone for almost all of 15 years, and though 

we lived elsewhere by then, my sister and I were happy, too. Anyway, the 
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country has been at war for 35% of my 95 year old father’s life. That’s a lot, I 

thought, but in his lifetime, there was just a lot of war. 

I then looked up my birth year—1951—and was surprised to see that 

America has been at war for 43% of my lifetime—a higher percentage than my 

Dad’s life. That surprised me, because it didn’t really feel like it had been that 

much. But then, I hadn’t served in the Armed Forces. When I was growing up, it 

seemed like the war in Vietnam would never end, and I used to think that my 

own destiny lay in a rice paddy. But my parents could afford to send me to 

college—that’s why my Dad had joined the National Guard. I had friends whose 

parents couldn’t afford it, and they got drafted. So, thanks to the sacrifices of my 

parents, I had a 2S college deferment. And then, in the 1970 draft lottery, for men 

born in 1951, I got a high draft number—231. If you ever got one, you know you 

will never forget your draft number. I was ecstatic. My senior year in college, the 

war in Vietnam ended, at least for America, and Richard Nixon ended the draft. I 

loved Richard Nixon for that. Parents who could afford to send me to college, 2S 

deferment, high draft number, end of the war, end of the draft. I got what felt like 

a golden ticket that some of my friends hadn’t gotten. I didn’t deserve it, but I felt 

like I had dodged a metaphorical bullet. By the same token, I had friends who 

were sent to Vietnam who were on the receiving end of real ones. They didn’t 

deserve it, either. 

 My oldest son was born in 1983. He enlisted in the National Guard in early 

2001 for the college tuition. I thought it was a good idea—one weekend a month, 

two weeks in the summer, maybe an occasional flood  or some other natural 

disaster. Then came 9/11 and its aftermath, and he was sent to Iraq in 2003, when 

he was 19. That was the longest year of my life, waiting for my son to get home. 
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Americans born in 1983 have spent over 48% of their lives with the country at 

war. My second son, born in 1987, also enlisted, despite my objections, and was 

sent to Iraq in 2009. That was another long year. Americans born in 1987 have 

spent over 55% of their lives with our country at war. See how the percentage 

keeps rising? My oldest daughter was born in 1990. She talked about joining, too, 

because she was proud of her brothers. I told my daughter she would enlist over 

my dead body. Let other parents spend years of their lives worrying about their 

kids being in a war zone. That was an unworthy thought, but nonetheless a real 

one. Americans born in 1990 have spent over 61% of their lives with our country 

at war. 

My youngest daughter was born in 2008. She’s seven now. I have a hopeful 

vision of her future that doesn’t include our country always being at war. But yet, 

for 100% of her lifetime, we have been. In fact, every child born since September 

11, 2001, has spent 100% of his or her life with our country at war. 

But it doesn’t necessarily feel like that, because the number of those bearing 

the burden is disproportionately small. Whatever else the draft was, once you ran 

out of deferments, it was a great social leveler. Rich, poor, whatever your race or 

ethnicity—olive green made everybody look alike. God bless our veterans for 

their service. We owe you so much. And God bless today’s servicemen and 

women, because, absent a draft, they don’t have to serve—they volunteer. That 

means the rest of us—the vast majority of us—get to thank them for their service, 

and then go on with our civilian lives. It is fully possible to hate war and yet 

honor and love the warrior. 

Martha Raddatz, a journalist for ABC News who extensively covered the war 

in Iraq, was the commencement speaker this year at Kenyon College. She 
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reminded the graduates that even though they had spent most of their lives with 

their country at war, the huge majority had not been personally affected. She 

said, 

I can imagine all of you as 9- or 10-year-old children, huddled with your 
parents on 9/11, scared or just confused. Your parents surely thinking, as I 
did, that our lives would never be the same, your lives would never be the 
same. But while threats remain, we have come so far in our healing, and so 
much opportunity has come our way, your way. And here we are today. But 
in that decade plus, while you grew and studied and became the promising 
young people you are today, more than 6,500 young men and women died in 
those wars, more than 5,000 children lost a parent or sibling, and tens of 
thousands have life-altering injuries. 

 
Tomorrow is Memorial Day. Those who died left us—in every case, too 

soon, far too soon—to go to God. But they did not abandon us. By their sacrifice, 

they left a legacy which we must cherish, lest our country perish. Memorial 

means to remember. 

Jesus did not abandon us, either, when he returned to the Father in heaven. 

Until his return in glory, the Holy Spirit is here to sustain and comfort us in the 

hard times; to enable us to be blessings to those around us; to give us bountiful 

spiritual gifts, especially the gifts of faith, hope and love. 

To sustain that faith, that hope, that love, the Spirit impels us to remember. 

Amen. 
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