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Building Bridges of Love
January 25th, 2004

Over the past few weeks we’ve been talking about how we can share the simple message of Jesus’ love with the people around us… people at work, school, the people we regularly interact with.  I’ve shared about the need to be real & sincere, how we need to have a genuine love for the people around us… not just a concern for their “soul” but genuinely care for them as people. 

· Last week I focused on how we can share the simple message of Jesus through stories… How our story and other’s can speak of God’s heart for us.

· And as I’ve been speaking about this, you’ve probably noticed that I’m not big on the use of “evangelistic technique”. 

· As you read the Gospels, notice how often Jesus uses an evangelistic “pitch” to share the Father’s love with the people around Him!  Never!

· But then notice how many times he just loves and cares for people… prays for people.  That’s what we need to be for the people around us… we need to genuinely love them, care for them, listen to them… regardless of whether they ever embrace Jesus or not.
· You know, most of the people you are connecting with outside of church haven’t grown up in the church… and so, they don’t even think to look here for answers.

· That was different in the fifties and sixties where church was part of our national identity… the place people went to in order to learn about God.

That’s not where we are today.  It’s not that people are hostile toward church.  In fact, according to a massive study by Thomas Ranier, head of the Billy Graham center for Evangelism, most people today have relatively good impression of church.
· And yet, unless they were invited, most people you know wouldn’t ever just show up at church for answers… but that doesn’t mean they’re not looking for answers.

· 84% of people between say that would be at least somewhat likely to attend a church if they were invited.  
· In fact, according to George Barna, head of one of the largest research groups in America, found that a full one in four unchurched Americans said that would gladly attend church next Sunday if they were invited by a friend or loved one.

· I’m not going to go on and on with statistics… but the point is that people are far more open to hear someone they trust than you might think.
· So, then, how can we more effectively connect with the people around us concerning spiritual things?  Let me share four things with you…
1. Be Sensitive to Where they’re at
As I was sitting in my home office recently, the phone rang.  I picked up the phone and said, “Hello?” "Craig! How's it going, buddy?" I said, "Fine," thinking it must be someone I know. Then he started his spiel, sounding just like a bad AM radio deejay: 
· "Hey, just wanted to let you know about this fantastic investment opportunity that I think would be just fabulous for you..." and with that, he was off to the races.
· I decided till he stopped for air before telling him that I wasn't interested.  Unfortunately, I had no idea how long he could go without taking a breath. 
· He never asked me if I was even slightly interested in hearing about his fabulous investment opportunity. He just assumed that I was, since I was (in his words) a sharp, intelligent, success-minded individual. 
· Finally, thinking he had me in the grip of his pitch, he asked me a question: "Craig, wouldn't it be nice to be able to provide your family with rock-solid financial security?" I said, "Yes, it would. But right now I’m about to eat dinner.
· I expected him to apologize for interrupting my meal… but instead, he says, "Craig, this deal is too important to put off. When you hear me out, you'll agree that delaying a meal for a few minutes is a small price to pay for financial success." 
· Annoyed and frustrated, I just said, "Sorry, but I'm hungry now. I'll get rich later." And I hung up.
So… did I miss out on the deal of a lifetime?  But even if he was representing a legitimate firm, the fact was that his approach was so offensive, I couldn't bring myself to listen to it.

· Keep in mind, I wasn't rejecting the idea of investing money. I rejected him and his intrusive, arrogant attitude.  

· I was talking to someone once… and he was telling me how he had approached someone in order to share the Gospel with them… but that they rejected him.  His reaction was pretty much, “Well… I know they weren’t rejecting me… they were rejecting the message.”
· But the truth was that, from what he described, they probably were rejecting him… at least his approach.  He was wrong to assume that that person was “closed” to the Gospel.  They were only “closed” to the same kind of approach that telemarketer took with me.

A single mother shared that one Saturday morning she was at the laundry mat with her three small children. 
· The place was full of people, and she was juggling a half dozen loads of laundry between the washers and the dryers and the counter where you sort and fold your clothes…

· while, at the same time, trying to keep an eye on her children to make sure they didn't tear the place up or run off with a stranger, and she was doing all of this in a race with the clock because she had to get home and get ready for work. 
· And then a man approached her and wanted to know if she was saved. She wasn't at that time. She needed to hear the gospel. And she knew in her heart that she needed to hear it, but he couldn't have picked a worse time to talk to her. 
· She told me, "If he had at least offered to help me fold my clothes, I not only would have gone to church with him, I would have married him." She was under an enormous amount of stress that day, and he was clueless. 
When we talk to someone about Jesus, we need to make sure the timing is right. Now understand this: If a person doesn't know the Lord, there is nothing more important in all the world than for them to hear the gospel. 
· When you consider that one's eternal destiny is at stake, being a few minutes late for work is really quite insignificant. 
· You know that, but they don't-especially if they've never met you before. For all they know, you're just a smooth talking salesman.
· Peter said, "Give an answer to everyone who asks..." In other words, give them the opportunity to indicate an interest. 
· Sharing your faith doesn't mean cornering strangers and preaching at them while they're in the middle of doing something else. Our message is important. 
· In fact, it's so important that we are obligated to take the extra effort to make sure the time is right and they are ready to hear us-or else they just might reject the messenger and refuse to hear the message for a long time to come.
I remember one of the first times I shared my faith.  It was with a guy who I had been friends with since 9th grade.  We both went to the same college… and ended up rooming together our second year.
· Anyway… I ended up sharing with Scott all the time.  He could have been studying for a huge final!  I’d have Christian music on… put verses up on index cards around our dorm room… but all that only aggravated him!
· I realized that I was way off in what I was doing… so one day I just sat down with him… and apologized… telling him that I loved him and that if he ever wanted to speak about spiritual things, he’s welcome to talk to me.

· About two weeks later, Scott woke me up… and all he said was, Craig… I’m ready.  “Ready for what?” When I realized what he was talking about I did what I often do in those situations… I started out laughing!  I was too happy to control it!

· Anyway… Scott leads an incredible ministry in London… training youth pastors around London to better connect with the younger generation.

· Secondly.

2. Make sure it's a dialogue, not a monologue.
I was in a hotel lobby a few years ago and I overheard a conversation, except it wasn't a conversation-it was a monologue. Two women were seated on a sofa by the front desk. The one doing all the talking was telling the one doing all the listening how wonderful it is to be a Christian. 
· The listener looked extremely uncomfortable, and the talker seemed to be completely unaware. 
· The man standing next to me at the counter told me the woman had cornered him in the bookstore the day before and had talked non-stop for half an hour.
· I don't think that's what Peter had in mind. The phrase "give an answer to everyone who asks" implies that there is some give and take going on. Asking and answering, back and forth. It's a dialogue.
· When we share our faith, this is something we need to watch out for-we need to continually ask ourselves "Am I doing all the talking? Am I including them in this conversation, or am I just preaching at them?" 
· Because if it’s all you speaking, then regardless of the importance of what you’re sharing, at least in today’s culture, you may come off looking more like a vacuum cleaner salesmen… throwing some dirt on their floor and then going on to show how, with that handy vacuum cleaner, you can get that dirt right up. 
"But I can't afford your vacuum cleaner." "Oh, but our model is energy-efficient, unlike that other brand you currently use, so with our model you'll see dollars shaved off your utility bill every month… 
· “In fact, if money is the issue, you can't afford not to buy our vacuum cleaner, because the money you save in electricity will more than cover the cost of our economically priced unit. 
· And what's more, it purrs like a kitten; you can barely hear it run--you'll be able to watch your soaps while you do your housework! So, I guess that settles it. There's nothing hold you back now, is there? Do you want to pay for this with a check, or would you prefer to put it on your credit card?"
· That may work in sales, but it doesn't work in witnessing. People don't like to be "sold." If they think you're only interested in getting them to "buy your religion", they'll avoid you like the plague.
3.  Don’t Worry About Questions

I know that one of the reasons we can get caught in some long monologues is because we’re afraid that if we let them speak… they might just have a question we can’t answer.
· You know, for whatever reason, we think that the people around us have this solid perspective on life and religion… but most people don’t.

· I can almost guarantee you that if you asked someone who has one of those Darwin Fishies on their bumper whether they buy into the micro or macro view of evolutionary theory, that they’ll just look back at you with a blank stare.

· Without wanting to ridicule them at all, the truth is they probably don’t have any idea of what Darwinian theory is beyond “man came from monkeys.”

· In fact, the likelihood is that that person does believe in a benevolent God…

· But what s/he also believes (which is why they put that fish on their car), however, is that Christians are off-the-wall!  And so, s/he chose the most obvious symbol to express that!

Now, that doesn’t mean that people aren’t going to ask you questions… but what I’m saying is that when we’re speaking to people we know about Jesus, in most every case, they are genuinely interested in what you’re saying… so, if they do ask a question… it’s coming from the heart… not out of a desire to debate.

· And if they ask a question which you not sure about… just say you don’t know!  But then, we can invite them to join us on our journey to figure it out together.

· This is important… because if we want dialogue (not monologue)… then we need to encourage questions.  Believe me, if you’re uncomfortable with them asking questions, they’ll sense it and will begin backing up.
· You don’t need to know all the answers!  

· “Why is there suffering?”  “I have spent so much time trying to figure that out… and to be honest, I’m not sure I can really give you an answer… I’m not sure if I’ll ever really get it.  But when I think about tragedy and suffering, I realize that God isn’t behind it… in fact, I believe He came to comfort us in it…”
Folks… people are asking the same questions you are.  Rather than presenting yourself as the “Bible Answer Man”… you can relax just being you.  Believe me, they’ll feel more comfortable because they’ll see that you respect them… and where they’re at with all of this.

· Our success in Building Bridges of Love with the people around us is not about our powers of persuasion or ability to debate.  This isn’t a war of the wits!  It’s about us telling our story of how we’ve experienced God’s love and grace.

· Honestly, back when I was in college, I would share the Gospel all the time.  And, by shear numbers, some gave their lives to Jesus.  But I definitely tended toward a style that no doubt communicated “I’m right… you’re wrong.”

· A guy would say, “Well… I hear you, but I don’t really buy into the absolutes in life that you believe… life is relative.”

· And rather than saying something like, “I can understand that… but wouldn’t it be great if there was even one or two things in life you could always be sure of?  Because, at least for me, I believe that one of those absolutes is that God loves us… and that He created us to have that kind of love relationship with Him.”
· Instead, I would throw some silly thing at him like “Lots of people say, ‘everything is relative’, but isn’t that an absolute?  So, that can’t be true.”

· And so, even if I really believed what he was saying was wrong, what I was doing was making him feel foolish… rather than sharing with him and a respectful, gentle way, which Peter spoke about in 1 Peter 3:15.

4. Be Intentional…and Real
Several years ago, I met up with an old friend. He didn't know yet that I was a Christian.

· During the conversation he casually mentioned that he teaches Sunday School in his church… and then kept sharing about what else was happening in his life.

· Then, a few minutes later, when we were talking about work, he said, "Yeh… it was hard finding a job… I spent an hour a day looking for work… after that, all I could do was pray!" 
· As he was speaking, I was clear what he doing. He was nudging the door open, to let me know that I could talk to him about spiritual things if I wanted to. 
I loved that… he wasn’t throwing technique at me… he was just salt and peppering our conversation enough so that if I wanted to open the door, I’d know he’d be comfortable with it.
· I  people feel you are uncomfortable talking about your faith, then they will likely see that as something that is very private to you and so they won’t bring it up.

· Believe me, people won’t see you as a religious fanatic because you told them how church went or that you teach Sunday School… or that you read the Bible.

· Your using words like Bible, Jesus, God’s love, etc. in the course of normal conversation won’t turn anyone off… in fact, it will let them know that while you don’t have it all figured out, you’d be comfortable if they ever chose to talk to you about spiritual things.
· Last night, talking to a man…just asked him about his life. And through the course of our discussion, I mentioned church and God’s love… and guess what… eventually, he started asking me questions… about what the church is like.  

· We built a lot of equity last night… he knows I care for him.
And along with being intentional… we need to be real.  Folks… if anyone can be real… it’s us!  We have the security of a Father whose love and acceptance wont ever fail!  

· We should be known as the most real people on earth rather than the most religious! 
· We can risk, attempt, and fail… and still know God loves us… that we’re secure in our relationship with Him forever.

· We just need to be real… authentic… with one another… and the people we’re connecting with outside of church.

· That means that we don’t just tip the waiter extra in order to make a good impression on him… that some Christians can actually tip well.  But rather, be who we are in Christ… that we be generous people all the time!  

· Don’t “be nice” to people in order to create an impression… be who you are in Christ… kind, compassion, tender…

· Get what I’m saying?!  Jesus doesn’t need more from us that who we are.  He took five loaves and fed a multitude.  He’ll take where you are at, if you let Him, and use you in special ways to bless others!
CONCLUSION

Peter tells us "Be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks..."

Let me tell you something. They will ask. When they see the difference in your life, they will ask. When they get a glimpse of your joy, they will ask. 
When they see you endure trials, or refuse to compromise your convictions, or respond to harsh treatment with loving forgiveness, they will ask. And when they do, you'll be ready to say, "This is what God has done for me, and this is what he can do for you." 

