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Week 2 – Created for Intimacy
Genesis 2:15-18, 21-23; Ruth
Show image: “Introverts unite… separately… in your own homes”

The rallying cry of my people. It’s true, after an amazing day of connecting with people and having great conversations, I discover that I have, in fact, used up some of my supply of energy, and must head to some oasis to re-charge the batteries. 
Ever since 2012 when Susan Cain wrote the book “Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a world that can’t stop talking”, there seems to have been a groundswell of popular education on the real differences between extroversion and introversion. Being introverted does not mean, as my 13-year old cousin once defined for me, that “you don’t like people”.

That may be somewhat true for her, but no! Of course, it does not mean that we do not like people. In fact, I don’t know who could actually say that as a general statement, that they don’t like people. We all have our people, or at least, we need to. Even if you’re a person who feels awkward at parties or knows your favourite literary characters better than your neighbours, hopefully we’ve each got our people in this world, however small or big that group is.

Because as humans, we are hard-wired for relationship. We are made not to be alone. As our theme says this week, we are created for intimacy.


“Intimacy” is a word that has been even more poorly-defined than “Introvert” in popular culture. Pop culture often fails us by failing to distinguish between intimacy and sex. But there is such a thing as sex without intimacy, and intimacy is possible without sex. If we make the two things the same, then we deprive intimacy of the depth of its meaning. And I’d say we also deprive sex of the best of its expression.

Willard Krabill writes that intimacy and love are also not the same thing. I can love all of the people in my neighbourhood, as he says, but I am not intimate with all of them. The intimacy that we are created for, which we each need, is about our need “to be loved, to be understood, to be accepted, and to be cared about. We need to be taken seriously, to have our thoughts and feelings respected and held in confidence, and to be trusted” (Gift, 53). 
Intimacy involves vulnerability and trust, risk, and grace. In another definition, “intimacy is the ability to experience an open, supportive, compassionate relationship with another person without fear of condemnation or loss of one’s identity. It is knowing another person deeply and appreciating them anyway” (54). And it’s being deeply known and appreciated.

In Genesis 1, we are reminded that God’s creation of humans was very good. But in Genesis 2, we learn what is not good. It is not good for Adam, this creature made of adamah, an earthling made of the earth, to be alone. It’s not good for humans to be alone. Humans are good, very good, it’s not incompleteness that God needs to fix. It’s aloneness.


Apparently it’s Plato we have to thank, not the Hebrew Bible, for spreading the myth that a person is incomplete if not united with a spouse. The notion of two people becoming “one flesh”, as it says in Genesis, isn’t about fixing what was broken in half. “Flesh”, in Hebrew here, refers mostly to kinship, relations. Genesis is describing how two people come together to create a new primary kinship group, a building block of human community and a central location of mutual care that echoes out to strengthen the whole community.

Okay, why am I talking about Plato and flesh? Because in our Bible, we find that from the beginning, God is concerned for our human connections. There’s Adam with the whale and the rock badger and the mountain goat, but no-one like him. He’s alone. And that’s what God had to fix, not that God hadn’t done Adam right the first time, but that he was without someone like him. And for another Hebrew lesson, the word “helper” in most other spots in the Old Testament, refers to God coming to help humanity. It’s not a subservient position. Adam is alone. And that’s not good. He needs help.

We are created for human relationship because it’s not good to be alone. And thinking about “aloneness” rather than Plato’s “incompleteness” is helpful for each of us. First of all, of course, if single people are considered incomplete apart from marriage that leaves us in a permanent state of deficiency. But if we think marriage solves our incompleteness, that causes problems for married people too.

James Brownson writes that the myth of incompleteness can cause a married person to see their partner only terms of how they complete themselves, who they desire to be, rather than acknowledging them “as genuine others who may have differing agendas, concerns, desires, or interests” (29). The myth of incompleteness could ignore the hard work that’s needed to build a shared life together with two individuals becoming a new building block for community.

And consider how this plays out in our needs for intimacy. Not only Plato messes us up here. Music and movies lead us to believe that we can be completely fulfilled by finding that one right person to be our other half.  In a pair, contemporary culture also tells us, we are whole. 
In conversation with a married friend a while ago, though, she reflected on how important it is for married people to understand that they will not have every need of theirs met in their spouse, and that that’s okay.  Our needs for closeness, sharing, laughter, and mutual understanding will not always be met exclusively by any one person.
Although newly married people often disappear into a world of their own, if you’ve been married long enough, or if you were single long enough before you were married, you’ve probably learned more concretely how much you need good friends, family, and a whole community around you.  


This is not to downplay the significance of romantic love.  The Song of Songs is in our Bible as an ode to the beauty of romantic and sexual love, and we will reflect more on its passionate words and implications next Sunday.


But as I started by saying, sex and intimacy are not the same thing, and to say that it is not good for us to be alone, is not to de-value the experience of singleness or the calling to celibacy. But even singleness and celibacy cannot be fully lived out in isolation (Brownson, 104).


Each of us needs a variety of supportive, loving, intimate relationships in our lives, and I believe that if married people have come to understand this about themselves, perhaps they will have greater understanding and respect for the relationships in the lives of single people, whether they are unmarried, divorced, or widowed.
I could tell you a list of insensitive comments that tend to be made to single adults in the church.  Years ago I was working with someone on a task in another church and it was quite clear to me that she believed that I should take the majority of the work, as she was married with two children, and I clearly had no-one, so I obviously had all the time in the world to spend on church work.  This frustrated me, not because I didn’t value the time she wanted and needed to spend with her pre-adolescent kids, but because I also work very hard at maintaining the intimate relationships in my life, none of whom happen to be conveniently located in my home, but they were deemed to be lower in the priority list than her family.


To contrast with that story, I was once visiting some friends with their new baby and my friend made a comment about how very many kids I have.  This comment was so touching to me because it recognized how important all of my friends’ kids are to me.  I may not get to parent any of them, but as part of that hunger of the soul for family and connection that Rolheiser names, it is so important to me to be part of their lives, and my friend placed a high value on those relationships that I foster.


Consider again how Ronald Rolheiser’s description of sexuality helps us to understand each other.  Sexuality is the hunger of the soul for wholeness, community, family, creativity, friendship, affection and play.  We share that in common whether we are married, never married, unmarried again, or grieving a marriage.  And the network of relationships that is important to one who is attached is equally vital to those who are not.  
Willard Krabill writes that as a physician, “Never have I seen anyone die from the lack of sexual intercourse. I have, however, seen many people die premature deaths because they felt rejected and lonely, and they lacked intimacy. They did not know that they were cared about and prized by another person and that they mattered to another person” (54).
Can we, as the church, value, bless, and celebrate all of those intimate relationships that give us life as individuals and therefore strengthen the community? What might that look like? Maybe we can look to the book of Ruth to see that life-filled ties of intimacy come in all shapes and sizes.
We heard a slightly shortened version of this moving story. At the centre, we have Naomi and Ruth, mother and daughter-in-law from two different cultural and religious backgrounds. First they were connected by the marriage of Ruth to Naomi’s son, but it’s after this son dies that we hear Ruth make one of the most beautiful expressions of covenant faithfulness that we find in our Bible. I’d say it’s rivalled only by the poetic promises of God to be faithful to God’s people. Ruth says to Naomi: 

“Do not press me to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die-- there will I be buried. May the LORD do thus and so to me, and more as well, if even death parts me from you! (Ruth 1:16-17)”.

Ruth “clung” to her mother-in-law. And the Hebrew word that is translated “clung” isn’t just a physical action of holding onto her coat. When you cling or cleave to someone, it represents loyalty and affection. Brownson writes that it implies “the longing for intimacy, to know and be known, to live one’s life with others. It is the desire that finds its fulfillment in the sharing of life and experience together” (88). It’s the same Hebrew word in Genesis 2:24, when a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh, a new primary kinship unit. A new family.
And Ruth and Naomi become a new family. It’s just them left as they return to a community that reminds Naomi of the bitterness of her life, and which is completely foreign to Ruth. 
But as the story goes on, the covenant faithfulness between Ruth and Naomi reverberates to others. Boaz is inspired by the faithfulness of Ruth, and she is safe as she gleans food for her and Naomi to eat. With Naomi’s match-making, Ruth and Boaz soon marry and have a child who restores life to formerly bitter Naomi. Naomi has found her place in the community again, Ruth has been drawn into a new community, with Boaz, and drawn into the lineage of a certain Jesus of Nazareth. And all of this because of God’s blessing on one committed, intimate relationship, in which their faithfulness to each other strengthened the entire community.
So, what does create intimacy? How do we strive for these relationships that strengthen us and our whole community? Well, at the risk of overwhelming you with a 10-point list, I’m going to briefly share exactly how Willard Krabill answers that question in the book Sexuality: God’s Gift, which will be placed in our church library after this series is done. You can also re-listen to any of these sermons when you log into our HMC website. So, whether you are married or dating or single, the ingredients in building an intimate relationship are: (pp59-62)
First, friendship. Are you drawn to the person, not just their body, but the person? Can you imagine spending time in their home and with their family? Krabill writes that some of the greatest intimacies in the world are between people who are not dating, engaged, or married, nor do they intend to be.
Another ingredient is acceptance. In an intimate relationship, both people need to be accepted, and if we are assured of this, we do not need to defend our failures. We receive a clear and unconditional message that we are worthwhile and valued.

Communication is essential, open and honest, no hidden agenda, people willing to bare their souls. The vulnerability of this can be challenging and needs practice, but is vital.

Next is equality. To dominate another person destroys intimacy, both persons must come from an equal power base. I’ve talked too long already to go on a rant about 50 Shades of Grey, but I ask you to consider – do those books & movie show a relationship in which both individuals have an equal amount of power? A young woman and an older man with his own ideas about what is sexy, which plays out in his control over their entire lives, not just role play in the bedroom. That story isn’t about intimacy, it’s an abusive relationship being marketed as a love story. (Rant done!)
After equality, we have trust. Again, intimacy involves vulnerability, its emotionally risky to share and care deeply, we’re afraid we could be rejected. Developing trust is critical, being trustworthy and allowing ourselves to trust the other with our vulnerability.

Great intimacy is possible between people who have shared values, shared lifestyle and life goals. Shared values make the rest of these ingredients more attainable.

Affection is an ingredient. Do you light up when the other person is mentioned? Do you care when they are hurting? Do you feel encouraged in each other’s presence?

Touch is also significant – affirming touch, not exploiting touch. Intimate touch makes us feel better, and we can listen to our intuition when a touch has not been invited and does not fit within the kind of relationship we have with a person. Krabill stresses that physical intimacy is vital to true intimacy, but “sexual intercourse never creates intimacy. Sexual intercourse can energize and cap the relationship only when all the other components are already present”.

And to develop true intimacy takes a lot of time. It’s a process, it’s dynamic. There’s no quick and easy way to experience true intimacy with another human being, even if 90 minutes seems to be the generally accepted scope in Hollywood. That or about a season and a half of TV. But in truth, there’s no cookie cutter formula. And we probably only have time for a few really intimate relationships at any one time of our lives. So select them well and build them carefully.

Last ingredient – Commitment. We make a decision to really be there for the other person. And we intend to keep this promise. True intimacy keeps two people together, not just when the road is smooth and sexy, but also when the road is rough and difficult. Some of these ingredients are inter-connected, too. It’s hard to really achieve trust outside of commitment.
These are the ingredients for a genuinely intimate relationship, the kind of intimacy for which we have been created. The kind of intimacy which you may have with a spouse, with a couple of close friends, with whoever you have committed to sticking with through thick and thin, and who has made that commitment to you.
We were made for this, and it is right for us to seek it, not settling for physical fulfillment of our needs for intimacy which run much deeper. As Christians, we can bear witness to relationships forged in true intimacy, and in the church, we can celebrate all forms that this takes, not being restricted to the perfectly matched-up tales we see on screens.
True intimacy brings life… to individuals, to new family units and committed friendships, and to the communities in which they are allowed to flourish. This is what we have been made for.
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