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Pre-advent
The Christmas touch:  touched by God

[John 1:1-14; 1 John 1:1-4 NLT]

In the beginning…

Several years ago, the New Yorker magazine 
celebrated the beauty of autumn on its cover.

The artist who designed the cover 
pictured a grandfather-like Creator 

reaching down to touch the trees with his finger.
As the leaves are touched by the Creator, 


they are transformed into a riot of colors: red…orange…yellow.

In the background, the artist painted a host of angels,


focusing cameras on the sight below,



determined to capture on film the wonder of God’s creative touch.

What an imaginative way to show 

who is responsible for the beauty of creation.

It is the touch of God that changes 

a stand of green trees into a forest of unforgettable colors.

It also is the touch of God that later changes 


a carpet of brown grass dotted with barren black trees into a winter-wonderland.

But we not only observe God’s touch in nature.
We can see his fingerprints on all of life…all of our life.

Look closely…and you will notice God’s handiwork everywhere -- 

in the body he designed for you…

in the family he planned for you…



in the community he organized for you.

How lucky…how fortunate we are?
No, how touched we are!

Let’s never forget that the God who made our bodies 


has also managed to insert you and me into this time and place.
It is God, says that pastor named Paul, who has

determined the times set for us and exact places where we should live  [Acts 17:26 NIV]

This week, we again celebrate Thanksgiving…

we again gather with family and friends to identify God’s fingerprints in our life…



we again meet as the family of God to praise him for touching us another year.
And this week we also begin to prepare for Christmas.
We’re getting ready to remember the ultimate touch of God.
We’re beginning to make our journey to the manger – 

the manger to which God once came



the manger from which God still reaches out to touch us. 

We’ve been touched, folks….touched by God.
But do we know it?

And can we show it?

Those are the questions we’ll try to answer this morning.

Touched by God
1)  Do we know it?
We’ve been touched by God, says a man named John…

we’ve been touched – not just once, but twice.

In the first book of the Bible – in Genesis – 

we are told that God simply summoned the universe into existence.
A word fell from God’s mouth;


our world sprang into being.

John reviews that lesson in human history for us:


In the beginning the Word already existed. 


He was with God, and he was God…




He created everything there is. [John 1:1,3 NLT]
Michelangelo tried to picture that first touch by God.
On the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome,

this Italian artist showed the finger of the Father 

reaching out to touch the first member of our human family.

You and I, though, don’t need to travel to Europe to see the creative touch of God.
We only need to look in a mirror.

we only need to glance at the people who love us.
we only need to scan the twists and turns of the story – the story of our life – 


and we will see the prints of the Father’s finger.

We’ve been touched by God, says John…

but not just once.

After reviewing the account of our creation


-- after telling of the first touch --



John talks of the second touch…




he gives the account of our re-creation.

The Word became human, he says,


and lived here on earth among us.  [John 1:14 NLT]
This – as I said before – is the ultimate touch of God.

This refers to that time in history when God visited our planet…


when the Creator rubbed shoulders with his creatures…


when God – to use the words John did when he wrote his account –




when God “pitched his tent next to ours”.

That’s right!  For 33 years, God camped out among us.

He, of course, didn’t spend all of his time in the tent.

There was that day when he hung on a cross;


there were those nights in a cold tomb.

And we know why he did all of that, don’t we?

In Jesus, God came, he saw and he conquered


so he could re-connect with us…



so he could embrace us – once again – as the child of his dreams.

With the first touch, God made us like himself.

With the second touch, he saved us from ourselves.

We need that second touch, don’t we?

After all, we ruin so much of what we touch.

We think thoughts that pollute our minds.

We say words that fracture our relationships.

We adopt behaviors that destroy our environment.

Worst of all, what we so often think, say and do 
ruins our relationship with the Father.

What was it that a prophet once said?


Your sins have separated you from your God [Isaiah 59:2 NIV]
No wonder one of the first phrases we ever heard from Mom and Dad was “Don’t touch”.
Our ancestors in the human family seem to know how easily we can break things.

Thank God, then, that he not only took the initiative to make us;

he also took the initiative to re-make us.

Thank God that -- in Jesus –

he came down to forge a new bond with the likes of you and me.

That God that – with his Spirit –

he continues to come into our lives…



continues to shape us into the kind of people we were meant to be.
Do we, however, sense the touch of God in our lives today?
Are we aware of what he is doing in our world?

Did you, for example, feel him nudging you this past week…

nudging you to finally do something about your “signature sin”?

Did you feel his undying love for you,


especially when your lover let you down...again?

As you sit in church this morning,


are you watching for God



-- are you looking to see his glory, as John did long ago --





or are you simply watching the clock?

 He was in the world, John tells us,

and though the world was made through him,   the world did not recognize him.
[John 1:10 NIV]

It’s nothing new, then, is it?

It’s entirely possible to be “out of touch”…

to be “out of touch” with the God who reaches out to touch us.
But let’s never forget who is responsible…who is the one who has “lost touch”.
A bumper sticker put it this way:


“If God seems far away, guess who moved”.

If you’re like me, you’re not really “out of touch” with God;

you’re only “slightly touched”
“Slightly touched” – we all know what that means, don’t we?

You’re not quite all there;


the lights are on, but no one’s home;




the elevator doesn’t go to the top floor;





you’re one card shy of a full deck.

At Christmas, you know, it’s so easy to be “slightly touched”.

During the hectic holiday season, many of us aren’t fully aware of what God is doing.

We sing Christmas carols from memory…


and fail to catch the meaning of the words for our lives.

We spend and buy gifts like the year before…


without stopping to think who really needs what…



without considering whom the Lord might be putting on our list.

It doesn’t have to be that way this year, though.
Christmas is a time for connections.

For an entire month, our culture gives us permission to connect –


to connect with God who is reaching out to touch us



to connect with others who need to be touched.

For a whole season, our culture provides us with an opportunity


not only to know we’ve been touched ourselves...



but also to show others we’ve been touched.

2)  Do we show it?

We’ve been touched by God, says John;
we’ve been touched twice.

And we’ve been touched to touch others;

that, too, is what John says.

In one of the last letters he ever wrote, 

John tells us how he was touched to touch others.

Listen to what this man – a man who lived with the God who came to live with us –


listen to what he writes:

From the very first day, we were there, taking it all in – we heard it with our own ears, we saw it with our own eyes, verified it with our own hands.  The Word appeared right before our eyes; we saw it happen!  And now we’re telling you…
We’re telling you so that you can experience it along with us, the experience of communion with the Father through his Son Jesus Christ.  Our motive for writing is simply this: we want you to enjoy this, too.  Your joy will double our joy!  [1 John 1:1-4 MSG] 
“Double happiness” – 
the word, or character, that appears on every Chinese wedding card.
“Double happiness” – 
the wish, in Chinese, for every man and woman connecting for life.

“Double happiness” – 
just what John felt…

just what you and I will feel

when we – who have been touched by God – 

reach out to touch others.

For many of us, though, Christmas is not a very merry season;


it’s not even a merry season.

Why?  Because we’re too busy:


too busy to touch others…



so busy that we get touchy ourselves.

I like what a poet named Greg Asimakoupoulos has written:


“Handle me with care.


I get touchy this time of the year.


When Christmas gets it claws on me,



I tend to lose my grip.


As a result, I fall victim to the clutches



of a holiday that has ceased to be holy?


Can anybody carry me through this less-than-merry month?”

As I said before, it doesn’t have to be that way this year.

This year, you see, we’re going to take our time getting to Christmas.
We’re going to take time to connect.

On each Sunday – from the end of November to the beginning of January –


we’ll connect with one of the members from the original cast of Christmas.

We’ll let them demonstrate how God connected with them 

and how they connected with others.
We let them show us how to extend the touch we’ve received from the Father.

Mary, Joseph, the shepherds and others can teach us how to


touch our neighbors, honor the overlooked, love a family member, embrace the world.

We’ll also take time to connect with God…


and get a fresh touch from him.

If all goes as planned, this could be a merry merry Christmas…


a season during which our joy will be doubled…


a time of “double happiness”.

Let’s pray that it all works out.

Let’s pray as Arthur Gordon once did:


“Lord of all, help me to pass on small fragments of your love.


Teach me to touch the unseen lonely heart, 

either with laughter or the quick release of tears.


Let me pass on your touch, the wonder of your love.


Open my ears and my eyes; 



unlock my heart.


Touch me again…



and touch others through me.”

At the end…
We’ve been touched by God…

touched twice…touched to touch others at least once.

Christmas is not only “the most wonderful time of the year”;

it’s the best time to extend to others the touch we’ve received from the Father.

This morning, I’ve reminded you of the connections we need to make 


-- the touching we need to do --



at this time of the year.

However, as a former corporate training,


I know that, in 48 hours, you will forget 98% of what I’ve said.

That’s why I’m asking you to do something this holiday season.

That’s why I’m asking you to put up a “touching tree” in your home this Christmas.

First, I’ll share the story that prompted me to suggest this “touching tree”.

Then, I’ll explain how to put up such a tree in your home.
The story was written by a woman who simply called herself “Karen”.

“It was a very cold and very windy day before Christmas.  I had taken little Ethan shopping with me.  Baby Anna was waiting to be born after Christmas.

As I came out of the store, I managed to get my shopping cart – with Ethan in it –

near my car.  But the wind was so strong that, every time I lifted Ethan out of the cart, the cart started to roll away.  Ethan started to cry as I struggled get him in the car and keep the cart near the car.  

That’s when I noticed a rusted white van screech to a stop.  A man and woman jumped out and ran toward me.  I thought I was going to be robbed.  
The woman grabbed the cart and told me to put Ethan in the car.  Then she told me to open the trunk.  He husband put my groceries there.  Finally she told me to get in the car and she would return the cart to the “cart corral”
When I thanked the couple for helping me, they thanked me.  They thanked me for helping them decorate their tree.  I didn’t understand what they meant and – even though it was cold – asked for an explanation.

The woman told me that they only put ornaments on their tree as they helped other people during the holiday season.

When I returned home, I looked at my Christmas tree.  It was a work of art.  Then I thought of the tree in that couple’s home…and realized: it was a work of love”.

That’s the story…and here’s the scoop –


how you, too, can have a “work of love” in your home this year.

After you put up your Christmas tree,


put on the lights.

Then put the ornaments in a box beside the tree.

On all these shopping days before Christmas
-- whenever you feel touched by God…

whenever you find that you’ve touched someone else --




take an ornament out of the box and it on the tree.

When you feel a twinge of guilt…wish you could take back what you’ve said or done –


God is touching you;



put an ornament on your tree.

When you feel your eyes misting over as you listen to words of a Christmas carol –


God is touching you;



put an ornament on your tree.

When you find yourself saying “thank you” because someone has done you a favor –


God is touching you;



put an ornament on your tree.

When you show a child that he or she will find the best gift in a stable, not a stocking –

you’re touching someone;



put an ornament on your tree.

When you go to help a single mom with a task that requires two adults –


you’re touching someone;



put an ornament on your tree.

When you share, not only sweets but stories with a man languishing in a nursing home –


you’re touching someone;



put an ornament on your tree.

It’s all quite simple, isn’t it?

And don’t forget, each week a character from the original Christmas cast


will be here to demonstrate how to decorate our tree.

You don’t need to understand medical science to put up a “touching tree”;


but a word from the Surgeon General is in order.

There is, you see, a risk involved in having such a tree in your home.

Just think: if you and I decide to decorate a “touching tree” this year,

but find – on December 25th – that our tree is quite bare…



that there are more ornaments in the box than on the tree,




we would be grimly reminded of how barren our life really is.

There is risk, says the Surgeon General.

But “no risk, no reward”, counters the Wall Street gambler.

And what reward comes with a “touching tree”?

Again, just think: if you and I decide to have such a tree in our home this year,


and find – on December 25th – that our tree is chock-full…



that there simply is no room for even one more ornament,




we would be pleasantly surprised at how much we are loved…





and how loving we can be.

I suspect that such a scene – if you can imagine it – would be quite touching.

Maybe that’s why it’s called the “touching tree”.

	On 20 November  05, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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