01 January 2006









New year
The Christmas touch:  become a world-class hugger
[Luke 2:21-35,39-40 NLT]
[Re-read Luke 2:28-35]

Since our theme for this week is “embrace the world”,


I want to deliver this message as if I were on the other side of the world,


reaching back to this side.

That’s right!  I’m going to deliver this message in Chinese! 

No, I won’t use the Chinese language;
I’ll use Chinese culture – Chinese thought patterns – 

as I speak with you today.

You will notice the difference when you look at the outline for this message.

You won’t find any of what we – in the West – call “logical divisions”.

In other words, I’ll speak as if I were addressing a Chinese audience, 

but use English as the medium of communication.

*  *  *  *  *

At the beginning of the year
As you and I begin another year,

we may feel like the man who wrote this poem:



I have pounds to lose and weights to use



and stacks of books to read.



The basement needs attention




and the garden’s filled with weed.



The back deck needs some varnish.




My cracked tooth needs a crown.



I have so much I need to do…



I think I’ll go lie down.

As we begin a new year…


as we review our fitness, family and finances,



we realize there is so much we need to do.

Most of us, though, do not take this lying down.

We actually sit down…

and make a list of new year’s resolutions.

Dr Robert Westermeyer claims that


“more people initiate change for the better in early January that at any other time”.

Even though research reveals 

that most of our new year’s resolve dissolves by Valentine’s Day,

we do try to improve at least once each year.

Resolve to hug more often
I’d like to take advantage of this feature in our culture


and suggest an addition for your annual list of “to do’s”.
We concluded the past year by focusing on touching –

touching others just as God has touched us.

I suggest that, in the new year,


we extend – or expand – that touching…



and make it a hug.

In other words, in 2006, hug more often.

You do know – don’t you? – that there are documented advantages to hugging.
Hugging is healthy: 


it cures depression, reduces stress, induces sleep 

and has no unpleasant side effects;

it also is non-fattening.

Hugging is cost effective:


there are no monthly payments, no insurance requirements;


most important, it is non-taxable.

Hugging is nearly perfect:


there are no parts to break down, no batteries to wear out;



it has low energy consumption, but high energy yield;

Become a world-class hugger




In the new year, then,


let’s be better huggers.

Let’s be bigger huggers, too.

In fact, why don’t you and I try to become “world class” huggers this year?

What’s a “world class” hugger?

…like Billy

Let me introduce one to you.

His parents called him Billy Frank.

His wife simply calls him Bill.

He’s an old man now.

His hair is white…his face wrinkled.
His hands tremble, and his legs are unsteady.

His voice – once strong – is weak.

Bur for 80-plus years, this man has reached out to the world.

As a teen-ager, he embraced Jesus as his Savior…

then went on to embrace the world for his Savior.
Ever since he graduated from Wheaton College,


this North Carolinian has been color blind;

he’s touched all kinds of people in all kinds of places.

William Franklin Graham has walked his talk around the block…

and across the seas.

In Billy Graham, we see an elderly, but world-class hugger of humanity.
… or Simeon

If you look at Simeon, you can see another saintly senior citizen.
Luke introduces this old man to us.
He tells us that God obviously touched Simeon.
He also tells us that Simeon touched God as well –


when he took the baby Jesus in his arms [Luke 2:28 NLT]

Luke tells us who Simeon was.

But Ron DiCianni 
– a Christian artist whose popularity has soared in recent years -- 
shows us.

DiCianni has pictured the scene Luke described:

Simeon is holding the holy infant;



tears are running down the man’s chiseled cheeks…




but there is a smile of joy on his face.

If you look closely at the canvas,


you can see the continents of planet earth –



the artist incorporated then into Simeon’s robe.
And why not?

For Simeon, too, was a world-class hugger.

Oh, Simeon was not a globe-trotter like Billy;


he spent his entire life in one small, mid-eastern nation.
But Simeon obviously had the same vision that Billy does.

I have seen… shouted the old man as he praised God,


I have seen  [Luke 2:29 NLT]
To hug the world, you need more than arms

What did the old man see?
He saw that Jesus – the baby in his arms – was the Savior… 

the Savior whom God had given [Luke 2:30-31 NLT]
He also saw what it cost God to give that Savior.

He spoke of the pain Mary would feel


-- how a sword would pierce (her) soul  [Luke 


when her son – and God’s – would die on a cross for sin.

He even saw the effect that this baby would have on people.
Remember: he said that 
the child will be rejected by many, and it will be their undoing; 

but he will be the greatest joy to many others. [Luke 2:34 NLT]
But, most clearly of all, 
Simeon saw that the baby in his arms 

was the Savior…given to all people… [Luke 2:31 NLT]
the One who would reveal God to the nations [Luke 2:32 NLT]
Simeon should have had the same “tunnel vision”

that the Jews of his day had.
He should have thought only of the “glory of Israel”.

But he didn’t.

He was able to see beyond his own borders.

He was able to see that


God not only had the “whole wide world in his hands”,



he also had the “whole wide world” on his heart.

It’s obvious, isn’t it?
To be world-class huggers, you and I need more than arms.

We need good eyes.

How good is your eyesight?

How good is our eyesight?
A recent Gallup poll suggests that many of us are nearly blind.

Several years ago, the organization conducted a survey,


testing what the pollsters called 

“the average American adult’s knowledge of world geography”.

Even though we’ve been fighting wars over there,

75% of us failed to locate the Persian Gulf.

50% could not find Britain, France, South Africa or Japan.

Most could only identify 4 of the 12 European nations.
How in the world can we embrace the world 


if we don’t even know where in the world other people live?

If we’re not blind, we may be very near-sighted.
At least, that’s what the money says.

In our culture, we not only like to put our money where our mouths are,


we also seem to put our money where our eyes are.

Statistics from 2004 – the most recent available – show


that only 4% of offerings in American churches go overseas.

In other words, we’re spending 96% of our offerings to God on ourselves.

No wonder – as K P Yohannan, an Indian Christian – has observed:


we have “one full-time church worker for every 230 people in our nation”,



while – in south Asia – there are some places where 




“there is only one missionary working among every 500,000 people”.

Paul Borthwick has said:

“God’s primary goal is not get us into his world;



his first objective is to get his world into us.”

Has God’s world gotten into us yet?

Do we have the vision of old Simeon?
Can we – like him – see all the nations to whom God wants to reveal himself?

Can we see all the people to whom God has given his son as Savior?
How can you improve your vision?
If we can’t see as well as old Simeon,


how can we improve our eyesight?
We will need a visual aid;

we will need a map.

But how many of us have one?

How many of us have a good map of the world hanging on a wall in our home?

If you have a map,


you can do the following exercises to improve your vision.

First, listen…

listen to the news,



and take special note of problems in other countries;




then find that country on your world map.

Next, read.

Don’t read newspapers, though;
you’ll strain your eyes looking for world news in our local papers.

Read books instead.

If you have children – or grandchildren – you may want to read Hero Tales,

a 4-volume set containing stories of Christians around the world.

If you’re an “empty nester”, you may want to look at Hidden Sorrow, Lasting Joy,


the story of forgotten women in the persecuted church around the world
Whichever book you read, though,

don’t forget to locate – on your world map – the country featured in each story.

Don’t forget to pray either.
Pray for the nations you hear about during the news…

pray for the people you read about in the books…

pray for all the countries you’ve marked on your map.
This is the third exercise,

but most effective for correcting the vision of near-sighted people.
In fact, a woman whose vision problems were corrected

-- a woman named Sandra Goodwin --


has written a poem about the value of  “Traveling on my knees”:


Last night I took a journey to a land across the seas.


I did not go by boat or plane; I traveled on my knees.


I saw so many people there, in deepest depths of sin;



but Jesus told me I should go, that there were souls to win.



But I said, “Jesus, I cannot go and work with such as these.”



He answered quickly, “Yes, you can…by traveling on your knees.”



He said, “You pray; I’ll meet the need.  You call, and I will hear.



Be concerned about lost souls, of those both far and near.”



And so I tried it: knelt in prayer, gave up some hours of ease;



I felt the Lord right by my side while traveling on my knees.



As I prayed on, I saw souls saved and twisted bodies healed,



And saw God’s workers’ strength renewed while laboring in the field.



I said, “Yes, Lord, I have a job; my desire Your will to please;



I can go and heed Your call by traveling on my knees.”

There is one more exercise…

However, before I introduce it,

I would like to take a quick survey.

What is the typical greeting we exchange at this time of the year? 


(Happy new year!)

We expressed that greeting in English.

Can we express it in any other languages?


(Elicit: Spanish prósperu año nuevo; German glückliches neues Jahr; 

Chinese sàn nihn faai lohk; etc)
Although you and I live in a developed country,


there is one area that is very undeveloped in this country.

Among the developed countries of the world,

we have the lowest percentage of people who can speak a second language.
As I said, there is one more exercise…


and I think you know what it is.

If you want to improve your vision,


learn to speak…



speak a foreign language.

No, you don’t have to become fluent.

You don’t even have to become conversant.

You only have to acquire the two or three hundred words needed for survival.

That is enough…

enough to impress the people you meet when you go to a foreign land;



enough to impress the foreigners you meet when they come to this land;



enough to show that you – like Jesus – care to enter their world.

Which language should you learn?

I, of course, am biased…


but I suggest Mandarin – more commonly called Putonghua – and Spanish.

After all, if you – as an English speaker –know a little Spanish and Putonghua –

you can converse with 3 out of every 4 people on this planet.

Break the holy huddle…and hug the world
This is the Sunday after Christmas.

The song of the angels is still.

The shepherds have returned to their flocks.

Mary and Joseph have gone to the temple…


the temple where they met Simeon –



that old man who urges all of us 




to break our holy huddle





and reach out to hug the world.

Jesus, he reminds us, was given to all people [Luke 2:31 NLT].

Do we, however, see as well as the old man did?

Do we see well enough to embrace the whole world?

We can see baby Jesus as our Savior.

(American nativity scene)

But can we see Jesus as Africa’s Savior?


(African nativity scene)

And can we see Jesus as Asia’s Savior?

(Asian nativity scene)

Remember: 

to hug the world, you and I need more than long arms;



we also need very good eyes.

 Let’s conclude this message – and this series – with a prayer…

a prayer by Francis Xavier, one of the first Christian missionaries to Asia,


translated – of course – from the original Latin.



O God of all the nations of the earth, 




remember the multitudes who – though created in Your image –





have not known You, 

nor the dying of Your Son, their Savior Jesus Christ.




Grant that, by the prayers and work of Your people,





they may be delivered from all ignorance and unbelief






and brought to worship You;







through Him whom You have sent 

to be the resurrection and life of all people, 

Your Son Jesus Christ our Lord.


Amen.

	On 01 January 2006 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).


PAGE  
8

