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The Paraclete, Pledge of Salvation, 
 Force of Life, and Light of Knowledge 
 
If you look through the texts of the liturgy for today, you will notice a word that recurs over and over: 
it is the verb to fill. "They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak…" "Come, Holy 
Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful…" "The Spirit of the Lord has filled the whole world…" It is also 
the key word in the collect for the day: "…with the divine grace that was at work when the Gospel 
was first proclaimed, fill now once more the hearts of believers." 
 
On one hand, fullness evokes what most of us mean when we speak of spiritual experience; a sense 
of presence, an outpouring of gratitude, or the overflowing heart, to use St. Benedict's expression at 
the end of the Prologue in the Rule. In that sense, these prayers refer to the most common 
manifestation of the Spirit.  On the other hand, filling usually means the completion of a process that 
has already begun. In this sense, we are asking the Spirit to complete what has already been done. 
This latter meaning characterizes the work of the Spirit as Paraclete, 'counsellor' or 'consoler'. Our 
Cistercian forebears seem to have focused especially on this second meaning, seeing Pentecost 
less as a point of completion than as an opening up towards what lies ahead.  
 
Isaac of Stella goes so far as to ask why we need this feast at all: 
If the aforementioned solemnities [of the Lord's birth, suffering, and resurrection] offer us such a 
great collection of graces, what need was there, I ask, for the gift of today's feast? What did those 
who had been fully reconciled lack that had to be added? How did he who gave his Son to us not 
give everything with him? [S. 43.4; CF 66;128] 
In answer, he will say that the Paschal Mystery was "enough for redemption, but not for grace; 
[enough] for justice, but not for friendship" (S. 43.6; CF 66;129). In other words, for us, the future lies 
ahead; we will need the Lord's help, continued grace, and friendship to find our way. So, the Spirit is 
sent to accompany us. 
 
Saint Bernard offers a concise and thought-provoking description of the Spirit's mission. He imagines 
Jesus saying to us, "And lest you complain or sorrow at my absence, I will send you the Spirit, the 
Paraclete, who will give the pledge of salvation, the force of life, and the light of knowledge" (Pent2, 
6; CF 53;78). Each of these three gifts deserves pondering. 
 
In the first, the Spirit's role is to encourage us by reminding us of all God has done. In Bernard's own 
words: 
 
[He will give you] the pledge of salvation, that the Spirit himself may bear witness that you are a child 
of God. He will show you, and impress on your heart, unmistakable signs of your predestination. He 
will put gladness in your heart, and with the dew of heaven will he satisfy your mind, if not constantly, 
then very often. 
 
In the second, the Spirit gives us the energy and strength we need to live good lives. It is interesting 
to notice that Bernard here alludes to the Rule of Benedict, as if the Spirit's role is to breathe life into 
the letter of the monastic project: 
 
[He will give you the force of life, that what is by nature impossible for you will through his grace be 



made not only possible but even easy. Thus you will proceed with delight, as "in all riches," in labors, 
in vigils, in hunger and thirst, and in all the observances. 
 
As for the third gift, its content comes as something of a surprise. Bernard calls it "the light of 
knowledge," which has us expecting something about insight and wisdom. Instead, the knowledge in 
question is much simpler and more basic: 
 
[He will give you] the light of knowledge, so that when you have done all things well, you may 
consider yourself an unprofitable servant, and whatever good you find in yourself, you may attribute 
to him from whom comes all good and without whom you cannot begin, much less complete, even 
the smallest task. 
 
Knowledge, then, is first of all self-knowledge, a humble, lucid view of our capacities and limitations. 
But this frank gaze at the self is immediately deflected toward the one "from whom comes all good 
and without whom you cannot begin, much less complete, even the smallest task." 
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