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The Revelation of the Paraclete*
By Father Marie Dominique Philippe, O.P. +

The Holy Spirit is revealed to us in the most perfect way during the “last week” of
But earlier Jesus had already spoken with Nicodemus about the Holy Spirit.2
Whether Jesus is really speaking to Nicodemus about the Third Person of the Holy Trinity is
a debatable question. I am convinced he is, since Jesus came precisely to reveal the Holy
Spirit. He came to reveal the Father and he came to reveal this ultimate mystery, the Holy
Spirit. We will look at two important moments in the Gospel of John: the conversation with
Nicodemus and then Chapters Fourteen through Sixteen.

Christ.1

In speaking to Nicodemus, Jesus affirms that we must be born anew - “to be born of
water and spirit.” This birth occurs through Baptism, through the Holy Spirit. Above and
beyond the sign and sacrament, however, is grace, the work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy
Spirit gives himself through the Sacraments. There is a significant connection between the
Sacraments and the Holy Spirit, especially in Baptism. Jesus says as much to Nicodemus.
This doctor, undoubtedly a member of the Sanhedrin, is an upstanding man. He had heard
about Jesus – a rather extraordinary man who did miracles in Galilee – Who is he? And
when Jesus goes up to Jerusalem, Nicodemus seeks him out at night,3 so as to avoid
compromising himself. Because, obviously, no one should compromise himself! Is Jesus a
real prophet or a false one? The question arises as he begins his public life. Until this point,
no one had heard much about Jesus, but the great prophet John the Baptist seems to exist to
make him known – and he does it in a strange way: “Behold, the Lamb of God.”4 Fr.
Feuillet and Fr. Braun, two very good exegetes of Saint John, show that during Jesus’ time
there were two traditions concerning the expectation of the Messiah. One claimed that the
Messiah was to be a political figure, certainly religious as well, but who was to win every
battle. According to the other tradition, which was drawn from Isaiah, the Messiah was to
carry the iniquity of the world – not only that of the Jewish people but that of the whole
world. “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” The Messiah breaks
open the boundaries of the Jewish people. He is the yeast that transforms the dough of
humanity. This Messiah would be rejected, “like a lamb led to the slaughter.”5 John the
Baptist sees this. Now, it is likely that Nicodemus had heard the voice of John the Baptist,
Excerpt from a conference given in Paris in 1997, published in Lettre Aux Amis, no. 82.
Jn Ch 12 ff.
2 Jn 3:5-8.
3 Jn 3:2.
4 Jn 1:29 and 36.
5 Cf. Is 53:7; Jer 11:19.
*

1

because what is proclaimed in the desert is quickly repeated to the Sanhedrin. So
Nicodemus knew that the great prophet John the Baptist, the one who came to announce the
Messiah’s coming, the coming of Christ, had regarded him as the Lamb who bore the
iniquity of the world. And Nicodemus is curious with a good curiosity. It is the curiosity of
those who consecrate themselves entirely to the search for truth. […]
In the Gospel of John, the first thing that Jesus announces to the Pharisees, who are
doctors of the Law, is this new birth. It is necessary to be born of the Spirit and water. This
teaching of Christ continues through the practice of Baptism. We are all born of the Holy
Spirit and water. The Holy Spirit is he who is given to us though Christ. The Father gave us
his Beloved Son to be our Saviour. At the end of his mission during the last week, Christ
announces that he will send us the Paraclete, the Spirit of Truth, so that we might receive6
everything that he himself revealed to us in an interior way as to friends, rather than in an
exterior way as to strangers. “No longer do I call you servants, you are friends,”7 says Jesus
to his Apostles. Through the Holy Spirit, we are friends of Christ. We are a friend of Christ
when we receive the Holy Spirit and live by him. Otherwise we are still in the Old
Covenant. We practice the Law, which we receive in an exterior way since that is how it is
with the Law. The Law becomes “an exemplary cause” or a model to imitate, while, on the
other hand, living by personal choice is something radically different. This choice, lived out
in the love of friendship, presupposes that we have found a friend. As long as someone has
not discovered a friend, he is alone. How many Christians these days are alone because they
have not discovered Jesus as their friend! How many are alone because they are not born of
water and Spirit!
We should be able to say, “Yes, it is true – my Christian life must be lived in an inner
way.” As Saint Paul says, “those who are led by the Holy Spirit are sons of God.”8 We are
sons of God only if we are moved and animated by the Holy Spirit. Thus, it is important to
know who the Holy Spirit is and to understand that in the midst of a century where gratuity
is hard to come by, the Holy Spirit is given to us gratuitously. Christian life is characterized
by the gratuity of the Holy Spirit. A Christian is someone who lives gratuitously by love
because love can only be lived gratuitously. Friendship is about choosing a friend
gratuitously. As long as we are not living in total docility to the Holy Spirit, we are not truly
Jesus’ friend—we are not a beloved disciple or a real Christian.
We are shown by the symbolism of water that the Holy Spirit’s primary task is to
make use of our repentance and the regret we have for our faults in order to purify and
cleanse us. The first task of the Holy Spirit is to cleanse us and bathe us in Christ’s blood so
that we might be a “new creation.”9 This new creation is the fruit of Christ’s blood and the
Holy Spirit’s mission.

Cf. Jn 14:26 and 16:13.
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It would now be beneficial to re-read chapters fourteen through sixteen of Saint John,
paying special attention to each time Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit. First of all in
chapter 14, verse 15: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will pray to
the Father, and he will give you another Paraclete,10 to be with you for ever.” Jesus says
“another Paraclete” because he himself is the first Paraclete. What does this word—which is
simply a replication of the Greek word—mean? In our day, the words “Amen” and
“Paraclete” are no longer translated. Several reasons contribute to this. In fact, these words
are untranslatable. “Paraclete” (paraclètos, a word translated as “advocate,” “defender,”
“consoler”) is the one who hears our cry, the one who hears the cry of the child in the
desert.11 He is the one who would hear the General Intercessions at Mass if they were truly
a child’s cry in the desert. Unfortunately, that is not often what they are. These prayers
have become commonplace. We say them because it has to be done. In reality, what we
need is a prayer that cries out to the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, and then he would hear this
cry. A passage from Exodus comes to mind: “I have heard the cry of my people….”12 The
Paraclete is the one who hears. He is like the ear of God that hears the cry of his people, of
those who really cry out, that is, those who hunger and thirst for love and for justice. We are
living today in a world of lies, where injustice has constant dominion, or seems to dominate.
Hence, the children of God cry out, “There is no way we can live in this world!” The
Paraclete, God listening to his people’s misery, is given to us for this reason. When we love,
we hear the cry of those we love.
“I will pray the Father, and he will give you another Paraclete, to be with you for
ever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor
knows him; you know him, for he dwells with you, and will be in you.”13 The Paraclete is
given to us through Jesus who prays to the Father. If Jesus at the Cross cries out, “I thirst,”14
it is for us, so that we might receive the Paraclete who will be given to us because Christ’s
prayer is always efficacious. His prayer, being that of the Beloved Son, is always efficacious
and therefore the Paraclete is given to us. Too often, however, we do not want to hear his
voice. If we would hear his voice, we would be beloved sons of the Father. One is a child of
God when one listens to the Father’s voice.15 That is the moment when we go beyond the
legal, moral viewpoint – not by rejecting or denying it, but by going further to enter the
Father’s mercy and love.
Here Jesus helps us understand that the Paraclete is given to us as a response to
Jesus’ prayer. Jesus came in order to ask the Father to send us a Paraclete so that, thanks to
this Paraclete given to us by the Father, we might be able to live our Christian life in an
interior way. We live it interiorly by understanding that our Christian life is before all else a
In the Ignatius Bible, from which all quotations are taken, Paraclete is translated as Counselor – In
later direct quotations, the Ignatius translation is therefore changed to keep the word Paraclete.
11 See Gen 21:14-19.
12 Cf. Ex 3:7-8: “I have seen the affliction of my people […], I heard their cry […], I have come down to
deliver them….”
13 Jn 14:16-17.
14 Jn 19:28.
15 Cf. Jn 6:45: “Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me.”
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life spent loving the Father. As children love their father, so we love God. This is so that
God may become, that he may be, a true Father to us – a Father who asks for only one thing:
to receive our prayer and to answer it. Jesus tells us this: “If you ask anything of the Father,
he will give it to you in my name.”16 If we are children who love their Father, we will ask
the Father to put the Holy Spirit in the most intimate depths of our hearts. We will ask him
to give us the One who listens to our prayer, the One in the Most Holy Trinity who is the
fruit of the Father and the Son.
Again Jesus tells us: “The Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in
my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to
you. ”17 The Paraclete is like Christ’s “memory” within us. Being present within us, the
Holy Spirit teaches us everything that Christ said and taught. He teaches us not in order
that we may repeat it in an exterior way, but in order that we may live it interiorly.
Christian life lived in this way becomes our life and not a life exterior to us. What comes
from the outside is artificial, while what comes from the inside can be our deepest and most
intimate secret. Christ’s teaching takes root in our most intimate depths through the Holy
Spirit and this teaching becomes a secret of love.
Let us reflect for a moment on the parable of the sower. A portion of the seed fell on
rock, some seed fell in thorns and some on the path and was walked upon. And lastly, some
seed fell on good soil. The good soil is that which is tilled by the Holy Spirit and receives the
Word of God as a seed of life. This is a seed that must grow and take hold of everything in
us. There is something very great here to understand: It is the Holy Spirit who renders us
capable of listening to the Word of God in such a way that it falls on neither the road, with
everyone going by (so we do not take anything in), nor on rock, which means a heart
hardened with pride. Pride changes the heart so that it is no longer like the heart of little
Thérèse. She acknowledged herself to be humble, meaning not proud, because she chose the
little way of poverty, a way that receives and keeps the Word of God. There is no other way
to keep the Word of God. The Holy Spirit is given to us so that our heart may no longer be a
heart of stone but a heart of flesh,18 “good soil” for the Word of God, a heart open to this
divine Word and capable of “keeping” it as the Virgin Mary did.19
Later on in chapter 15, Jesus brings us to understand how much we should live by
the Paraclete:
When the Paraclete comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit
of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness to me; and you also are
Jn 16:23.
Jn 14:26.
18 Cf. Ezek 11:19-20 : “I will give a new heart, and put a new spirit within them; I will take the stony
heart out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in my statutes and keep my
ordinances and obey them; and they shall be my people, and I will be their God.”
19 Cf. Lk 11:27-28 : “As he said this, a woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, ‘Blessed
is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that you sucked!’ But he said, ‘Blessed rather are those
who hear the word of God and keep it!’”
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witnesses, because you have been with me from the beginning. I have said this to
you to keep you from falling away. They will put you out of the synagogues; indeed,
the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God.
And they will do this because they have not known the Father, nor me. But I have
said these things to you, that when their hour comes you may remember that I told
you of them. I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was
with you.20
Surprisingly, Jesus begins by invoking the Father to send the Holy Spirit and then
progressively, (if we consider in succession every time Jesus promises the Paraclete), we
come to this direct statement from Jesus: He himself will send the Paraclete “from the
Father.” And Jesus insists: “If I go, I will send him to you.”21 How important this is for us
since we thereby discover that Jesus has come to send us the Holy Spirit and that it is the
Holy Spirit who makes us children of God. We cannot truly live by the Gospel if the Holy
Spirit is not there and if he does not transform our hearts. The Holy Spirit’s action in us is
not something optional. Being docile to him and letting him move us and make us act, as
Saint Paul puts it, is necessary for us in order to be faithful, to be Jesus’ beloved disciples,
and to be beloved children of the Father. If it were not for the Holy Spirit, we would very
quickly find the Church’s law too hard and the Gospel as well. They would seem too
difficult in a world that would so like to make everything easy for us and that would like
everything to be attuned to our desires, which is to say, our instincts. Only the Holy Spirit
can make us enter into the spirit of Christ and live from it.
The Holy Spirit is given to us so that we might love Jesus in truth, from within, as the
one we have chosen and the one who is the friend of our heart. The Holy Spirit should
always help us to be more wholly Jesus’ friend. This is because the Holy Spirit is the love of
friendship in God. He is the fruit of the Father’s love for the Son and the Son’s love for the
Father. They love each other in such a way that the fruit of their love is a person: the Holy
Spirit. And he is the one whom Jesus wants to give to us so that we might understand his
teaching from within instead of receiving it as a burden or a new Law. We have to admit that
we quite easily receive the Church’s teaching as a new Law! Now when it comes to a law,
we try to get around it in order to protect our freedom – forgetting that the love of the Holy
Spirit alone can set us free because he allows us to love and to love to the end. The truth sets
us free22 in as much as we go to the end of love. Then the Church’s teaching allows us to be
truly free and to love truly. Otherwise we have the mindset of a cheater, trying to get past
the toll without paying. Such a person is a so-called good Catholic and a good disciple of
Christ but in fact, he is a cheater. To put it another way, he does not understand what love
is. The Holy Spirit is given to interiorise our Christian life so that it may become a secret.
The primitive Church knew the meaning of a secret, and they knew how to keep one. This
secret was the Eucharist and the Word of Christ. Jesus’ words should be a secret for us as
well – a secret from which we draw life – and the same can be said of the Eucharist. What
Jn 15:26-16:4.
Jn 16:7.
22 Cf. Jn 8:31-32.
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the Church requires of us is also a secret of love: this challenge to love entrusted to the
Church, a challenge which comes from the one who gave his life for us – this too is a secret
of love. The new law, this law of love that Jesus transmitted to us before offering himself on
the Cross, is a law of liberation because it shows us where our true good lies. This love is
the one that allows us to discern the true good from false goods. False goods are those that
seduce but do not give happiness because they are outside of truth and draw us into
dishonesty.
In the world today living as a Christian is sometimes heroic! It is even often heroic,
but this heroism must be lived in love, like a secret that binds us to Jesus’ heart and by the
same fact, gives us a strength that does not come from us. In this light of love – a personal,
secret bond of love – things that would otherwise be very difficult to live through become
wonderful ways in which we can express our love. Through them we tell Jesus that we love
him above all else and that we live by his love. That is what we must understand: what we
consider as laws can be transformed into divine love, a secret of love that frees us,
transforms us, and allows us to touch the deepest secret of Jesus’ heart.

