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Karl Barth, alive in the last century but one of the greatest theologians of any century, once was asked to give a series of guest lectures at the University of Chicago Divinity School.  At the conclusion of the final lecture, the president of the school revealed that Dr. Barth had not been feeling well and, though he was sure that Barth would be willing to stay for questions, hospitality and concern for Barth dictated that he not be detained.  So, the president said, “I shall ask one question on behalf of us all.”

He then turned to the renowned theologian and said, “Dr. Barth, of all the theological insights you ever have had, which one do you consider to be the greatest of all?”

It was the perfect question for this man who had produced tens of thousands of pages of some of the most complete and sophisticated theology ever written.  The audience was rapt in its attention, waiting for Dr. Barth, this giant of a theologian, to give his answer.

Barth closed his tired eyes and thought, but only for a few seconds, and then he opened his eyes and grinned with the half-smile for which he was well known, and said to those young seminarians, “The greatest theological insight I’ve ever had is this: ‘Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”
Well, if that answer was good enough for Karl Barth, it surely is good enough for this Christmas Eve preacher.  It might not have been my answer twenty years ago, ten years ago, five years ago, but it has been a hard year and it is my answer tonight.

Maybe it would help the rest of the sermon if we would sing a verse of the hymn with that name right now, a Christmas Eve congregation singing, “Jesus loves me, this I know…”   (singing)
To say that “Jesus loves me, this I know,” is to say, of course, at Christmas, that God loves me, that God loves us.  It was St. Paul who wrote that “It is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”  The gospel of John sings lyrically that “in Christ, the fullness of God is pleased to dwell.”  Christmas is a celebration of God accommodating to us, making himself known to us, helping us to see the nature and character of God as God is born “in human likeness” in the Bethlehem baby.  Jesus was later as an adult to say to his disciples, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father…”  That is what we celebrate at Christmas.  So when we say that Jesus loves me, we are at the same time affirming that God loves me.

The Bible declares that the love of Jesus for us, the love of God, is unconditional.  Maybe that is why I love the parable of the prodigal son so much.  Really, it should be called the parable of the prodigal sons, for both brothers tested the limits of their father’s love and found that it is limitless.
That God’s love for us is unconditional and without boundaries seems too good to be true and there is a surprisingly large number of Christians who bristle at such talk, thinking it provides license to act in irresponsible, illicit, immoral ways.  But anyone who ever has experienced God’s love even a little bit in his or her life knows the shaping quality of it.  It makes us grateful.  It makes us better.  It makes us more forgiving, less judgmental, more gracious.  When we experience the love of Jesus, the love of God, it does not make us want to presume on it or to see how much we can get away with.  God’s love makes us want to live a more awakened life, a life more fully human.
There are many who accept in their head that God’s love is unconditional, but never quite can believe it in their heart, and who thus feel estranged or far away from God or unworthy or unsure or disqualified.   I think it is because unconditional love runs so counter to the way the world loves and it is the world’s way of conditional love that gets so ingrained in us.  The world’s verdict is the inner critic we too often hear.  “You’re no good.”  “You’re a loser.”  “You’re a bad person.”  “You can’t be forgiven THAT.”  “You don’t deserve to be loved.”  But that is not the love of God.  God’s love heals us, ennobles us, and sets us again and again on the pathway of promise and possibility.

Christ’s love for us, God’s love, is unconditional and it also is…inexhaustible.  God does not tire of us.  We may tire of ourselves sometimes.  We may have a hard time loving ourselves sometimes…the string of bad decisions we have made that has landed us in our current quagmire…or the anger inside of us that makes us less than a joy not only to others but to ourselves…or, in company with St. Paul, doing the things that we do not want to do and not doing the things we want to do.  But God does not tire of us and God’s love never grows weary.
“I am convinced,” Paul said – Paul the persecutor of the church in his younger years but who later was called into its service by the love of Christ, Paul who called himself the “chief of sinners” – “I am convinced that…nothing in the world, nothing in all of creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Do you think somehow that you are the exception?  That you have done something in your life so horrible or heinous that you now are outside of or beyond God’s love?  Or that you have failed to do something that will cause God to abandon you?  I understand if you do.  I am preaching this sermon tonight, like all of my sermons, because I need to hear the good news again.  I need to be reassured because the inner demons that try to have their way with me are so potent and persistent.  But Paul says “we are more than conquerors through Christ who loves us” and so we do not have to be relegated to a sadsack, guilt-ridden life.  Because God’s love, the love that Jesus embodies, is filled with mercy, affection, forgiveness, and compassion, do not allow yourself to be condemned to the past but liberated for a present and future beyond your imagining.
A week or so ago, I was looking through a box of notes and papers at home and found a paperweight that has captured my attention ever since.  I have meditated on it and carried it with me for a week.  You have experienced that, haven’t you, that something you long have had in your possession suddenly “speaks” to you in a way it never had before?  This paperweight contains the simplest of manger scenes.  But the manger is ensconced inside a square of Plexiglas and, yesterday, the notion struck me that maybe the reason it has tugged on my heart this week is because my faith sometimes is similarly encased…something to look at and talk about but somehow hardened and immobilized and inaccessible.
Oh, what a Christmas it would be if I could get my heart out of its protective shell and let it become a manger for the love that Jesus has for me, for the love of God!  Oh, what a person I might become! What a life I might live!  It is here, it is right here with us, God’s love, for nothing ever can separate us from it.  To feel its effect and wonder, we have only to welcome it and trust it.
Maybe it would help us – it would help me – to sing our verse again.  (“Jesus loves me, this I know…”)
But I do not want you to know the love of Christ only because the Bible says so.  I want you to experience it in the deepest places of your life.  Friends, let Christmas happen to you tonight.  Let the love of God that we see in Jesus Christ be born again in you and give you peace.

Amen.
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