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“Can We Stay Together…Apart?” 

May 24, 2020 

Scripture:  Acts 1:6-14; John 17:1-11 

Well these last several weeks have been a challenge.  As we continue in this time of 

pandemic it becomes harder and harder to be separated from one another.  You know, I’m an 

introvert.  Every Myers Briggs inventory I’ve ever taken confirms that I am almost “off the 

charts” an introvert.  You’d think this would be sort of really nice for me and easy, but it’s not.  

It’s hard.  It’s hard to be separated from people you love and people you enjoy keeping company 

with.  It’s hard to be constantly wondering when we might be able to get back together again.   

You know, so much of our lives involves physical contact.  It’s hard to be with someone, 

for instance, who’s grieving and not put an arm around them, not give them a hug, not take 

someone’s hand.  We try to do what we can.  We try to overcome this with technology.  A lot of 

us are on a pretty steep learning curve when it comes to the technologies that we’ve been using 

lately.  When I say a lot of us, I mean people like me who are old.  My kids, they understand it 

pretty easily, but for a lot us older people it can be a challenge to attend a meeting via Zoom 

where we’re talking over one another, we don’t know if we’re supposed to be muted or how to 

mute ourselves.  It’s hard.  And yet it’s the only way we have to keep us bound to one another, it 

seems.  How else do we do it?  How else can we be together apart? 

I think this is something actually that the gospel writers struggled with.  When it came to 

the disciples and their relationship to Jesus, the sort of central concern that emerged as Jesus’ 

ministry, and after his death and resurrection, finally comes to an end, it’s this concern that they 

are expected to continue to be connected to him somehow and yet he wouldn’t be with them 

anymore.  I hear that in Jesus’ prayer, “Father keep them one as you and I are one.”  And earlier 

in that discourse Jesus tells them “I won’t leave you orphaned.”   He’s letting them know:  I’m 

not going to leave you alone, I really won’t, even though I’m not going to be here, you’re not 

going to be able to touch me anymore.  I won’t be able to put an arm around you.  I won’t be 

able to look you in the eyes again.  It’s a real problem for the gospels.  How does this gathering 

of Christians, these followers of Jesus remain connected to him, together with him even though 

they’re apart? 

For Jesus the promise lies in what he calls the advocate, the counselor, the companion, 

the Holy Spirit.  Jesus promises them that they will be accompanied by a power, a force, a sense 

of connection that up to then they’ve never really experienced.  And so he leaves them with that, 

and in Acts we have the scene where Jesus, after kind of explaining to them that they don’t need 

to worry about some of the things that are on their minds, such as when he would come back in 

power and they would be able to take over Israel again.  He tells them, don’t worry about that; 

that’s not your problem.  Just wait.  And watch.  And do what I’ve taught you to do.  Send my 

ministry into the world.  And then he goes.  He’s taken away from them and they’re standing 

there sort of gawking, watching him going up into the heavens, I guess.  And suddenly there are 

these two people, these angelic men dressed in white telling them you know, you need to go 

home now.  Close your mouths.  Get out of here.  What are you looking at?  Everything’s going 

to be fine.  And so they leave.  They leave and they go back to their upper room to wait, to wait 

for that arrival of Holy Spirit.   
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Holy Spirit is what will keep them connected to this Jesus who has taken off, who’s gone 

now, who they’ll never again be able to touch, to look in the eyes, whose voice they’ll never hear 

again.  It’s a sad moment and yet it is filled with anticipation, eagerness, a sense of adventure as 

they go back to wait.  And of course we know what it is they’re waiting for.  They’re waiting for 

that moment that we’ll celebrate next Sunday, of Pentecost, that moment when the Holy Spirit 

will suddenly arrive and they will be given a new sense of purpose.  Their lives will take on new 

meaning and they’ll begin a whole new trajectory for themselves as they move out into the 

world, out beyond Jerusalem.  It is Holy Spirit that keeps us bound to one another.   

Now what is that exactly?  What is Holy Spirit?  We have all kinds of images for it.  You 

know, we think of a dove, something sort of light and gentle.  But then there’s also fire, 

something out of control and beyond our ability to touch and hang onto and contain.  Wind that 

comes from where we don’t know and goes to where we can’t imagine.  Or breath that we can 

feel passing over us, perhaps even emanating from us out into the world.  Holy Spirit is what 

flows through us and among us and between us.  Holy Spirit is that sense of connection we feel 

even when we’re apart.  A sense of connection that reminds us we’re not alone; that we’re not in 

this world to fend for ourselves.  But we have around us a cohort of others, a cloud of witnesses, 

some who have gone before us, others who stand with us and continue to work alongside us.  

Holy Spirit is what keeps us together. 

You know, I think that often we imagine that Holy Spirit is something that’s so 

ephemeral and something so hard to explain and to describe that we sort of imagine it as almost a 

fairy tale.  You know, such as a metaphor that we use but not something real.  Holy Spirit is real 

though in the way that courage is real.  Love is real.  Compassion is real.  These aren’t things 

you can quantify.  You can’t measure them.  You can’t take them apart and hold them.  But you 

know they exist.  You feel it within yourself.  You know that when you see, for instance, on 

television a picture of a child in Yemen who is starving.  That feeling in the pit of your stomach 

as your heart goes out.  That is Holy Spirit.  That is connection that you have with a child you’ll 

never meet, a child whose life doesn’t directly affect your own, and yet somehow is a part of 

you.  That’s what Holy Spirit is about.  It binds us together in ways we can’t measure but in ways 

that assure us God is with us, that we have a mutual purpose together.  And that’s what gives us 

that sense of God’s presence in the world all around us.  It’s what keeps us together. 

So I encourage you in the days and weeks ahead as we continue in this time of separation 

physically from one another, as it says on our sign, “Physically distanced, socially connected,” 

that we continue to rely on that spirit that keeps us bound.  Even though the technology is at 

times confusing and frustrating, even though we can’t look each other in the eyes in the way that 

we want, even though we can’t reach out and give each other a hug, take one another’s hand, I 

encourage you to rely on the presence of Holy Spirit to keep you bound to one another, to remind 

you that we’re not alone in this difficult time and that we will be led through it, that we will 

make our way to the other side of this pandemic, and we will in time be together again, able to 

see each other in the eyes, able to give each other a hug.  That time will come.  Holy Spirit will 

keep us bound until then.  That’s what keeps us together, apart.  Holy Spirit that reminds us that 

we are one, one in God, one in Christ.  One as a people of God bound together even while apart. 

Amen. 


