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“Let him kiss me with the kisses of hismouth.” That’s pretty racy stuff. We'd probably better pray.

Lord, remind us that you are an incredibly racy God. You love usin ways that defy description, ways
that are scandal ous to those who have not met you yet. Love us now by opening your word to us. Reveal
yourself to us, Lord, that we might fall deeply in love with you once more. Through Christ our Lord,
Amen

I think it’s actually kind of a shame that the Song of Songsisn’t used more often in the modern
church. We tend to avoid it, because it tends to leave us blushing and embarrassed. After al, there’ sno
disguising that this book isfull of raw, undisguised, unapologetic passion. It'sabook about desire, about
yearning, about longing. It's abook about “intimacy.” And what place does any of that stuff havein a
good, solid straight-laced, decent church.

Well quite abit, actually. Or at least it should, and historically, the Song of Songs did have quite a
place in the history of our tradition, both Jewish and Christian. It haslong been interpreted as one of the
clearest examples of the relationship between God and God’ s people, an expression of the depth of
our love-life with God. It’s describes how we should be in relationship with our creator. And the history
of interpretation of the Song has reflected that depth. Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph (he lived about 50 years
after Jesus, and is sometimes referred to as the father of Rabinical Judeaism... in other words, he was a
big-shot) wrote “For all the world is not as worthy as the day on which the Song of Songs was given to
Israel. For all the writings are holy, but the Song of Songsisthe Holy of Haolies.” The Song isread every
year to close the Sabbath feast during Passover. They read the story of the Exodus, then they read the
Song. It seems an odd transition from the serious story of Israel’ s escape from Egypt and the giving of
the Law to “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, for your love is more delightful than wine”, but
thereit is; every year, for about 2000 years.

The sameistruein the history of the Chrigtian tradition. From the early church fathers up until the
modern age, the Song of Songsis treated as an intimate description of God’slovefor the church and of
our passionateresponse. It was abook worthy of honor and attention, especialy in the working out of
our spiritual life. Bernard of Clairvaux (atwelfth century monk who was an advisor to popes and kings)
preached 86 sermons on the Song, and barely got into chapter 3. (And you thought Romans was along
series!)

The Song of Songs was especially significant to those who spent alot of timein prayer; those men and
women who made spiritual discipline away of life. Which iswhy we're looking at these passages today.
I think these passages actually represent the very heart of prayer.

When we think of prayer, we tend to think of laundry lists (Aunt Edna’ s hip, Joe Bob down the street
who isn’t a Chrigtian, dad’ s upcoming job review, etc.), or of keeping God informed of what’ s happening
and of drawing on God' s power to meet our needs. We think of set prayers (the Lord's prayer) or set
times for prayer (bed-time or before we eat) or set positions (kneeling, hands clasped, eyes closed.) None
of thisiswrong, necessarily, but then none of it is necessarily right, either. They can be great and
powerful expressions of faith, dear and holy; or they can be dry as dust and a burden, rote and empty and
heartless. Y ou seethewords and methods don’t matter if the heart is not there. So, what is the heart
of prayer?

“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, for your loveis more delightful than wine.” Have you
ever wondered why we kiss? It seems alittle bizarre that one of the most common forms of intimacy isto
mash our mouth against another person. | mean there is no denying that it isintimate, and that it seems
natural, some might say instinctive; that it feelsright and good. But it isastrangething. | remember
watching an anthropologist on TV try to explain the origin of the kiss. Her theory was that kisses began
either as away of sharing food between mother and child (like birds, | guess) or as away for potentia
mates to sniff each other to be sure the other was acceptable and pleasing (and hadn’t passed their
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expiration date), and that kissing then simply became a socially accepted means of expressing affection.
Isthat what akissis? Would any of us be satisfied if that was what akisswas? Yuck! How... empty.

A kiss from your child can make you want to dance and laugh and cry withjoy. A kissfrom your love
can set your heart on fire, steal your breath, and make your stomach do gymnastics, all at the same time.
Asour verse says, it’ s better than wine... it’s better than anything! When two people are that close, there
isameeting of souls. We have abuilt-in longing for it. 1t'svisceral. Frankly, | think we were created
for it. We were created for intimacy. Infact, we were created inintimacy. The creation of the human
racein Genesis chapter 2 isa profoundly intimate act. Our history as arace began with a sort of kiss.
God took a lump of red-earth (adam), shaped humanity and then breathed life into us. That’s not a
distant, far-off action. God's not blowing out candles on a birthday cake. God puts His face right down
thereinthedirt. That'sthekind of love, the kind of intimacy that gave uslife. And alonging for that
intimacy remainsa part of our fundamental nature. We kiss because we have first been kissed. A
kissisaway to sharelife and love and spirit and joy. A kissislovein action, desirein motion. Itis
intimacy, it is connection, it is sharing.

Each one of uslongsfor intimacy. We need to be known, need to be embraced, need to be loved with
depth and with passion, not merely because it’ s some socially accepted form of expressing affection, or
because we pass the smell-test, but because there' s awellspring of love that spills over and must be
consummated. From birth on, our wholelifeis spent in searching for that intimate, wonderful, passionate
love, for complete acceptance and belonging. We spend our whole life searching for that fire that burns
without consuming, for love in motion.

It's agood thing (sometimes.) That longing can bring us together, and, in fact, God has created usto
be intimate with one another on varying levels: to be married and have children and form friendships and
build community. But the ultimate intimacy can still only be found in the one who gave us our first kiss,
who breathed lifeinto us. Ultimately, every other source of intimacy, whether spouse or child or
dearest friend, will disappoint if we have not found intimacy with God. As Saint Augustine putsit,
“Our hearts are restless until werest in thee.”

It might fedl strange thinking of God as an “intimate,” but all through scripture God refers to Himself
as “husband,” “bridegroom,” even “lover.” Who are we do think any different?

But it isn't just as simple as naming God as intimate. I ntimacy is built by spending time with
another. | can't imagine what kind of amarriage | would have if | only spent 5 minutes a day and one
hour on Sundays with my wife. Y ou can’t even get to know another person in that amount of time, let
alone develop any kind of intimate relationship. Y et that’s what we expect out of our spiritual lives.
Every other intimacy, every other relationship is somehow dependent upon our relationship with God, but
God barely gets amoment of our time. And then we wonder why we are restless and unfulfilled, why
faith seems so distant.

| don’t want to lay aload of guilt on you (or on me for that matter). | know it’shard. There'salot
going on in our lives each and every day. I'd blame it on the modern world, but as I’ ve read through all
these famous Christians from the modern era back to the ancient, | find the same complaint over and over
again. Itishard to pray, whether in the 21% Century or in the 1st! We meet an almost active resistance as
wetry to meet God in prayer. We are created to be in an intimate relationship with God, but we are also
broken and hampered in our efforts. Our minds rebel, our bodies fail, our hearts wander.

So what can we do? Well, we go to God anyway! Relationships are hard work, so what's new? As
exciting asafirst kissis, it takes work to build areationship. It takes years of building trust, of learning
to listen, of developing rapport, of learning the landscape of the other’s heart. But the work of building a
relationship doesn’t have to be much of a hardship when it is still fired by the passion that brought you
together in thefirst place. When | first met Julie, | never had to be convinced to seek her out. I'd come
up with excuses to drop by pretty much every day, even if it was just to slip anote under her door. |
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wanted to be with her so | could get to know her and the more | got to know her the more | wanted to be
with her. It's how love works.

So why should it be any different with our God? When you think about the nature of God, about
God' s goodness and mercy and love, when you call to mind all that God has done for you in Jesus Christ,
in sending the Holy Spirit, in claiming you from death and giving you new life, don’t you feel the least bit
inspired to stop by and spend some time with Him? Just knowing God should lead usto seek out the
presence of God, and the more we are in the presence of God, the more we' [l know Him. Our heart opens
to His, and is changed in the encounter.

Pleasing isthe fragrance of your perfumes; your nameis like perfume poured out. No wonder the
maidenslove you! Take me away with you- let us hurry! Let the king bring me into his chambers.

When we go to God in prayer, what is our desire: Isit to be with God, for God’s own sake, or isit to
have our requests granted? Thereis a huge difference between desiring aresult and desiring an
interchange with our loving Father. Thereisa huge difference between going to God and saying “ God,
do this!” and going to God saying, “I love you. | wanted to spend time with you. Also, thisisimportant
to me, and | wanted to share it with you.” Demands leave us cold; shared concerns draw usin.

Praying for your illness to be healed, or your trip to be safe, or your friend to be happy or whatever ...
those are al Good Things. But they are not, no matter how big, how significant, how critical, how dear to
your heart... they are not the best thing. The best thing is God Himself, and when we have God, we
have all therest. Listen again to Paul’ s words to the Ephesians:

For thisreason | knedl before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives
its name.

It'simportant to remember where the sourceis... God is the source of al that is, was or shall be. God
isthe foundation of all that isgood. God isthe root of our very identity and being. Heisthe holy God,
the living water that can finally quench your thirst so that you may never thirst again. Heisthe bread of
life, filling your hunger so that you may never want again. Heisthetrue word. He gives meaning to
existence, motion to striving, strength for weakness, calm in the storm, a foundation to build on and glory
toreach for. Heisthefirst and the last, the Alpha and the Omega, the source of all thereisand the
destination. Heisthe way, thetruth and the life, and he, himself, will present you pure and spotless,
redeemed and alive. God isthe source. All we need do is call upon him with all our heart. Paul goes on:

| pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your
inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your heartsthrough faith. And | pray that you, being rooted and
established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high
and deep isthe love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge- that you may befilled to
the measure of all the fullness of God.

See that progression? Strength in our inner being... Christ in our hearts... rooted in love... that we
might know the extent of God’slove SO THAT “ we may befilled to the measure of all the fullness of
God.”

The things we can request in prayer might be pretty good, but there’ s not a one that can measure up to
the full measure of all the fullness of God. No thing can measure up to the source of al things. Itisonly
as we encounter God, as we speak our love to God, as we humble ourselves before God and enter into an
intimate relationship with God that we find the deep, soul satisfying love that only God can offer. We
don’'t claim athing, we don’t earn athing, we don’t deserve athing. Our prayer becomes a partnership,
and the things we ask become important to God because WE are important to God, because we are God’ s
beloved. Theheart of prayer is seeking God for who God is, in and of Himself.

And so we join the Song of Songs as the beloved community of God:
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We rejoice and delight in you; we will praise your love more than wine. How right they are to adore
youl

Ultimately, prayer isn’t about the words we say, it isn’t about what we ask for, it isn't about the
formulawe use or the position we'rein. Ultimately, prayer is about whether we have entered into a
relationship with theliving God. It's about whether we seek Hisface. It's about whether we have
given him our hearts, again and again and again, through time. It’'s about whether we have invited himin
to our lives. It's about whether we truly love God for God’ s own sake, rather than just what we can get
out of Him. It's about whether we are willing to let him sweep us away and even change who we are, or
if wearetrying to force God into our mold. It's about whether we adore God and are adored, whether we
love God and are beloved, and about whether we speak our love and nurture our intimacy, or simply dust
it off when it is convenient or we are desperate. The heart of prayer isfound simply in laying our
hearts before the God who would continue to show His love as he has throughout the history of the
world, from its beginning, until now, and to itsending. It isfound in keeping first thingsfirst, in seeking
God first because He is God and is worthy of being sought.

God can and will do amazing things through his people when they pray. He delightsin pouring out
Hislove, He excelsin giving His blessing, He longs to ignite our passion and fill the desires of our heart.
God is God, and God will love us... will love you, right now, today, because God is God and you are
beloved.



