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Grace and peace to you this day in the name of the our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

A couple of weeks ago I told a story about Tony Campolo, an accomplished doctor of sociology and college 

professor, as well as pastor, author and public speaker.  I have another Campolo story for you today that comes 

from an experience Tony once had that started out very badly, but ended up being something that impacts him 

even today. 

 

The experience started out when he was in his office one day and the telephone rang.  It was his mother.  She 

called to say that an old family friend, a Mrs. Kirkpatrick, had died, and that he needed to go to the funeral.  

This was not something Tony needed to be convinced to do.  Mrs. Kirkpatrick had been a lovely lady, and in 

Tony’s early years, was especially kind to him and the other children of his church.  On one occasion she even 

took Tony to a concert because he had always wanted to hear a symphony orchestra.  Going to her funeral to 

show his respect and appreciation was not something his mother needed to convince him to do. 

 

He arrived at the funeral home at two o’clock that afternoon, just as the funeral was scheduled to begin.  He 

rushed up the steps and hurried by the funeral home director who stood at the door.  There were several funerals 

in progress at that time, and he walked into what he thought was the designated room for Mrs. Kirkpatrick’s 

funeral and quickly took a seat.  He was in such a hurry he failed to notice that, other than an elderly woman 

sitting two seats away from him, there was no one else in the entire room.  Campolo snuck a glance over the 

edge of the casket and realized that the man in it looked nothing like Mrs. Kirkpatrick!  Campolo had the wrong 

funeral!  He was just about to leave when the woman reached over, grabbed him by the arm, and with 

desperation in her voice said, “You were his friend–weren’t you?” 

 

Campolo didn’t know what to say.  Suddenly the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer came to him who once said, 

“There comes a time in everyone’s life when they must lie with imagination, with vigor and with enthusiasm!”  

So Campolo lied.  He reasoned that he could do nothing else.  He felt this woman reaching out for some 

assurance that somebody had some connection with her husband and had some concern for her.  He decided that 

saying “Sorry, ma’am, I’m at the wrong funeral. Your husband obviously didn’t have any friends,” was not the 

appropriate thing to do.  She needed to know that there was somebody to whom her husband meant something.  

So he lied.  He told he knew him, and that her husband had always been kind to him. 

 

Campolo went through the entire funeral sitting at her side.  Afterward, the two of them went out and got into 

the sole automobile that followed the hearse to the cemetery.  He figured that if he had gone as far as he had, he 

might as well go all the way.  He was determined not to leave this woman alone in her hour of deep sadness. 

 

The two stood together at the edge of the grave and said some prayers.  As the casket was lowered into ground, 

each of them threw a flower onto it.  Then they got back into the car and returned to the funeral home.  When 

they arrived, Campolo took the elderly woman’s hand and said to her, “Mrs. King, I have to tell you something.  

I really did not know your husband.  I want to be your friend, but I can’t be your friend after today unless I tell 

you the truth.  I did not know your husband.  I came to the funeral by mistake.” 

 

Mrs. King looked at Campolo as he waited nervously for her to respond.  Then she took his hand, held it for a 

long moment, and answered, “You’ll never ever, ever know how much your being here with me meant to me 

today.” 
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As Jesus prepares his disciples for his departure, he gives them these words: “And I will ask the Father, and he 

will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.  This (Advocate) is the Spirit of truth …” 

 

In John’s gospel, that’s how Jesus thinks of the Holy Spirit.  He is our Advocate.  He is another Advocate for 

us, in much the same way that Jesus himself has been our Advocate in his living, dying, and being raised for us.  

Our Advocate is the one who guides us.  He is the one who prays for us.  He is the one who cares for us. 

 

The word in Greek for this “Advocate” is Paraclete.  The word literally means “the one called to your side.”  In 

a courtroom setting, a Paraclete is your defense counsel.  In the broader scope of life, a Paraclete is your 

companion.  A Paraclete is the one who walks through life with you.  He is there to aid you, comfort you, cheer 

you on, call you to live for the better things of life, support you in being a child of God.  As one of my teachers 

once said, “The Paraclete is your very best and most wonderful friend.  He is the soul of your soul.  Nobody can 

take that companion away from you.  The soul of your soul will always be there.” 

 

That’s a pretty incredible promise Jesus makes to the disciples.  It is also a pretty incredible promise he makes 

to us.  How do we experience this “soul of our souls” in our living?  Where do we find this Paraclete who walks 

through life with us? 

 

When I listen to Tony Campolo tell his story of going to the wrong funeral, I realize that one of the ways the 

Paraclete becomes real for us is in the way we walk through life with each other.  Just as we are called to be the 

presence of Christ for each other, we are called to be the presence of the Spirit, too.  Yet this is not only how the 

Spirit comes to others, this is how the Spirit comes to us, when we are that presence for them. 

 

Leo Tolstoy wrote a short story he titled “Where Love Is, There Is God.”  It is the story of a simple tailor–a 

widower–who at the beginning of the story, is huddled in his basement shop which has but one window at street 

level.  From this vantage point the tailor can only see the boots of people passing by in the street outside his 

shop.  After the loss of his wife and the tragic death of his only son, this tailor becomes hopeless and 

despondent.  “How shall we live for God?” he asks a visiting countryman who has just returned from a long 

pilgrimage.  His visitor tells him, “Christ has shown us how to live for God.  Do you know how to read?  If so, 

buy yourself a Gospel and read it, and you will learn from it how to live for God.”  So the tailor does just that.  

He buys a Bible and begins to study. 

 

He finds himself reading many texts about serving others, and in the midst of this he hears a voice he believes to 

be that of Christ.  “Tomorrow,” this voice tells him, “tomorrow I will come to the street.”  Expecting a 

miraculous appearance, the tailor begins the next day to look for a visit from Jesus.  As he waits, expecting a 

knock at his door, he attends to the needs of those he sees passing by his window–an old man who has come to 

shovel the snow from his sidewalk whom he invites in for hot tea; a poor woman with her infant child, whom he 

feeds and offers his coat; a young boy caught in the act of a theft, whom he spares from a beating and reconciles 

him to his intended victim. 

 

Finally, the day draws to a close, and the tailor searches his mind to interpret the voice he had heard and make 

sense of the absence of his promised visitor.  In the growing darkness he once again hears a voice calling to 

him: “Martyn, oh Martyn, have you not recognized me?”  One by one, those whom he had helped during the 

day appeared to him in a dream.  After the last of them departed, he opened his eyes and they fell on his Bible, 

which was opened to the verse in Matthew which reads: “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of 

these who are my family, you did it to me.”  Tolstoy concludes: “And (the tailor) understood that his dream had 

not deceived him, that the Savior had really come to him on that day, and that he had received him.” 
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Henri Nouwen once wrote: “Friendship is one of the greatest gifts a human being can receive.  It is beyond 

common goals, common interests, or common histories … Friendship is being with the other in joy or sorrow, 

even when we cannot increase the joy, or decrease the sorrow.  It is the unity of souls that gives nobility and 

sincerity to love.  Friendship makes all of life shine brightly.” 

 

That’s the gift God holds out to us in the Spirit that God sends.  That’s the mission to which Jesus calls us in 

being the presence of this Spirit for each other.  It is the way our ascended Lord lives in our midst.  It is the way 

Jesus continues to reveal himself to us.  Amen. 

 


