Close
Punchline: To love someone, you have to be near them.

Three stories to tell, 2 now, 1 later:

1) Back when I was in seminary in New Jersey, I dated a girl long distance who lived in Chicago.  We met one summer working together at a camp and kept in touch over the phone and over the internet for about a year.  We visited each other a few times, but for the majority of the relationship, we were about 1000 miles apart.  No surprise, it didn’t work out.  We didn’t have any mutual friends, we weren’t together in the same classes, we didn’t do any activities together so we just kind of grew apart.
2) On the radio a month or so ago, there was a story of a boy who grew up in an orphanage in Romania.  They only took him out of his crib to feed him and change him.  He was adopted by parents in the US and he had “attachment disorder.”  He didn’t know how to love.  He would kick, hit, and bite anyone who tried to hug him or get close to him.  Eventually, what they did was his adopted mom spent 2 months never leaving his side except at night.  Then for a year, they would spend 20 minutes every night hugging.  Eventually, he realized that they were not going to abandon him and he learned to love them.
Proximity is the foundation of love and distance erodes love.  As human beings, we naturally love people who are physically closer to us.  We know more about them, we have common experiences in our memories, we can share time, space, food, fellowship…even sadness and grief.  Being close to someone is a huge part of loving them.
This is why, in the Old Testament, God had people build the ark and the temple <slide> because they needed something that represented God that they could be physically close to.  In the same way, in the New Testament we have communion as a way not just to be spiritually close to God, but to physically close to God - to hold and feel and taste God.
If we look at the Isaiah passage this morning (Isaiah is preaching to the Jews in exile), note that God says “I love you.”  And he also says, “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you” and also “Do not fear, for I am with you; I will bring your offspring from the east, and from the west I will gather you;” and also God will say to the nations, “Do not withhold; bring my sons from far away and my daughters from the end of the earth.”  Throughout scripture, we see that salvation is not about some abstract concept of forgiveness or getting into heaven or living a fulfilling and serene life.  Salvation is about living close to God’s love.  One of the final promises of the Bible in Revelation says, “God will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them.”  The thing we live for, the thing we long for, the thing we work for above all is God’s love - in this life, it takes the form of spiritual closeness to God, but in the next life it will be physically be in the presence of God.
My final story:


Long time ago, before the world began, God existed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  God was love and God loved himself, but God had the desire to love even more.  God created humanity – male and female – so that he could love them and so that they might love him.  But they lost their way – he sent angels, he sent miracles, he sent prophets, he sent warnings, he sent blessings – and yet, time after time, people ignored him or rebelled against him saying, “God doesn’t exist” or “God doesn’t care.”  And so God was faced with a dilemma: How could he show his people how much he loved them, and how could he teach them to love him?  His answer: Draw close to them.  God’s answer was to be born as one of us in our world – to walk with us, to laugh us, to hug us, to cry with us – to be among us and to be close to us.  By drawing SO close to us, not only did God show how much he loved us, but he also showed us why we should love him.  He showed us concretely and undeniably his grace, his compassion, his power, his wisdom, his faithfulness, his goodness, his patience and his discipline.

This is the miracle of Christmas:  That God loved us so much that even the distance between heaven and earth, even the distance between divine and human, even the distance between the throne and the manger was bridged.  God’s love brought God an infinite distance so that He could be close to us.


So this Christmas, I hope that those whom you love might be close to you and you might be close to those whom you love.  I hope that you feel close to God to your family and friends and that through that closeness you feel loved and you are able to love.  

But I also know that God challenges us this Christmas to draw close to those who need love.  When Jesus was alive and ministering, he traveled all across the region, he went into many different people’s homes and invited crowds to sit with him and share meals with him.  Many of his commandments start with the word “Go.”  “Go to the lost sheep of Israel.”  “Go proclaim the good news.” “Go into the village ahead and you will find a donkey that has never been ridden.”  “Go tell my brothers in Galilee to go see me.”  “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”  When Jesus challenged us to love our neighbors, he was not talking about a feeling or good will.  He was talking about getting close to them.  When he said, “Love your neighbor” he meant, “Spend time with your neighbor.  Get to know your neighbor.  Draw close to your neighbor.”

So, this Christmas, in addition to drawing close to those we love, God challenges us to draw close to those who need our love – the poor, the lonely, the sick, the forgotten.  God challenges us to proclaim the good news of the birth of the messiah, our savior, the son of God, Emmanuel.  The good news that God is with us, God is with the lonely, God is with and for the world. The good news shown in Jesus Christ: God is love and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.
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