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During the last few weeks of the season of Easter, our gospel readings have come from the 

Gospel of John, and specifically from the lengthy address that John records Jesus as giving on the 

night of the Last Supper.  It is in that context that we heard these words today:  “Do not let your hearts 

be troubled, and do not let them be afraid.  You heard me say to you, ‘I am going away….’ If you love me, you 

would rejoice that I am going to the father…But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in 

my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.” 

 In the nearly 2,000 years since, Christians including you and me may have lost some of the 

sense of great crisis that this announcement caused in the life of that first Christian community.   We 

have always lived with Jesus’ humanity as a historical memory.  None of us have ever experienced 

him walking and talking, teaching and eating in our midst.   But for those first followers, for the men 

and the women who had given up everything to follow him, who had traveled from Galilee, who 

have listened to him teach and watch him heal, to them the experience of Jesus and the experience of 

God’s presence had become one and the same.  They were inseparable, and to lose Jesus was to lose 

God. 

 For us, it is hard to imagine how traumatic hearing those words must have been.  You and I 

know the bodily Jesus only in his absence, and paradoxically, we know God’s presence only because 

we have come to understand our world’s separation from the Lord himself.  So for us it makes sense 

when Jesus would say to his followers that they should rejoice that he is going to the Father.  For we 

know that the Father indeed has sent the Advocate, the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, and that Spirit is 

among us to continue to do the two things that John records Jesus predicting: (1) to teach us all 

things; and (2) to remind us of what Jesus said. 

 The word we have translated ‘advocate’ is really the Greek work ‘paraclete,’ taken from a verb 

that means “to call alongside.”  A seminary professor of mine used to tell his students that a paraclete is 

the one whose name you call when you are hauled into court on false charges or when the school 

bully is beating you up on the playground.   A paraclete is the one who comes to your defense, your 

rescue, your comfort.    

But Jesus goes on to say that the paraclete, the one whom we should call alongside, will also 

lead the faithful into all truth.  God’s Spirit, the Advocate, Jesus promised would continue to teach us 

and to remind us of all that Jesus said.  Somehow, what I hear in those words is that God is not 

finished leading the Church in the ways God wants us to go.   Yes, we have the Scriptures; yes, we 

have the record of the experience by the people of God and how they perceived God to be leading 

them.  But with the close of the scriptures we did not see the end of God’s teaching people.  The 

Spirit, God’s Spirit, Jesus says, will continue that teaching. 
 

 As I said at the outset, it is difficult to get ourselves into the mindset of those disciples who 

heard clearly, perhaps for the first time, that Jesus would leave them and thinking that they would 

have to fend for themselves.  But along with that message also came the word that they would not be 

left alone.  In their coping, they would always have the one to call alongside.  Sometimes looking at 

the Church today, and especially in the last few tumultuous years, people may be tempted think that 

we are going to have to go it alone, that we must depend solely on our own ingenuity.  But in all our 

vigorous disagreements over church teaching and practice, in all the cultural differences that threaten 

to tear the worldwide Church apart, we still have that one to call alongside, the one whom Jesus 
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promised will lead us into all truth.  For some, though, new truths will always make for difficult 

adjustment, but the advocate, the comforter, isn’t there just to say “Oh, poor you.”  No, the Spirit is 

there to give us the strength to discover new ways to cope in new situations. 
 

 A former parishioner once shared a true story to me, which is worth retelling.  It concerns the 

virtuoso violinist, Itzhak Perlman. Back in November of 1995, Perlman came on stage to give a 

concert at the Lincoln Center in New York City. If you have ever seen the PBS documentary Fiddling 

for the Future, you know that for Perlman just getting on stage is no small achievement. Itzhak 

Perlman was stricken with polio as a child, and so he has braces on both legs and walks with the aid 

of two crutches. To see him walk across the stage one step at a time, painfully and slowly, is an 

awesome sight.  He walks with great difficulty, yet majestically, until he reaches his chair.  Then he 

sits down, slowly he puts his crutches on the floor, undoes the clasps on his legs, tucks one foot back 

and extends the other foot forward. Then he bends down and picks up the violin, puts it under his 

chin, nods to the conductor and proceeds to play. 

Most audiences are used to this ritual. They sit quietly while he makes his way across the stage 

to his chair. They remain reverently silent while he undoes the clasps on his legs. They wait until he 

is ready to play.  But on that night in 1995, something went wrong. Just as he finished the first few 

bars of the piece, one of the strings on his violin broke. The audience could hear it snap - it went off 

like gunfire across the room. And there was no mistaking what that sound meant. There was no 

mistaking what he had to do. The audience assumed that he would have to get up, put the clasps on 

again, pick up the crutches and limp his way off stage - either to find another violin or else to find 

another string for this one.   But he didn't!  Instead, he waited a moment, closed his eyes and then 

signaled the conductor to begin again.  The orchestra resumed playing, and Perlman played from 

where he had left off. And he played with such passion and such power and such purity as they had 

never heard before. 

Of course, those with a knowledge of music know that it is impossible to play a symphonic 

work with just three strings. But that night Itzhak Perlman refused to know that.  You could see him 

modulating, changing, and re-composing the piece in his head. At one point, it sounded like he was 

de-tuning the strings to get new sounds from them that they had never made before. When the piece 

was finished, there was, at first, an awesome silence in the room. And then people rose and cheered, 

an extraordinary outburst of applause from every corner of the auditorium.  People were on their 

feet, screaming and cheering, doing everything they could to show how much they appreciated what 

he had done. 

Perlman smiled, wiped the sweat from this brow, raised his bow to quiet the crowd, and then 

said - not boastfully, but in a quiet, pensive, reverent tone - "You know, sometimes it is the artist's 

task   to find out how much music you can still make with what you have left."  Sometimes, it is our 

task to find out just how much music we can still make with what we have left.   

Over the years, I can think of numerous families who have endured the lost their beloved 

wives and husbands, and sometimes their precious sons and daughters.  They know exactly how 

difficult and how painful life can be.  But what an authentic and powerful line that is. Sometimes you 

have “to find out how much music you can still make     with what you have left."  And who knows? 

Perhaps that could be a definition of life - not just for artists but for all of us.  Here was a man who 

has prepared all his life to make music on a violin of four strings, who, all of a sudden, in the middle 

of a concert, found himself with only three.  So what does he do?  He makes music with three strings, 



 3 

and the music he made that night with just three strings was more beautiful, more sacred, more 

memorable, than any that he had ever made before, when he had the full violin. 

Perhaps -  in this shaky, fast-changing and bewildering world in which we live -  our task is 

also to make music, at first with all that we have, and then, when that is no longer possible, to 

discover that we can still make music with what we have left, trusting not in ourselves, but in the 

leading of the one Jesus promises will always be there to call alongside.  It may even be that this true 

story has applications for the situation that our two congregations now find themselves in.  Perhaps it 

is now our task to find out just how much music we can still make with what we have left. 
 

 Years ago, when I was studying in seminary preparing for the priesthood, we had to read the 

works of systematic theologians.  Those were works of intellectual reflection on the Christian faith 

that looked at the various beliefs and doctrines in a broad, organized, systematic way.   I must admit 

that I never really enjoyed that kind of teaching; I much preferred ethics, with its immediate 

application of our faith to the problems of daily life. But one systematic theologian (Shirley Gutherie), 

whose work I read so many years ago, described role of the Holy Spirit (in the Trinity of God the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit) in a way that has always made sense to me.  He said that what God’s 

Spirit confers on the Church are the three things necessary to be a church: vitality, authority, and 

solidarity. You might think of them as life, truth and community.   And it is to these three that the 

Spirit can lead us.  

 The words of the Nicene Creed refer to the Holy Spirit as “the giver of life” (of vitality) to the 

church.  And in John’s Gospel, just six verses before today’s reading, Jesus calls the Advocate, “the 

Spirit of truth,” who will lead us into all truth.  Jesus promises to us the presence of the Advocate, the 

one whom, when our string breaks, we can call alongside, to teach us and to remind us of all that 

Jesus said and did, especially when we would dare to discover what music we can play with what we 

have left. 
 

Jesus’ friends were rightly sad when he spoke of no longer being physically present with them.  

But at that moment he promised to those early people of faith, what he promises to all people of faith: 

that wherever we are, in whatever grouping we find ourselves, and whatever happens to us, his 

Spirit will be there to lead us through any calamity into new strength and vitality, so that we might 

share that life, that truth, and that authentic community with one and all. 

            Amen. 


