
 

 

 

 

    If you obtained one of the burlap squares with an ashen cross that we’ve been 
distributing for Lent, you have likely chosen your word or words by now. For those not “in the 
know” about this, each person who received the ashen burlap square was encouraged to 
identify something they felt they had lost during this time of pandemic and to name it by 
writing it on the back side of the square and to keep it handy as a Lenten prayer reminder 
throughout the season.  

   One of the things I have named as a loss in the past year is that of being in the presence of 
others in the normal ways I am accustomed to experiencing that. We all learned a new concept 
about a year ago, the concept of social distancing. It has become fashionable and, in many 
cases, necessary to keep some amount of distance between ourselves and others in this strange 
pandemic era. We’ve been instructed that we can’t hug or shake hands with other people but 
have to bump elbows instead or wave at them from a distance.  

   While I have to imagine there has been some real benefit derived from social distancing in 
stemming the spread of the deadly virus, it has surely come at a high cost for our society and 
for the church as well. I sincerely miss being able to shake the hands of people after the Sunday 
worship service or being able to hug someone who needs it or desires it myself included. It has 
been a matter of real self-discipline for me not to do such things after nearly 30 years of doing 
them in church life, and I am sure it has been a challenge for many of you.  

   What I find most troubling at a theoretical and perhaps emotional level is the idea of 
distancing itself. While I know the value and virtue of it in my head (at least as a temporary 
measure), my heart is having a difficult time catching up. I worry that alienation in our society 
as a whole will increase even more if “distancing” becomes too normative a practice. I have 
already heard of loving children who once openly expressed their affection with hugs and kisses 
now being reticent to even touch someone else, and I count that as a great loss for our world.  

   I know that we have tried to find other ways of being together and that meetings via ZOOM 
and communication through social media and good, old-fashioned phone calls is still available 
to us. Yet, it’s difficult for me to imagine a time when being together in-person and not 
distanced isn’t the best thing for us spiritually. If we’re ever to achieve unity as a nation or as a 
church or even within ourselves, we need to come together and be together without the 
inhibitions that characterize the current times. 

   I think of a parable that Jesus once spoke about a man who had been badly beaten and was 
left to die along the roadside. A priest and a Levite came by but were afraid to get their hands 
dirty and thus defile themselves, and so they passed by on the other side of the road keeping 
their distance. But along came a Samaritan who didn’t feel bound by those same restrictions 



 

 

and who felt moved to come near. He crossed the road and “came near” to the beaten and 
forsaken man, and that made all the difference.        

 


