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(Acts 2:1-21;  Romans 8:22-27;  John 15:26-27, 16:4b-15)
It’s hard to believe it was fifty days ago that we celebrated Easter. These Great Fifty Days of Eastertide have been all about celebrating the reality of the resurrection, but of course we do that all year round – and especially on Sundays. And since Ascension Day we have been reminding ourselves that in place of the resurrection appearances experienced by the disciples we have God’s constant presence with us through the Holy Spirit. Officially, we have been using these last ten days to prepare for this day, the Day of Pentecost, when we celebrate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
But actually, we celebrate that all year round, too. We do so because we feel it: we know for certain that at every moment of every day God is with us in Spirit [capital ‘S’]. As has been said, God is closer to us even than our own breath – and yet, with God being ever-present and our breath being instinctive, we so easily forget about either! So each new recollection of God’s constant presence is a cause for celebration: for thanksgiving, for wonder. Not only today, but every day!
If Pentecost is when we celebrate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit we actually received the Holy Spirit at our baptism, as Jesus did at his. But there is a difference: in John chapter 3, verse 27 we read that ‘a person can receive only what is given them from heaven’; Jesus on the other hand came from heaven. So Jesus could receive the Holy Spirit ‘without limit’ (from verse 34 of that same chapter); as a result he was able fully to reveal and represent God. 
After his resurrection and before ascending into heaven, Jesus reassured his disciples that he would ask the Father to send ‘another advocate’ – ‘to be with you for ever’. As the writer Jeremy Duff observes, ‘Here, ‘another’ means ‘another of the same kind’ (as in ‘pass me another apple!’), whilst an ‘advocate’ is [of course] someone who comes alongside us to help us plead our case. An alternative to ‘advocate’ is ‘counsellor’: someone we can trust to give us wise advice.

This is captured in the words of the great hymn ‘Creator Spirit, Lord of grace’: 
‘Of ev’ry gift the living source, / of mighty deeds the unseen force, / the Father sends his promised One / to speak for all who serve his Son.’

So Jesus fully revealed and represented the Father – and Jesus is fully present with us through the Holy Spirit, sent to us in his name. Clearly, the Spirit is not ‘God made flesh’ but he brings Jesus’ presence to us and he continues Jesus’ work in us, supporting us and guiding us, for example helping us to interpret Jesus’ teaching. Truly, this constant, reassuring presence with us is a cause for celebration, today and every day!

As I mentioned, each new recollection of God’s presence is a cause for thanksgiving, and for wonder. And God’s presence is something we feel in our hearts rather than work out in our heads. I am sure as you look back over the last week you will recall many instances when you just knew God was with you as your advocate and guide. 
Now, after three years here I am sure that by now you realise I – like any preacher! – basically have just one sermon. It essentially boils down to this. Whatever it is that God calls us to do, from using our gifts and skills to make the world a better place to participation in the work of his Church, or from the vocations of marriage to parenthood, we have to learn to depend upon God’s grace – the strength which comes from beyond ourselves. None of us can do what God asks of us by our own strength (and yet, how often we try!).
I mention this (yet again!) because as I look back over the last week I can recall many instances where God was so clearly with me. I have been forced to enter some situations relying totally on God to support me as my advocate and guide. In each case his grace has been wonderfully and richly forthcoming. I am sure this has been your experience, too.
The expression given to me to capture this is: ‘have confidence in your faith’. So I commend it to you: have confidence in your faith in God. Yes, you believe in him; you have faith in him in that sense. But if you have confidence in your faith then you will know that God is indeed constantly with you in Spirit, closer to you than your own breath. As your advocate and guide God is willing you to receive from him the gifts ‘from heaven’ that were fully present in Jesus himself. Have confidence in your faith and receive from God his grace. It is his grace which we feel to be strength which comes from beyond ourselves.
I suppose it’s a bit like that first flight of the fledgling birds we are seeing at this time of year. They probably know they are built to fly, but they still need confidence in their faith that in spreading their wings and launching into the air they will be upheld. (Surely, it’s not for nothing that the Holy Spirit has been likened to the rush of a wind (or indeed a dove)!) So as the next fifty days ‘fly’ by, let’s all learn from the birds!
I close with this prayer, a prayer to the Holy Spirit:
‘O Holy Spirit, giver of light and life; impart to us thoughts higher than our own thoughts, prayers better than our own prayers, and powers beyond our own powers, that we may spend and be spent after the perfect image of our Lord Jesus Christ.’

Amen.

