Paraclete People
On Easter Day, a small child who during his encounters with me at school and in J-Club, has never seen me wearing a cassock alb before piped up with the question “Mum, Why is Rev David wearing his dressing gown?” It reminded me of the many funny things and terms we have in church-life. I was showing the infant children from the school around this church recently, and it becomes clear on occasions like this, that we are surrounded by things that are described by special words that are never used anywhere else.
I described the Table as an altar. I called the benches we sit on, pews. The reading stand was a lectern and the tower next to it was a pulpit. In a communion service, we took the bread not from a plate, but a paten. The wine wasn’t in a cup or a beaker, but in a chalice. When I didn’t feel too hot, I could have put on over my dress a poncho, but called it a chasuble.
For young children all this was very amusing; they really enjoyed it! But for the poor reception class teacher, she needed a glossary sheet to explain all these terms we used in church!
This sort of using strange words isn’t new though, or limited to the church – in every walk of life there is specialist language that people who are new to the place, just have to learn – and we do. I am sure we have all by now heard of the term “quantitative easing” and “fiscal stimulous”! 
So the church is strange for having chasubles instead of ponchos, but it is in very good company, because everyone is at it – from hair-care technology, to computers – from the world of lawyers, to the world of airports – strange and unique language is everywhere.

But neither is this a new phenomenon. St John did it as well 2000 years ago – but in Greek of course! 
When Jesus said that he was “going to the Father” (meaning what was to happen to him on the far-side of his death and resurrection), he promised to send someone – the Spirit of truth, who would come and be with us forever. But John used here a very special word for that – Paraclete (nothing to do with parrots!) and it’s one of the key words that describe the coming of the Holy Spirit.

It is a word however, that cannot be given a single English equivalent. In fact, when we look into it, we find that this word Paracletos has at least three words that help describe what it means. Paraclete means:
1. Helper – one who gives help, strength, energy, and the ability to assist in pointing the way forward. Not so much a Spiritual crutch, as the spiritual walking boots that embolden the step and protect the ankle from being twisted by the rocky slopes of life. Not so much a servant who does everything for you, but the building hod in which the bricks of the kingdom of God are carried over our shoulders – and the walls of justice and mercy are erected. 
2. Comforter – When a tragedy happens, it is amazing how that extra strength in times of need comes through someone coming alongside and just being there – to offer comfort. It’s not so much words of advice that is the comfort, but that physical presence – and knowing that someone is “there”. Comfort is a powerful and necessary thing, especially when Christian discipleship leads us into places that are difficult. If the essence of the Christian calling is all about forsaking ourselves in order to take up our crosses and follow Jesus – and that is exactly what the Bible suggests it’s all about, then the need for a Comforter can be of vital assistance in times of darkness, when we are tempted to despair. The opposite of faith and hope is despair. The Paracletos Spirit of truth is in our midst to inspire us and help us to look upwards and outwards, when all we might otherwise want to do, is cave in on ourselves.
3. Counsellor – This is a legal term, which is all about pleading on our behalf, to assist us in the testimony we might give. Jesus was expecting the same sorts of stuff to happen to his disciples, as happened to him. They would be at the sharp end of persecution, and would need to be an honest sign-post for God in hostile places. Hostile times will happen, when we are bold enough to make a stand against the greed, selfishness and pride that underpins so much of life in this country today.
All three of these aspects of the Holy Spirit, form the Face of God that shines into the lives of Christian people, and out into the world. Jesus was trying to teach his disciples this very thing. It was necessary for him to go, bodily, from that particular place and time, so that He could come, spiritually, into every place and time – even 2009 Arnside – and continue the work that was accomplished through his life, death and resurrection… and to enable the people of God to do be empowered by himself. God has come and continues to come to us as the Paracletos – the Spirit of truth.
So let us be plain-speaking Paraclete People this Pentecost and always!
Peace be with you.
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