Sermon – Café church 29th May 2011
Good evening everyone. I’d like to start by asking Abi to read a passage from John’s gospel, chapter 14. It’s the gospel reading that is set for today.
ABI Read. John 14: 15-27.

Thanks Abi – Well I’m sure all of us can remember a time when we felt utterly alone. It might be after the breakup of a relationship, the death of someone close to us, maybe just getting lost in a strange place, moving away from home, starting a new school, or a new job. Just think back and remember what that felt like. And maybe there are people here tonight who feel lost and alone. We might feel that God is way out of sight, that he’s busy with other things, and that we’ve been left to our own devices. Maybe the church has let you down, maybe it seems that people don’t understand what you are going through, or don’t seem to care.

In that reading today Jesus knew that it wouldn’t be long before his friends, the disciples would be feeling lost and abandoned. For three years he had taught about the Kingdom of God, he had healed the sick, fed the hungry, performed miracles, and been the disciples mentor and inspiration. But it was coming to an end and Jesus knew it. It was now just hours before his arrest; they had shared together in the Last Supper, and Jesus was trying to prepare the disciples for what was to come, to reassure them that it was all part of God’s plan. Most of all he wanted them to know that he wasn’t leaving them alone. And his words are directed at us today just as much as those confused disciples.
In the 17th century a movement called Deism arose in Europe and America – Deists suggested that God had created the Universe, set all the physical laws in place, and then cleared off somewhere else to watch how things turned out. Humanity was left to its own devices. A sort of cosmic version of an absent father. This is of course Nelson Muntz from the Simpsons, the school bully always looking for his absent Father. But in our reading Jesus tries to explain to the disciples that in fact just the opposite is true of God. God had never, and will never, abandon anyone, and although Jesus himself was shortly to leave them, there was someone else waiting on the side-lines, someone who would carry on their teaching and will continue to assure them of God’s love and purposes for them.
That person was, and is, the Holy Spirit. He came, and he’s still here. We are here tonight in the presence of the spirit of the living God. If you have asked God into your life then he’s in you. He’s in me. He’s in our worship, in our prayers and right there with us whatever life brings our way. Let me ask you this – do you recognise the Holy Spirit  in you? Are you aware of his presence reassuring you, guiding you, changing you, empowering you? You can be, and you should be, because he took over from Jesus, and he has been sent to us by the Father. Listen again to that promise Jesus made to his followers – ‘I will not leave you as orphans’. 
And perhaps you have experienced the Holy Spirit at work in you even before you invited God into your life. That was certainly my experience as a teenager who had rejected the Christian faith, but still I felt this strange attraction which I could never completely shake off. It’s a bit like a magnet, drawing us back to God. God’s grace reaches out to all of us, he draws us back to him, determined that we won’t be lost, wanting us to come home to him, always giving us another chance because we are so important to him. Hard though that may be to understand at times. 
Many of us who are Christians can look back and recognise how God was drawing us back to him through the Holy Spirit, even if we didn’t recognise it at the time. 
Those of us who call ourselves Christians are all disciples. We are all on a journey of faith, always learning, always growing, and it is the Holy Spirit who enables us to become more like Jesus, and who gives us the words we need, the courage we need, the gifts we need, to be and do all that God wants and has planned for us. He knows we can’t do it on our own, and he will never let us go. And that’s what I feel God wants to say to all of us tonight. He has drawn us back home, he holds us close, and he will never let go of us. 
The word Paraclete which Jesus used to describe the Holy Spirit is translated as comforter. The Greek word Paracletos translates as one called alongside to help – so the Holy Spirit is also called our helper. One Greek writer used the word to describe how a charismatic General could fill his troops with courage and fire before battle. It means to encourage. Life is tough sometimes all of us face difficulties, temptations, crisis or tragedy. The promise Jesus makes to us is that we never have to face these things on our own. The Holy Spirit is right there with us to keep us going, and to assure us of God’s love and presence.
But it can be difficult to to grasp who the Holy Spirit is. Some Christians were brought up to think of the Spirit as a force, and influence, the power of God at work in the world. But this is quite impersonal, and we can see from our passage that Jesus very much speaks about the Spirit as a person – he never speaks of the spirit as an it. One of the fundamental beliefs of most Christian churches is a Trinitarian view of God – that is God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Its not easy to get to grips with God being one, but also three persons. People have tried all sorts of different ideas to get a handle on how this works. Some see God the Father as creator, God the Son as Saviour, and God the Holy Spirit as the one who transforms us. Others would describe God the Father as God for us, God the Son as God with us, and God the Holy Spirit, as God in us. 
Whatever image works for us, the Holy Spirit is the one who makes God real to us individually. He brings us into a relationship with God through what Jesus has done. He is crucial to our faith, but our personal experience of how he works, how we experience him can vary. 

Jesus knew that without the Holy Spirit, the disciples would not have been able to cope. And that’s just as much true of us today. Without the Holy Spirit to strengthen us, guide us, encourage us and empower us we will inevitable find the Christian life just too tough. Not one of us can cope on our own. If we try it won’t be long before we find ourselves discouraged and exhausted. But God has given us just what we need to live our Christian lives with integrity and confidence – the person of the  Holy Spirit. Not just with us when we feel spiritual or close to God, not just there when we are depressed or in despair. But always. He never leaves us. You can count on him.
There has also been a difference in opinion among various churches about how we can experience the Holy Spirit at work in our lives. Some say that when we come to God in repentance, when we commit our lives to him, then the Holy Spirit comes to us and that’s the end of the matter. Others have said that we can have a second experience of the Holy Spirit, an encounter that brings his gifts and a new power in our lives. I think that whichever route you take is absolutely fine. The main thing is that we all experience the Spirit at work in our lives, because we simply can’t get by without him. 
Sadly these different interpretations have led some Christians to view others as somehow second class, because they have not had the same experience. Why is it that we so often find ways to divide the people of God, when Jesus prays that we would be one family, united as his people?
But having said that I do believe that we can shut ourselves off from the Holy Spirit. We can go about things confident in our own strength, our own ability, we can lose touch with his sustaining presence. There are times for all of us maybe, when we just need to stop, and open ourselves once more to the healing, sustaining, presence and wisdom of the Holy Spirit, when we need to recognise that we have gone off at a tangent, and things perhaps haven’t worked out the way we thought they would, when our confidence in our own ability has been misplaced.

I don’t know what your experience of the Holy Spirit has been. I don’t know what you may be facing in life at the moment, but I do know that if you need him, you only have to ask, and the Holy Spirit will be there to give you what you need from God. Forgiveness, cleansing, direction, assurance, confidence, faith. Whatever you need, he can provide. Whatever you have done, whatever mistakes you may have made it doesn’t matter because God’s love is inexhaustible. God loved you long before you ever knew him.
So if you need him then just ask. If you want someone to pray with you to invite the Holy Spirit into your life, then any of the team would be happy to do so. But let me end now with a prayer:

Lord thank you for your Holy Spirit, who you have given to live in us, to draw us to you, to guide, comfort and empower us. Holy Spirit you are here tonight, within us and around us. Pour out your presence to all who need you now. Fill us to overflowing with the grace and love of God and may we always rely on you to help us live the lives that God has planned for us. 

In Jesus name,

Amen.
