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What’s that bird doing here?  What’s that bird doing on the cover of the bulletin?  And what was 
that the pastor said when he was reading the Scripture?  Parakeet?  What’s a parakeet got to do 
with anything?  I thought this was Pentecost?  Didn’t he tell us all in the newsletter this week to 
wear red?  That’s for those flames at Pentecost, right?  The ones that were on everybody’s 
heads?  This week’s sermon is supposed to be all about the Holy Spirit, right?  We sang, “Spirit 
of the Living God.”  We read a psalm about God’s breath creating everything.  Breath, that’s the 
same as spirit, right, in those old languages?  And then we sang another song about wind and 
fire, that’s about the Holy Spirit, right?  So, what’s this bird doing here?  What in the world is he 
talking about? 
 
Did I get it right?  Is that what some of you were wondering?  Don’t be shy; it’s what I meant 
you to wonder.  Today is indeed Pentecost, what some call the Birthday of the Church and the 
day we usually read that passage from Acts 2 about the mighty wind rushing through and the 
tongues of flame that appeared over the heads of the disciples and how they went out into the 
streets glorifying God and telling the story of Jesus and how everyone who was in Jerusalem 
each heard the Good News in their own language.  This is that day.  But I’ve chosen this 
morning to read the Gospel reading for Pentecost Sunday in the Lectionary’s Year B and it 
features this funny word for the Holy Spirit, “Paraclete,” the word that so many unwary listeners 
have heard as “parakeet” and wondered what in the world those happy, colorful, noisy little birds 
that we called budgerigars or “budgies” in England could possibly have to do with Jesus.  In fact, 
I’ll read a poem in a few minutes entitled “The Paraclete and the Parakeet” that I discovered this 
week and found delightful but first I want to explore that funny Greek word for a bit and what 
John remembers Jesus saying about it.  What does it mean for us to have the Spirit of truth enter 
our lives?  What is it that the Spirit is trying to teach the world?  And how are we called to both 
let the Spirit work in us and to extend the work of the Spirit in the world? 
 
Let’s start with Paraclete, παρακλητοσ to give its Greek form.  In the translation which I read 
this morning, an inclusive-language reworking of the Revised Standard Version produced by the 
National Council of Churches in 1984, the preferred translation is Counselor but other common 
translations include Advocate, Comforter, and Helper.  Counselor and Advocate are closely 
related in our common usage as both are terms used for defense lawyers in legal proceedings.  
Some of you may have heard me address Jules Butler with mock courtesy as “Counselor.”  
Sorry, Jules, I’m not assigning you the attributes of a member of the Trinity.  But, indeed, Jules 
has earned the title of Counselor as one who has passed the Bar examination and been admitted 
to the brotherhood of attorneys.  And that’s one way in which Christians over the centuries have 
understood the work of the Holy Spirit.  Commentator Chris Haslam notes, “The Greek word 
(παρακλητοσ) is derived from a verb meaning call to one’s side. The Latin word advocatus has 
the same meaning, but there is a distinction to be made between the Greek and Roman judicial 
systems. In a Roman court, an advocatus pleaded a person’s case for him, but a Greek parakletos 
did not: in the Greek system, a person had to plead his own case, but he brought along his friends 
as parakletoi to influence the court by their moral support and testimony to his value as a 
citizen.”  Mostly, when I have read or heard this concept discussed, it has been from the point of 
view that the Holy Spirit acts as a sort of defense attorney for the Christian before the Judgment 
Seat of God.  That’s certainly a valid approach, given all of the judicial images for God we can 
find in the Scriptures.  But I find that a slightly different approach is actually more helpful to me 
and I want to share that with you all.  It’s not the judgment of God that worries me.  I rest on 



What’s That Bird Doing Here? 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 5/24/2015 2 
 

God’s love and on the promise of my adoption as God’s child.  What plagues me on a day-to-day 
basis, where I need an advocate, is with myself.  I find it all too easy in life to doubt my worth, 
my abilities, my value, and the dominant culture does little to help me with this.  The message 
from the powers of the world, after all, is that I’m not really worthwhile unless I buy this, use 
that, wear this kind of clothes, drive that kind of car, and fall in line with the expectations of that 
dominant system.  The world’s pretty good at judging me and finding me wanting and I don’t 
know about y’all, but I fall into that trap far too easily.  It’s only when the Paraclete helps me 
reflect on my place in God’s love that the anxiety of life doesn’t nip at my heels. 
 
This very easily leads to the translation of παρακλητοσ as “comforter.”  This Greek word was 
not used to describe the Holy Spirit in the Greek version of the Old Testament in use in Jesus’ 
day but a related word was used in one of the most tender passages of the Bible, one to which we 
still turn today in times of trouble.  In the 23rd Psalm, we give thanks for the presence of the 
Good Shepherd: “For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”  Comfort, in 
Hebrew hacham, is rendered in Greek by the word paraklesis.  In calling the Holy Spirit the 
parakletos, surely Jesus was helping us to know that the teaching and reminding of the Spirit 
within us would bring us great comfort.  But the Paraclete isn’t exactly like Linus’ security 
blanket, either.  Another commentator, William Long, helped me more fully understand why 
some translate this word as Comforter.  “The word "comforter" to describe the Holy Spirit has an 
impressive pedigree,” Long writes, “going back to Wycliffe's translation of John 14:6 in the 
1380s, but the use of "comforter" in the 14th century is different from the way we would use the 
term today. That is, the word "comforter" is derived from the Latin confortare, which means to 
"strengthen with" (fortis is strength or strong). Thus, our 21st century understanding of 
"comfort," which we associate with anything from a nice hug to a bag of chocolate ("comfort 
food") really doesn't capture the essence even of Wycliffe's use of the word.”  To give some 
more modern images, the Holy Spirit is less like a nanny who pats us on the head and feeds us 
cookies and whispers, “there, there, you poor thing,” and more like a boxer’s corner man, who 
trains us for the contest, gives us water between rounds and shouts, “you’re ready, Champ, go get 
‘em!” 
 
With this complex set of meanings for παρακλητοσ in hand, let us turn to the other name Jesus 
gives the one who will come after him: Spirit of truth.  There’s another interesting thing about 
the Greek here.  The word “truth,” ἀλήθεια in Greek, is derived from a word featured in the 
Greek understanding of what comes after death.  In the myths of the ancient Greeks, the 
underworld kingdom of Hades, the land of the dead, featured a river called Lethe, 
“forgetfulness.”  When you died, you drank from that river and forgot your earthly life.  Also, in 
Greek, the prefix “a-ˮ negates what comes after it.  So truth, ἀλήθεια in its literal Greek meaning, 
is that which is not forgotten, that which is worth remembering.  The Holy Spirit which we 
celebrate on this Pentecost Sunday comes not just to stand alongside us, not just to comfort us, 
not just to empower us, but to help us remember. 
 
And what is it that the παρακλητοσ helps us to remember?  It is what Jesus taught the disciples, 
of course.  The Holy Spirit, understood in the theology of Western Christianity as proceeding 
from the Father and the Son, speaks what has already been spoken by Father and Son, reminding 
us, reteaching us the great truths, the things we shouldn’t forget.  In this passage from John’s 
Gospel, Jesus sums up those lessons in three points: “(The Paraclete) will prove the world wrong 
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about sin and righteousness and judgment: about sin, because they do not believe in me; about 
righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; about judgment, 
because the ruler of this world has been condemned.”  These are in fact the lessons that Jesus has 
already taught or is in the act of teaching as he prepares for Calvary.  Let’s unpack each of them. 
 
Jesus says that the world is “wrong about sin… because they do not believe in me.”  In other 
words, those who have not put their faith in Jesus have not yet learned what he has taught about 
sin; that is, it is forgiven.  Jesus’ message throughout his ministry was of God’s love and God’s 
forgiveness.  God is the Father who loves so wildly that he runs to meet his wandering child 
before that child can ask for forgiveness and throws a party for the child’s homecoming without 
ever hearing “Father, I am not worthy…”  God is the Shepherd who brings the 99 home safely 
and then goes to search for the wandering one.  God is the extravagant one who finds us, God’s 
treasure, and gives up everything for us.  The world, the dominant culture is wrong about sin 
because the world teaches us to be afraid, to expect punishment, to seek comfort from an angry 
God in the culture’s arms.  But the world is wrong.  God loves us “while we were yet sinners.” 
 
Jesus says that the world is “wrong about righteousness… because I am going to the Father and 
you will see me no longer.”  If the dominant culture was right about righteousness, someone who 
had been condemned as a criminal could not possibly be righteous, yet Jesus, the truly righteous 
one, had been condemned and killed but God’s recognition of his righteousness shone forth in 
his resurrection and his ascension.  Righteousness does not consist of strictly following a set of 
rules, not even laws we believe come from God, but in loving God and our neighbors. 
 
And when those neighbors transgress those laws, we are called to find the righteousness of 
restorative justice.  You see, the world is wrong about judgment.  It is not the punitive action we 
have come to call justice.  Focusing on punishment, even for murderers, is not God’s judgment 
because it proclaims a lack of faith in the redemption that Jesus promised was possible for all.  
Only the ruler of the God-denying world system has been condemned, not God’s creation or 
God’s creatures.  I am deeply grieved this week at the mechanics of “justice” in Boston which 
have led to the death penalty for Dzhokhar Tsarnaev.  What that young man did was wrong; 
there is no doubt about it.  But once he is dead, there will be no opportunity for him to learn, to 
change, to find redemption.  And more blood will be on the hands of our justice system.  
According to reports, “polls of Boston’s citizens were overwhelmingly in favor of life in prison 
rather than death; and the family of Martin Richards, the boy who died, whose sister and mother 
were badly injured, whose brother has PTSD and whose father has shrapnel wounds and some 
hearing loss, declared that not only their faith, but also their peace of mind, needed a sentence of 
life in prison.  One lonely Catholic keeping vigil outside the courtroom, an Iraq war vet, said ‘No 
one should be sentenced to death for the worst day in his life,’ echoing Jesus’ assertion that the 
world is wrong about judgment.” 
 
This is the movement of the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, in our lives: when we turn from punitive 
justice to restorative justice and mercy, when we turn to love for all our neighbors, when we 
accept God’s love for our frail and fractured selves, when we remember that Jesus taught these 
things and that we proclaim that Jesus is Lord.  When we experience these things in our lives, 
then we can be sure that we are under the influence of the Spirit of truth, the Comforter, the 
Advocate, the Counselor. 
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And how, then do we respond?  Jesus told his disciples on that night he was betrayed and just as 
we are their spiritual heirs, baptized in the same Holy Spirit as they were, just as we are heirs to 
the promises of God to them and, with them, heirs to the Kingdom of God along with Jesus, so 
we are their heirs in the assignment Jesus gave them.  Listen again: “When the Advocate comes, 
whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he will 
testify on my behalf. You also are to testify because you have been with me from the beginning.”  
We have not physically been with Jesus on the shores of Galilee but each of us knows the reality 
of being with Jesus in the Spirit, of knowing, somehow, that he has always been with us and 
always will be with us.  So our assignment is to testify to him: to share his teachings that God 
loves and forgives all persons, to proclaim our belief that it is true and that the one who taught it 
is true. 
 
I promised you a poem.  It is called, “The Paraclete and the Parakeet,” and it is by Eugene 
Hollahan, a contemporary American poet, novelist, and literary critic.  On the strength of this 
poem, which I discovered this week, I look forward to reading more of his work.  It remarks 
upon the current lack of attention to the Holy Spirit in theology and preaching and how we might 
reimagine the Spirit not as a dove but as a more cheerful and gregarious bird that could move 
hearts in a new way: 
 

Ineffable, disembodied, 
unable to make or to redeem, 
 
I am become an arcane dogma, 
yet I see something that needs doing. 
 
Men mire up and can not stir. 
I see stasis everywhere, 
 
a water tread upon an oily calm. 
I try everything to call or comfort, Jove-like 
 
shaping myself as pure vigor, courage, feeling, soul, 
but such vague shadows leave men out of spirits. 
 
Failed as a mourning dove I now prefer 
a new form for my trinitarian function. 
 
Witness here a walking-talking wonder, 
affectionate, clever, acrobatic, tricky, 
 
available in all liturgical hues, 
wildly capable but tamely stooping to a cage, 
 
happiest on a ladder or a seesaw. 
Fly forth now, Budgie, to see if men will budge. 
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What’s that bird doing here?  It’s the Holy Spirit, reminding us in her loving, clever, tricky way 
that we are the Body of Christ, the ones called to be inhabited by her so that we may carry out 
the work of Christ in this world, today.  What’s that bird doing here?  It’s the Holy Spirit, pulling 
at our hearts with the truth, chirping God’s love and forgiveness for all, piping that we, too, are 
the “pretty boys” and “pretty girls” of God’s heart in that funny Budgie voice.  What’s that bird 
doing here?  It’s the dove that descended upon Jesus and descends upon us, too, proclaiming that 
we are God’s beloved children, in whom our Loving Creator is well pleased.  What’s that bird 
doing here?  Why, it’s not a bird at all but a flame, resting on each one of us on this Pentecost 
morning to confirm that we have the power to change our world.  What’s that bird doing here?  
That’s no bird!  It’s the wind, the Spirit of God, blowing us to greatness, fulfilling the earth, 
filling us till we are only the breath of God, loving in God’s name all those that the world calls 
unlovable.  What’s that bird doing here?  It’s the parakeet, the Paraclete, the Heavenly Dove, the 
fire, the wind, the Spirit.  Thanks be to God! 


