CONSOLATION – the HOLY SPIRIT – the COMFORTER

-Pentecost-

R 8/28-39 ;   Is  41/10;   1Cor 10/13

Who needs consolation? Surely a  man grieving over  a loss of someone close to him: David e.g. sends his messengers to gladden Ammonite king after his father death (2 Sam 10/2 par), gladdens Bathsheba  after the first child’ death (2Sam 12/24), brothers comfort Efraim after murder of his sons (1 Cron 7/22). But from the consolation there is expected mitigation of another human torment: infertility (Elkana  pleases his wife Chana in 1 Sam1/8), melancholy (David has to cure Saul’s manic-depressive psychosis with playing the guitar, i.e. music therapy in 1Sam 16/14-23), oppression (Eccl 4/1 does not specify what kind of oppression  he means) and of course serious physical illness (the most well-known example is Job). From Job 29/24n results that “the comforter of grieving” is a honour title, in poetic speech even put at the same level as the status of the king among servants. Absence of the comforter is taken as a multiply disaster because a man stays with his pain alone: it is an example of many psalm writers (Ps 69/21 etc.)   or devastated Jerusalem in Lamentations. However, the pain is sometimes so large that a  grieving man even if some people try to comfort him does not accept any consolation (Jacob after receiving a false message about Joseph’s death in Genesis  37/35, reanimated Rachel who in Jer 31/15 grieves over her children’s death).
How to provide the consolation? A current form is a kindly and encouraging word: this way Joseph speaks to his brother who are afraid of revenge for  the evil after their father’s death which they have committed (Gen 50/1921) or Boaz to Ruth who voluntarily shares her mother-in-law fate without a protector or breadwinner (Ruth 2/8-13). If we visit somebody to comfort him compassion is  very important. It arises from the visit of Job’s three friends. They tear their clothes apart, scatter the ashes and sit with Job silently. The consolation is in  veritable, deep compassion with the pain of another man even there where human help is not possible and where a man can react only with a silent complicity because any words even with a good intention are like fruitless and irrelevant. (Job 16/2)

God as the Comforter:  As in particularly heavy situations every human comforter  hits his limits, the Bible points onto God as the Only Comforter worthy of that name:  Elkana e.g. gladdens his infertile wife in vain; only the God’s intervention on her affectionate prayer turns her pain into pleasure. We can emphasise it with the verse: “ I am your Comforter” (Is 51/12). Absence of consolation is a part of righteous judgement of God (Is 59/19), but  its provision God declares the ultimate goal of His dealing with a man (Is12/1: And in that day thou shalt say, O LORD, I will praise thee: though thou wast angry with me, thine anger is turned away, and thou comfortedst me). He does not delay however comes with His consolation in time to those who turn to Him with affectionate prayer. (Ps 94/19: “In the multitude of my thoughts within me thy comforts delight my soul. ”His consolation is not empty reassurance like a human reassurance often used to be however an effective promise of real turnover in a deplorable fate of suffering (see Jer 31/16n).
What the consolation is: The Old Testament uses for its characterization particularly two apt pictures of careful and tender care: a shepherd of his own sheep (Ps 23/1/4) and a mother of a new-born baby (Is 66/11-13). Both of these metaphors concatenate an idea of enough food on good pastures and near the waters (Ps 23/2) or from maternal breast (Is 66/11n) and of peace and security which  protection of a properly armed shepherd provides (Ps23/4) and warm of soft mother’s arms (Is 66/12n).
How God provides the consolation: An  intermediary of the  God’s consolation is particularly the Word of God: Ps 119/50,52. Then alive intermediaries of the Word of God (the consolation of God)  were of course prophets. A text in Is 61/1-3 can be considered as an anthem of consolation. (Jesus mentioned it at the beginning of his public activity – Lk 4/18n).
Isaiah 61/1/4:  “ 1The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me; because the LORD hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are bound;2To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all that mourn;3To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he might be glorified.4And they shall build the old wastes, they shall raise up the former desolations, and they shall repair the waste cities, the desolations of many generations.“
The Comforter: The prophet received anointment from God and he considered the presence of the Holy Spirit was above his operating the direct consequence of the anointment.  The anointment includes also mission which the prophet characterized with six verbs  in total -  “annunciate”,  “bandage”,  “announce”, “spread”,  “gladden” and “give”. The Spirit of God is directly called the Comforter in the New Testament. Everybody needs consolation from time to time. Psalms often repeat that life is permanent alternation of torment and pleasure and both of them has its own limited period as in human lives : “A time to weep and a time to laugh” (Ecc 3,4) as in permanent alternation of days and nights: ”… weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning. “(Ps 30/5).
Pain alternate pleasure and the pleasure alternate the pain: The pain is often a price quoted usually at a distance. When Jews captives  are coming  from Babylon back to their home country, a psalmist writes: “He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.”(Ps 126/6n). The sower is sad because he has not already known if his endeavour brings him some results. Weeping is sowing. Tears falling into the ground go through a similar process like seeds falling into fertile soil. A man has to trust in a hidden strength included in his tribulation similarly to a peasant hopes seeds falling into the soil will germinate. Pleasure  comes until the time of harvest.

The most typical and apt picture which describes the polarity of joy and pain is a picture of a woman in travail in the New Testament. We can find it twice there. The first one is in John and is heard from the mouth of Christ for goodbye at the Last Supper. Jesus gladdens his disciples with assurance that the grieve which will be caused with his leave, will soon be turned into the joy because of his re-coming which nobody will take them. (John 20/20,22). In the middle of this assurance there is input  a comparison with a woman who “has sorrow when she bears, because her time has come, but when a child is born she does not remember troubles because of joy that a new person has come on the world.”
In Romans there is a passage about creation that is released into futility but expect freedom with perseverance and hope. The whole creation is likened  to  a mother who  is preparing to a childbirth. We “who have just had the Spirit like a commitment for God´s gifts” are not withdrawn from general tribulation however the hope gives patience to our expectation.  
The pain passes away, the joy remains: Both those New Testament text coincide on a temporary character of pain: parturition however can be difficult for a woman is only a temporary process which result is a new born child. On the contrary the joy is there presented as a definitive state which will not be only permanent but also with its character will exceed an area of earthly existence in which the torment encroaches in an distracting way: “It is a joy which will bring with it liberation from all the chains and the enter into the Glory of God whose children we are.
“3And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God.4And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.” Rev 21/3,4

Conclusion: God does not make anyone of us immune to torment but He promises: “I will be with him in trouble..” (Ps 91/15). Even if the torment is huge it cannot separate us from the relationship with God. Only one can do it: we ourselves.  But we read: “Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us.“ (R 8/37). Paul the apostle knew what he wrote. He had experienced tribulation, anxiety, persecution or hunger, misery, danger and even sword.  And yet he wrote that we won famously in all of it not because we were so clever, strong, brave or flush. But through the power of That Who had loved us! So we win over adversity of life because of the relationship with God in Jesus Christ. Paul the apostle explains it: maybe tribulation… maybe anxiety.. maybe hunger?  Something unusual is happens with a man who holds God´s love even at the moment when circumstances are totally against him. At such a moment he says to himself: “it is not logical, it does not make sense, why it has happened just to ourselves, what bad we have done, if we had done something in a different way it would not have had  to happen….” And he cannot find answers! He cannot find them because there are not any and they do  not exist for him at the moment.  At the moment there is only one and we can find it in God´s arm which has opened in Lord Jesus Christ.
In one auction somebody sold a violin. It was scratched and abraded. Released strings hung from it and an auctioneer thought that it was a waste of time with the violin. However, he lifted it up with a smile and said :” How much do you offer, gentlemen? Starting price is one thousand crowns!” “one thousand one hundred!” somebody said. The other added: “One thousand two hundred!” “One thousand three hundred!” offered another.“One thousand three hundred for the first time, one thousand three hundred for the second time, one thousand three hundred….”

At the rear of the hall a man with grey hair stood up. He came to the auctioneer and took a fiddlestick into his hand. He dusted the violin with a handkerchief, straightened the strings and played so wonderfully and purely that it sounded as  angels´ choir. When he finished playing, the auctioneer said quietly and calmly :”How much do you offer for the violin?” And he lifted it up with the fiddlestick.
“Ten thousand!” “Twenty thousand!” “Thirty thousand!” “Thirty thousand for the first time, thirty thousand for the second time, thirty thousand for the third time,” and he confirmed the price with a hammer. People applauded but some of them asked: “What changed the price of the violin?” The answer was simply: “The hand of the master.” We are old, abraded and scratched  instruments. But we are able to play wonderfully. Just if the Master takes us into His hands.
Let´s walk by faith not by experience. God is the Master. And He takes a great care of us.      Amen.
