
Sermon on John 14:15-21 

One of the things that I am continually reminded of as a parent is that not every problem can be solved 
through management, or better parenting techniques, or figuring out the right thing to say. There are 
regularly moments with my kids (including one just the other night), and I’m willing to bet some of you 
have experienced this too, where the noise level has me looking for my ear plugs and emotions are 
escalating – one kid is crying, another one is yelling, and another one is just running laps around the 
house shouting jibberish and startling the cat, and I can feel my of emotions rising as I try to shift into 
problem-solving mode. I start trying to manage the situation – you know, where I tell everyone to calm 
down (which always works, right?) Or I tell one kid to sit over here, the other over there, and someone 
needs to go to their room. But it always seems that the harder I try to control the chaos, the worse it 
seems to get. 

But every now and then, usually later than I should realize it, I notice something: what my children 
actually need in that moment is not better management. They need presence. Sometimes what changes 
the whole atmosphere is not another instruction, but sitting down beside them, listening, holding them, 
taking a breath with them. 

And really, often feels frustrating to me because management feels more eLicient. I would much rather 
solve the problem quickly. I would much rather deploy the “correct parenting strategy” and restore order 
immediately. But ultimately, children are not machines and it’s not that I just need to find the right 
program – they are human beings, who, just like me, need connection. 

And I think sometimes we approach spiritual life the same way I sometimes approach parenting, where 
we assume transformation comes through better management, or the right programs – you know – 
manage your habits better. Manage your emotions better. Find the right program for your prayer life. Be 
more disciplined, try harder. 

Certainly, discipline matters and does involve practice and intentionality. But eventually we discover 
something important: the Christian life cannot be sustained through good management alone. What we 
ultimately need is not merely better control over ourselves – we need the presence of God. 

That is exactly where Jesus meets the disciples in John 14. Last week, we heard the verses that 
immediately precede our passage today, where Jesus reminded them that he is the way, the truth, and 
the life, which are words that are all about the importance of relationship. So today, we continue in this 
same conversation, which scholars call the Farewell Discourse, several chapters in John’s Gospel where 
Jesus prepares the disciples for his death. This is the night of the Last Supper. Judas has already left the 
table. Jesus has washed the disciples’ feet. He has spoken about betrayal, denial, suLering, and 
departure. 

The disciples are anxious, confused, and afraid. Their hope for the future is starting to unravel as reality 
sets in. They had hoped for restoration, triumph, perhaps even liberation from Rome. Instead, Jesus 
keeps talking about leaving them. 

And Jesus speaks directly to that fear – “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.” Another Advocate. The Greek 



word here is Paraclete. It is diLicult to translate with just one English word. Some translations say 
advocate, others say helper, comforter, counselor, companion. Literally, the word means “the one called 
alongside.” Jesus tells them that they will not be left alone – that God’s own presence will come alongside 
them. 

Jesus says, “I will not leave you orphaned.” In the ancient world, to be orphaned meant vulnerability and 
abandonment. It meant lacking protection, guidance, and belonging. Jesus knows the disciples are about 
to feel utterly lost, and so he promises them that even after his death, they will not be abandoned to 
themselves. 

This matters because it can become really easy to reduce faith to self-help, or to activism. On one side, 
faith can become a self-improvement plan: learn to pray more, or to try harder. It’s about fixing ourselves 
or becoming the best version of ourselves. On the other side, faith can become endless activism: do 
more, fight harder, carry the world on your shoulders. I can tell you that both of these are real temptations 
for me to fall into. 

Now, discipleship absolutely does involve transformation, and it also involves action. Jesus does call us 
to feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, confront injustice, and love our neighbors concretely. But 
neither self-help nor activism can sustain the life Jesus calls us into. Eventually both approaches hit a 
wall. Eventually, trying harder stops working and exhaustion catches up with us. The life Jesus calls us 
into goes far beyond what we can manufacture through desire or willpower alone. 

The disciples have already seen this firsthand, even though they do not fully understand it. They have 
watched Jesus do things no empire trains people to do. They’ve watched him touch lepers instead of 
avoiding them, eat with sinners instead of excluding them. They’ve seen him forgive enemies instead of 
enacting vengeance. They have literally just seen him wash feet instead of grasping for power, and they’re 
about to see the extent of his refusal to use violence, even when violence is inflicted upon him. And now 
Jesus tells them that the only way this life continues is through the Spirit of God alive within them. They 
are not to keep walking in the ways of Jesus in their own power, it is through God’s spirit within them. 

So let’s pause for a moment, because the Holy Spirit is the most mysterious person of the Trinity. Often 
we just kind of ignore the Holy Spirit or misunderstand the Spirit as something strange and distant. But 
throughout Scripture, the Holy Spirit is deeply connected to life itself. In Genesis, the Spirit hovers over 
the waters of creation. In Exodus, the Spirit empowers people for liberation and leadership. The prophets 
speak by the Spirit. Ezekiel describes the Spirit breathing life into dry bones. At Jesus’ baptism, the Spirit 
descends like a dove. And at Pentecost, the Spirit fills ordinary people with courage, unity, and boldness. 

The Spirit is the breath of God that animates creation and renews humanity. The Hebrew word for Spirit is 
ruach, which can also mean breath or wind. It is the breath breathed into the first human in Genesis. It is 
the wind that parts seas and shakes wilderness tents. It is life itself flowing from God into human beings. 
So when Jesus promises the Spirit, he is promising that the very life of God will continue among the 
disciples after his death and resurrection. 

Christianity is not just about believing certain ideas about Jesus. It is about participating in the life of God. 
And the kind of life Jesus calls us into cannot be sustained through willpower alone. 



I think one of the reasons this matters so much is because we live in a culture obsessed with self-
suLiciency. We are supposed to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. I know I, myself, struggle to ask 
for help from others because it is so deeply ingrained in me that I need to be able to handle things on my 
own. There’s an app for everything these days – I am constantly tempted to download apps that will 
supposedly help me optimize my time, or help me manage my house as an ADHD person. I am totally 
guilty of buying a planner that I never end up using; and all in the name of trying to be more self-suLicient. 
And while some tools can genuinely help us, we can begin to imagine that transformation itself can be 
engineered if we simply find the right technique or program. (You know, they say preachers should always 
preach a sermon to themselves – today this is definitely true). 

But the Christian life is not a spiritual productivity system, because eventually life brings us to places 
where the right techniques or programs are not enough. Grief or illness come. Fear or burnout. Betrayal. 
Injustice. And when we hit those walls, all of our carefully constructed systems or practices reveal their 
limits.  

There are moments in ministry where I have been forced to remember this. I can remember a time when I 
was doing hospital chaplaincy and I was on-call overnight and I got a call to a woman’s room. She had 
been having a plethora of health problems and was going to have to head to a rehab facility again once 
she left the hospital. She was profoundly depressed. She had a whole list of complaints (and very valid 
ones), but I immediately went into problem-solving mode, trying to help her fix whatever was going on. 
But that was not actually what she needed.  What she needed was to not be alone. She just needed 
presence. My words and my “solutions” were ultimately empty. I spent an hour or two with her. By the 
time I left, I was hardly saying anything anymore. I was just listening.  

That was one of those moments where I was reminded that presence matters. And even our presence 
becomes possible only because God is present within us. That night was a time where I started out trying 
to rely on my own wisdom and my own skills, but they failed. Instead, the Spirit met me in my own 
insuLiciency and reminded me that sometimes we simply need to know we are not alone. 

That is part of what Jesus is promising here. “I will not leave you orphaned.” In other words,  
we are not abandoned to our own resources. Christian life begins with grace and continues through 
grace. And this matters especially when we think about the call to do justice, and to walk in the ways of 
Christ in a world that operates on totally diLerent values. It can be absolutely exhausting trying to follow 
Jesus. We look at the world and see violence, cruelty, greed, dehumanization, systems that grind people 
down, endless political outrage, 24-hour bad news cycles, and it is overwhelming. Crushing. Especially 
when we care deeply. 

And often in justice-oriented spaces, like here at St. Marks, there can be an unspoken pressure that says, 
“Do more, speak more. Fight harder. If you stop, everything falls apart.” I feel that pressure on myself, and 
I’m sure I’m not alone. But eventually the work of justice detached from the Spirit becomes 
unsustainable. Without the Spirit, justice work can slowly harden into bitterness, or despair, or contempt, 
or burnout. We begin drawing only from ourselves and our reservoirs run dry. 



That is why prayer and worship matter. That is why silence and Sabbath matter. It’s not because these 
things remove us from the world, but because they reconnect us to the source of life within the world. The 
Holy Spirit does not pull us away from action, but is the source from which we act. 

Trying to follow Jesus without the Holy Spirit is a little like trying to sail a boat without wind. We can work 
incredibly hard. We can pull ropes, adjust sails, study maps, and exhaust ourselves with eLort. From a 
distance, it may even look impressive. But without wind, the boat never moves the way it was designed to 
move. Eventually, we wear ourselves out trying to generate movement through sheer eLort alone. 

The Christian life was never meant to be powered solely by human striving. Without the Spirit, 
discipleship becomes exhausting performance. With the Spirit, however, we discover movement, 
direction, and life beyond our own strength. 

Paul says the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control. Notice that these are not achievements we force into existence through sheer 
determination. Fruit grows from being rooted in something alive. The Spirit slowly forms Christ within us. 
The Spirit comforts us when we grieve, convicts us when we dehumanize others, empowers us when fear 
would keep us silent, creates unity across divides, and even intercedes for us when we can’t find words 
to pray. 

Following Christ isn’t about digging deep and pulling ourselves out of our own mess with our own 
willpower. Christ tells us the Spirit comes alongside us, so we are never alone. We are never acting by 
ourselves. We can rely on God to give us what we need for the journey, and that the very breath of God is 
being breathed into us.  

The good news today is not “Try harder.” The good news is that we were never meant to do this alone, and 
we never have to. The Spirit of God is still present – still moving, transforming, sustaining, and breathing 
resurrection into weary people. Because Christ lives, we also will live. May we wholly lean on the Spirit 
today. Amen. 
 

 


