
Easter 7 (after Ascension), Year A – May 28, 2017           Absent, Yet Present 
Acts 1:6-14; John 17:1-11 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 
 

This past week, the Rev. John Hill posted this question on a blog that I follow: What should any 

of us do when all we know of the Lord is a sense of his absence?1 During this liminal time 

between Jesus’ ascension (which we celebrated this past Thursday) and the Day of Pentecost,  

the disciples are forced to reckon with that sense of absence. Just as they did, on occasion so 

must we. 

 

This morning we’re taken in two directions with that. Though we are in the final week of 

Eastertide, still proclaiming “Alleluia! Christ is risen”, John’s gospel takes us back to that last 

supper with the disciples the night before Jesus’ arrest and death. We are back to Jesus’ final 

words before they all leave the upper room and go out into that night of betrayal and sorrow.  

They would be left alone, without him Jesus to guide and instruct them. 

 

Across four chapters of this gospel, Jesus has completed a long discourse of teaching, 

encouragement, and preparation for a life in community that would not include his physical 

presence with them.  

 

Then, with them listening, all but one still gathered around the table, Jesus stops speaking to 

them and begins to speak to God, concluding with this beautiful prayer that we just heard a 

portion of, outlining his heartfelt desire for his followers. What he wants, most of all for them 

and those who would succeed them, is that they would know God and to understand that we can 

and do belong to God, and united in that belonging. To know God is eternal life in the next 

world, yes, but also in this one – we sometimes forget that. It’s the fullness of life as God intends 

it; what the other gospels refer to as the “kingdom of heaven/God”.  

 

Have you ever tried to imagine what it would be like to hear Jesus pray to God on your behalf, 

on our behalf? What he would say, what words he would use? Maybe we don’t have to imagine;  

maybe all we have to do is pay attention to this prayer. 

 

What Jesus desires for the disciples, and for their successors, is nothing less than the fullness of 

relationship with God that he himself enjoys. Think about what that means. That is his prayer. 

He asks God to protect them: not from death or persecution or pain or anything else that the 

world might inflict on them. Those things are unavoidable; Jesus would suffer them too. No, he 

asks God to protect them from losing sight of what God has given them, and from making the 

mistake of ever thinking that they are alone, abandoned, or without hope. He makes this prayer 

even as he knows that very soon, they will be without him. Very soon, they will see him die. 

Very soon, their hearts will break as death appears to take him from them. What are they to do 

then? When they feel that sense of absence, then and later when he returns to God, will they 

remember these words, these teachings, this prayer? 

 

                                                           
1 http://aplm2013.blogspot.ca/2017/05/preachers-study-easter-7a-2017.html 



Acts gives us a different look at the prospect of Jesus’ absence. Jesus has been raised from the 

dead – according to the writer, this is forty days later. The disciples who remained after Judas’ 

betrayal have been perplexed by Jesus’ sudden appearances, failing to recognize him initially;  

they’ve eaten with him, enjoyed his company, had their minds opened to the meaning of the 

scriptures – and now he is leaving them once again. They’ll feel his absence, once again.  

Granted, this is a more hopeful leave-taking, and with the promise of resurrection fulfilled  

then surely the promise of the Holy Spirit’s coming can be counted on, but still – there is sure to 

be that sense of absence. What are they to do, in this in-between time, without the physical 

presence of Jesus, before they are empowered to become his witnesses “to the ends of the earth”?  

We know what they did, we’re told – that is, after they got busted for simply “[standing and] 

looking up toward heaven”. They prayed – constantly, we’re told, all of them together. In the 

uncertainty of what might happen next, they prayed; and they remained as one in community. 

 

And what of us, who live in this liminal, in-between time, these last days between Jesus’ 

resurrection and ascension and the fulfillment of God’s kingdom in God’s own gracious time,  

a time that is not for us to know or even guess at? What can we learn from the apostles’ example 

and from the prayer of Jesus about how to respond to the confusion, the fear, the sorrow, the loss 

 that occur so regularly in our lives and in our world? When the suicide bomber strikes in 

Manchester; or when a bus filled with Christian pilgrims in Egypt is attacked on their way to a 

holy site, what can we do, what words can we speak? How do they guide us in dealing with the 

ups and downs of our own lives: when friends, family, members of our community, we 

ourselves, are hurting? When life is in transition – our own personal “in-between” times – when 

we mourn what we’re leaving behind, but aren’t yet certain how to embrace what lies ahead, 

where do we look for hope? What are we to do? 

 

We remember that in the worst of circumstances, we are empowered to be Christ’s witnesses in a 

world whose cruelty, violence, and indifference demand that God’s message of peace, love, and 

mercy be heard. We speak words of resurrection in opposition to the power of death, and we 

speak them to the ends of the earth. 

 

And we know that in all things we are protected: not from death or pain or uncertainty or 

anything else that might be inflicted on us; God is with us, and we are protected from losing the 

relationship we have God, and from ever being alone, abandoned, or without hope.  

 

Today’s collect pleads that God will not leave us comfortless but will send us the Holy Spirit  

“to strengthen us, and exalt us to that place where our Savior Christ has gone before….”  

The exaltation will come in due time, a time we aren’t given to know; but the strength is a gift 

for this in-between time, a blessing we can see and know in the here and now, as Christ’s church, 

in this world. 

 

 

 

 

 


