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It was 1932, and the times were tough.  We were in the midst of the Great Depression.  Bread lines … the Dust Bowl … the Grapes of Wrath … unemployment … shattered dreams and broken lives.  Then along came two aspiring writers living in Cleveland, Ohio by the names of Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, and from their fertile imaginations was born just the hero America needed for such desperate times.  His name was Superman.  
Most of you have been exposed to the story of Superman in one way or another.  I met Superman in a comic book, and have followed his career in movies and on TV.  Superman is not from this world.  He is faster than a speeding bullet; he can jump tall buildings in a single bound.  He is on the side of all that is good, the defender of truth, and the rescuer of all who are in need.  

And though he comes from another world, he was raised right in the middle of us, in the mythic backwater community of Smallville.  The TV show “Smallville” debuted on October 16, 2001 and still airs eight years later on Thursday nights.  The premise of the show is to give Superman fans a look at what Clark Kent was like before he donned his cape, before he developed all of his super powers, before he became the world famous Man of Steel.  In “Smallville” we get a good look at who this remarkable person really is, at what makes him tick, what motivates him, what matters to him, at what brings him joy and what breaks his heart.  The “Smallville” Superman is Superman underneath the cape.
It was the first century, and the times were tough.  Israel was living underneath the oppressive boot of the Romans.  Taxes were unbearably high.  Hunger was a fact of life.  It was a time of great despair.   And then a man came to save us – Emmanuel, God with us.  He came from another world, but he entered our world right underneath our noses, in the very real backwater community of Bethlehem, the Smallville of first century Israel.  He came to save us from our sin, to heal our diseases, to reconcile broken relationships, and to redeem all that is broken.  And while, if we’ve read the Gospels as carefully as we’ve read the comic books, we know what this “super man” did, how well do we really know his heart and soul?  What matters to him, what motivates him, what brings him joy and what breaks his heart?  

We are calling this series “A Smallville Christmas” because it was at that first Christmas that God took off his cape and became one of us.  In the person of Jesus God became utterly transparent, his heart laid bare for all to see.  In the person of Jesus our very large, omnipotent, sovereign, eternal God became so small that a teenage girl and her trembling husband could hold God in their hands.  The Gospel of John says it like this: “No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” (John 1:18)    Jesus is God the One and Only.  Jesus has made God the Father known to us.  Jesus is God made small, born in Bethlehem, Israel’s very own Smallville.  
Here’s another way to look at it.  For thirty years one of the most watched shows on TV has been the Barbara Walters Special.  For thirty years Americans have watched Barbara interview movie stars, politicians, heads of state, Presidents and their wives, comedians, singers, and the Royal Family.  And why do we watch?  Because we want to know what these people are really like.  We know what they’re like when the lights are on and the camera is rolling.  But we want to know what they’re like when there’s no audience, when the lights are off and the Teleprompters are unplugged.  We want to know what Julia Roberts really looks like when she gets up in the morning and looks into the mirror before her first cup of coffee. What TV shows does the President-elect watch when no one is watching him?  

We watch Barbara interview the rich and the famous because she takes us behind the scenes, she shows us – or at least tries to show us – what these people are really like.  And if there is one interview we would all like to see Barbara do, it would surely be an interview with God.  Sure that sounds more than just a little farfetched, but if she could arrange it, wouldn’t you watch it?  Wouldn’t you be interested in getting the straight scoop on God, in knowing what God is really like when he takes off his cape?  

Most of us have grown up suspecting, I think, that God is something like another of my favorite fictional characters, the Wizard of Oz.  We’ve heard all the stories of the great miracles God did in the Bible – how he parted the Red Sea, how he rescued Daniel from the lion’s den, how he appeared to Moses as a burning bush.  But in the back of our minds we wonder if the real God isn’t somewhere behind the curtain, and if all that neat stuff isn’t just smoke and mirrors.  We wonder if perhaps – like the Wizard – God doesn't want us to know who he really is.  

Our goal in our “Smallville Christmas” series is to discover for ourselves who God really is.  Who is God when you get past the superpowers; who is God when he takes off his cape?  So, a little like Toto and Dorothy, we are going to pull back the curtain and discover the bare essence of God.  We will be Barbara Walters.  We will go behind the scenes, we will ask God the hard questions, and we will find out what makes God tick.  

The truth is, the Bible tells us, that God very much wants to be known.  Our God isn’t at all like the Wizard of Oz – he isn’t hiding behind the curtain.  Well, that’s only partly true.  There was a time that God was hidden behind a curtain, but he’s not anymore.  There was a time when it was not possible for us to know what God is like underneath the cape, but that all changed 2000 years ago.  In fact, that is very much what we celebrate at Christmas, that singular moment in time when God came out from behind the curtain, when he came out of the dark and into the light, the time when God for the first time in history showed us his face, when God came to earth in the person of his Son Jesus.  Christmas is when God took off his cape.  

So let’s begin the interview and find out what God is really like.  This morning we are going to explore an aspect of God’s personality that most people miss – the shyness of God.  When God became small in the person of Jesus, when God entered into our world that first Christmas day, this is what we learned – our God is painfully shy.  


Starting Out Shy

Now to most of us the idea that God is shy sounds odd.  After all, we think, God has no reason to be shy.  He is more super than Superman.  He is stronger, faster, smarter.  He can call whatever shots he wants to call.  When we think of someone who is shy, we usually think of a person who has a reason to be shy, someone who is awkward or someone who is new in town.  

But while there would seem to be no reason for God to be shy, as we get to know God better we discover that God is just that – painfully shy.  Let me explain.  Did you ever go to a school dance as a kid?   I went to a couple in junior high and high school, and they were not highlights of my life.  I now understand that the point of going to dances is to actually dance, but at that time in my life I must have thought the point was to stand up against the wall, because that’s what I did.  I almost had the sense that if I didn’t lean up against the wall, the whole thing might fall down.  So I stationed myself against a wall or a post, and watched.  I watched the guys with the confidence I didn’t have dance with the girls I was too shy to even talk to in my dreams.  And when I had finally suffered enough, I went home and lied to my parents about how much fun I had at the dance.

In the years that passed, I have often wondered why in the world I went to those dances.  Why was I there?  What was I hoping would happen?  And as I’ve thought about it, I realize I was hoping against hope that somehow, someway, one of these girls I admired so much would come over to me and invite me to dance.  I was waiting for one of them to choose me.  As I have replayed those events in my mind, I have come to another realization.  I am so glad none of them ever did ask me to dance, because I wouldn’t have had any idea what to do.  And if I had gone out on the dance floor with some attractive girl and tried to dance, I would have sent both of us straight into therapy.

In the dance of life, God is a wallflower.  God stands along the wall of life waiting for us to choose him.  In one way, there is no reason for God to be shy.  He certainly knows how to dance.  There is no one more graceful, no one more athletic or talented, no one more in touch with the music than God.  And yet he waits.  He doesn’t grab us by the hand and pull us out onto the floor.  He doesn’t cut in when we are dancing with someone else.  He stands to the side, watching and waiting, waiting for us to choose him.  And when we don’t, when we leave God out of the dance, God’s heart breaks.  God knows the pain we have all felt when no one asked us to dance, when no one chose us for their kickball team, when we didn’t get invited to the birthday party all our friends went to.  God knows what it is like to be painfully shy.

And according to the Bible, God was shy right from the start.  From the time God created Adam and Eve, God was shy.  God didn’t force himself onto Adam and Eve.  Genesis tells us that God very intentionally set things up from the very beginning to insure that Adam and Eve had a choice.  In essence, here is what God did, the Bible tells us.  God made a wonderful party, a garden party that had everything Adam or Eve or you or me could ever want.  It was called the Garden of Eden, and it was absolutely perfect.  Nothing but the best – the best food, the best decorations, the best of everything.  And then what did God do?  He put on the music to start the dance, and then he took his spot along the wall.  Along with everything else he had given Adam and Eve, God gave them one more thing – freedom, the freedom to choose.  They could choose to invite God to the dance, or they could choose to leave him standing up against the wall.  And we know what they chose.  And the Bible tells us that every one of us have made that same choice.  Every one of us has chosen, in one way or another, to leave God out of the dance.

Now if Barbara Walters were interviewing God, I’m sure she would turn up the heat on him a little bit at this point.  She would say something like, “Why of all people are you so shy?  When you are so talented and so graceful, when you have so much to offer, why don’t you come out on the dance floor and show off your stuff?  Why don’t you take charge, why aren’t you more assertive?  If you really love people as much as you say you do, why don’t you take more initiative?”
And God would say something like this:  “Well, Barbara, the truth is that it is precisely because I love people so much that I’m not more assertive.  The truth is that my shyness is all about love.  I know there can’t be love without choice.  I created you – like I created Adam and Eve – so that we could be in love with each other.  What I want more than anything is to love you and for you to love me.  But there is no love without choice.  If you are ever going to love me, you have to be free to reject me.  You have to have the freedom to choose your dance partner.  And so while I will do everything I can to let you know how much I love you and to let you know that I would love to dance with you, I will stay on the sidelines with my back up against the wall and wait for you to choose to dance with me.  If what we have between us is going to be true love, it has to be your choice.”

So Shy It Hurts

Of course, Barbara Walters wouldn’t stop there.  If she had any doubts that God is telling her the truth about his shyness, she would interrogate the people who knew him best to test his story.  And who better to interview than God’s own Son – Jesus?  

“So Jesus, what about this shyness stuff?  Is this for real?  Or is this just an act to get the sympathy vote?  Isn’t it true that God is really a tyrant, a dictator?  Isn’t it true that God insists on his own way and that he runs over anyone who crosses him?  Isn’t that the real God and that this shyness he talks about is just a false front?”
You might have noticed in reading the Gospels that Jesus often answers people’s questions by telling them a story, and I think he might answer Barbara Walters the same way.  In fact, I think I know what story he would tell her.  It’s one of his most famous stories – the story of the prodigal son:

There was a man who had two sons.  The younger one said to his father, “Father, give me my share of the estate.”  So he divided his property between them.

Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.  After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need.  So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.  He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.

When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him:  “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.”  So he got up and went to his father.

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.  (Luke 15:11-20)
After telling Barbara Walters that story, Jesus might then explain some things about the story to her.  He would explain to her that the father in the story is his Father, that the father is God.  And then he might point out something to her that I have always found remarkable about this story.  Let’s put ourselves into the father’s place for a moment.  Let’s say this father is me, and the kids in the story are my kids.  Imagine that we explain to our kids the whole concept of an inheritance and the concepts of wills and living trusts and all that stuff.  Maybe we are about to go on a long trip without the kids, and they’re concerned about what might happen if we die.  So we tell them that if we die they will inherit all our stuff (except for my remote, which I am taking with me) and all the life insurance proceeds, and they will be taken care of.

Now imagine that a few weeks later one of my children comes up to me and says, “Dad, I’ve been thinking about this inheritance stuff.  I’ve decided I want my cut now.  I don’t want to have to wait until you’re dead, so if you could just cough it over now I’ll be on my way.”  Guess what I might be tempted to say?  “Well you just blew it buddy!  You’re out of the will.  No inheritance for you!”  But no matter what I might say, my heart would be crushed.  I would be heartbroken that the child I loved so much cared so little about me that he or she would want to simply take my money and run.

But notice how the father responds in the story.  No yelling or screaming.  He doesn’t put his foot down, he doesn’t lecture.  No, with his heart breaking in two he gives the son his share of the inheritance and lets him go.  The father gives his son the freedom to make a choice most of the rest of us wouldn’t, the choice to leave.

And that father, remember, is God.  God takes this freedom of choice business very seriously.  He is absolutely committed to it.  Even though he could, he does not force us to do anything we don’t want to do.  If we want to leave, he won’t force us to stay, even though it breaks his heart. 

And notice something else about the father in this story, something else I’ve always thought was strange.  Jesus tells two stories immediately before this one that stand as a stark contrast to the father’s actions.  In the first story Jesus tells, a shepherd has 100 sheep and he loses one of them.  The shepherd then leaves the 99 to conduct an all-search for the one lost sheep.  In the second story a woman has ten silver coins and loses one.  The woman than conducts an all-out search until she finds the one lost coin.  But when the younger son takes his share of the inheritance and walks out the door, the father does nothing.  The father stands still.  Even though he must have known that his young, irresponsible son would get himself into nothing but trouble, the father never organizes a search party to track down the lost son.  Instead the father simply waits.  He stands along the wall, with his heart broken in pieces, and waits for the son he loves so much to choose to come back home.  The father is painfully shy.


Sneaking In Shy
But there is no better evidence of God’s shyness than Christmas.  At Christmas we celebrate the fact that in the person of Jesus God entered into human history.  At Christmas God set aside his cape so we could see who he really is.  

Think of how God entered into our world.  He didn’t come into our world full blown.  He didn’t call a press conference.  He didn’t buy full page ads or go on any talk shows.  He didn’t hold any rallies.  He sneaked into the world in the most inauspicious way you could imagine.  He came as a baby, born in a barn in a backwater country; he came as a small person in a small town.  He slipped into the world through the back door while almost no one was looking. Why?  Because at heart our God is shy.

Compare the way the Presidential candidates went about trying to woo our votes to the way God goes about trying to woo our hearts.  Do you know how much money the candidates spent trying to get elected over the last 18 months?  Over $2.5 billion!  Think of how many talk shows they went on, how many speeches they made, how many TV appearances, how many mailers they sent out, how many miles they covered.  Yes, they were running for a very important office – they wanted to be our President for four years.  But compare that to the way God campaigns to be the Lord of our lives. I mean, think about what God could do.  He has unlimited resources – he could buy all the networks and all the ad time.  He could hire every telemarketer to deluge us with calls.  Or think of what God could do to show off his super powers.  He could put on his cape and absolutely amaze us.  He could juggle the stars.  He could play checkers with the mountains.  He could overwhelm us with his power so that no one could possibly deny his existence.  But God’s goal is not to persuade us to believe that he exists.  God’s goal is for us to choose to love him.  God doesn’t want our grudging acknowledgement of his reality; God wants a relationship.  God wants us to invite him to the dance.  God doesn’t want our vote; he wants our heart. 

Over the next six weeks we will discover much more about who God really is.  Next Sunday we will see that God, in terms of his love for us, is very much a wild and crazy guy.  In two weeks we will discover the God who likes to play.  We will discover the God who is vulnerable, the God who was willing to be wounded by us so that he could also be loved by us.  

And over this Christmas season, it is my hope that every one of us here will choose to invite God to the dance.  He will not force his way onto the dance floor.  In fact, God is so committed to your freedom, so determined to give you the option to choose your own dance partner, that he would rather die than take that freedom away.  And he did.  When the authorities accused him of crimes he never committed, Jesus chose to be shy, to stay silent, to do nothing.  When the Romans beat him and nailed him to a cross, Jesus chose not to resist.  He could have resisted.  He could have asserted himself.  He could have taken charge.  He could have donned his cape and assumed his superpowers and overwhelmed the soldiers and the crowds and everyone else.    

But he didn’t, because he loves us and because there is no love without choice.  He didn’t because he knew we could never love him if he resisted our choices, no matter how much our choices hurt him.  Our freedom cost him his life.  If you want to see how painful God’s shyness is, look at the cross.  There he is – God without his cape.

But do you know what?  As painful as it is for God to stand there and wait while we choose up sides, as hard as it is for God to stand by the wall while he watches us dance without him, as hard as it is for God to do nothing while we nail his Son to a cross, God wouldn’t have it any other way.  Why?  Because, unbelievable as it might seem, we are worth it to God.  Think of it – God was willing to watch his Son die on the cross for the mere possibility that I might choose him.  God knew there were no guarantees.  Even though God knew I might very well choose, like the prodigal son, to walk out the door, the fact that I just might choose him made it worth all the pain and the heartache.  

And that is how much God – the painfully shy God – loves you.  I remember the first time kids were choosing up sides for a kickball game at the new school I had transferred into.  As kid after kid was chosen by one captain or the other, I stood there sweating and thinking, “Please, please, please – pick me, pick me!”  That is our God.  He won’t force himself into your game or into your life.  He is waiting, patiently, anxiously, with his heart beating wildly, for you to pick him.  But that is a choice only you can make – your parents can’t make it for you, your friends can’t make it for you, and God won’t make it for you.

I was still a child when I asked God to be on my team, when I invited God to be my dance partner for life.  And if Barbara Walters were to interview me, I would tell her that there is no partner more graceful, more powerful or more fun than God.  This Christmas, if you’ve never done it before, I urge you to invite God to the dance.
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