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     “While You Were Out...” the little message 
slip reads, a note left on your desk, or tucked 
into a crack in your door.  Sure sign that some-
one paid you a visit and found that you were 
not available.  “Where were you?” we are inter-
rogated later.  “The lights were on.  I could hear 
the TV!  But you weren't home.” The phone 
rings, and you want to check caller-ID before 
you pick up the handset.  Have you ever kept 
still, hoping that whoever it was would go away?  
Knowing that they wanted something from you?  
Time?  Money?  Your companionship?
     We have all seen a person who walks along 
a sidewalk with their head down, their eyes on 
the cracks in the sidewalk, talking incessantly to 
him- or herself, sometimes loudly, sometimes in-
audibly.  Their eyes never glance up to see the 
neighborhood through which they move; they 
never catch the eye of an acquaintance or a 
stranger to greet, smile, or converse.  
     We say of such persons when we encounter 
them that they are living in their own little 
world.  And we mean by that that they are in-
complete, somehow ~ broken or sick in heart 
or mind.  And we are right!  When that deep 
withdrawal into self is the manifestation of 
physiological disease, as in Alzheimer's, or other 
changes in the mind that we call dementia, we 
recognize immediately how tragic it is. We see 
the loss of self, or self-knowledge, or identity, 
which we would fear to suffer ourselves.
Our hearts go out instinctively to victims of such

diseases, and those who love them,  because it 
is not just the individual who suffers the loss, but 
those who know and love that person.  And the 
more deeply known, the closer the bond, the 
more painful and tragic is the loss of love and 
friendship.
     In both the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, 
a key understanding of human beings is that we 
are easily distracted from living our lives in the 
company of the Holy Spirit.  We allow our at-
tention to focus ever more exclusively on the 
daily grind and what it requires of us. And we 
devote less and less of our energy and attention 
to the daily bread God has given to us.  I know 
that this description of our human condition is 
true from immediate and personal experience.  
And I am certain that you know it, too.
     One result of this tendency is that we miss 
the joyfulness of life in the opportunities God 
sends to interact and enjoy fellowship, first with 
God, and second with one another.  The person 
lost in himself doesn't reap the benefit of his sur-
roundings.  She doesn't see the beauty, or expe-
rience the unique diversities in which we 
perceive beauty.  And all that is sad enough.
     But it is not just our loss.  It deprives God of 
something, too.  Believe it or not, we deprive 
God of the pleasure of our company.  We hole 
up in our castles, "safe" behind the walls of our 
emotional and personality castles, not answering 
the door, pretending no one is home.  Picture 
Jesus standing at the door, knocking....

While You Were Out...



Knowing ourselves as we do, it may surprise you 
to know that God longs for your company.  You 
may protest that you are not, by nature, the 
most scintillating company, 
the most compelling com-
panion that God could have 
to suffer without.  And you 
would be correct.  Because 
we all have our less attrac-
tive aspects, don't we...?
However...
     At the heart of the Gospel is the completely 
unjustifiable realization that God loves you.  This 
is what the Church is always proclaiming, and 
what the world finds so hard to believe.  In fact, 
we seem to go out of our way to challenge God 
with reasons to leave us behind -"Can you love 
me, now?"  God actually wants your companion-
ship.  God actually enjoys it when you recognize 
and appreciate God's presence.  And God misses 
you when you are gone.
     There is an (yet another) old story that I 
learned from Emmaus that tells about an en-
counter between an old Yankee farmer and a 
country pastor.  Over a period of several months 
the old farmer had gradually pulled away from 
the fellowship of weekly worship and social en-
gagement with the rest of the parish / congrega-
tion. Perhaps it was just a season of work on the 
farm.  Or the loss of his son a few years back.  
His absence was noticed, and his presence 
missed.  A few folks had reached out to invite 
him back into connection.  But his habits had 
changed.  Going back to renew the fellowship 
he used to enjoy just seemed too hard.  So he 
stayed at home.  
     One afternoon, the pastor stopped by.
"Knock - knock - knock" went the door.

     It was a cold afternoon, so the farmer in-
vited the pastor in, and they sat side by side in 
front of the fire.  They spoke briefly, but conver-

sation faltered.  Apparently 
the pastor wasn't the great-
est engaging conversational-
ist, either.  They sat quietly 
before the blazing fire.  
After awhile, the pastor 
took the poker, reached 
into the fire, and slid one of 

the glowing coals out from under the center of 
the blaze over to one side.  They continued in 
silence.  The coal faded from bright orange-red 
to a dull rose, then through grey to black.  The 
visitor reached out again, and slid the coal back 
into it's vacant spot among the other glowing 
embers.  After a few more minutes, the pastor 
rose to go.  The farmer thanked him for his visit 
and for his wordless sermon, and promised to 
be in his spot in the sanctuary that next Sunday.
And he was.
     It's an old story.  But there is a lot of truth in 
it.  The glowing warmth of the Holy Spirit dissi-
pates easily if we are not careful to keep our-
selves in the company of others whose hearts 
are also warm with that Spirit.   And God misses 
you when you are gone.  So...why not humor 
God, today.  Give God a little jingle.  Hear that 
knocking?  Go ahead.  Answer the door....

Praying for 
your family 
and for 
mine...
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At the heart of the 
Gospel is the completely
unjustifiable realization

that God loves you. 






