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Desperate Households, Part 5: Navigating Relational Signs

May 6th, 2007

How many of you can tell me what just might be the most widely read book in America besides the Bible?  Here’s a hint… at one time in your life it was probably the most important piece of American Literature ever written.

· And yet, it’s not a very well written book. There is not a single quotable line in it. In fact, I’ll bet not a single person here could identify the author. And yet, you spent days trying to memorize it, page after page.

· Do you know what book I’m talking about? Give it a shot. OK, I will tell you. The book I’m talking about is the Department of Motor Vehicle’s, Rules of the Road! 

For some of you, getting your copy of the Driver’s Manual represented, at least up until then, the greatest achievement of your life.
· Of course, if you’re the parent, then it represents one of the most terrifying moments in your life. It was for my dad!  
· All he could say to other drivers out there was, “If you’re driving around North Jersey and see a redheaded guy driving a car,” in the words of Elmer Fudd, “just be vewy vewy careful!”
Now, before you’re allowed to get a license, you’ve got to take the dreaded “written test” where you have to prove to the State that you know just how far from a fire hydrant you can park… 

· That you really do know the difference between a Yield sign and a No Parking sign.

· And then, if that weren’t bad enough, you then have to take the driving test where you’ve got to show that you’re not only able to understand these signs, but respond to appropriately them. 

· Now, the good news is that these signs were designed to be easy to read… to be so clear that you don’t even need words. 

· In order to illustrate this, I’ll draw a couple of them the board here… and you tell me what they mean.  Ok?!

Now, some of you know my art skills are not real high, so you’ll have to bear with me. So here, goes…  If you’re in an intersection and you see this sign, what’s it mean? No U-turn. 

· Let’s say that you’re on a highway and you see a sign that looks something like this. What’s it mean? Merge!

· What about this sign? Right… it’s the Winding Road Ahead (or a straight road if you’ve been drinking).

· One more. This tends to confuse us more than just about any other.

· Let’s say that you’re on the GSP and you see this sign: “55.” What’s it mean? No… what does it really mean?  “65!” 
Now, here’s why I mention this. We’re in a series called Desperate Households. And I was thinking this week, wouldn’t it be nice if they didn’t just have signs for roads— but had signs for people as well? 

· How would life be different, for example, if after you woke up your wife wore a big sign around her neck saying, “You’d score big if you made me a cup of coffee,” 
· Or if your kid wore a sign saying “Please wait just ten minutes before asking me to clean my room?”
· Now of course, we’re not going to wait ten minutes… but wouldn’t it be nice to know what they’re thinking!

What if you came into work, for instance, and a big sign was hanging around your boss’ neck reading, “Had a huge fight with my spouse this morning. Proceed with caution.”
· Or when if roommate’s wearing a sign saying, “I’m quiet because I’m sad, not mad… please initiate with me... I don’t want to be alone.”
· Wouldn’t it be nice if you were going on a date with someone you don’t know and before you even got in the car you saw a big sign that reads, “Severely and breathtakingly dysfunctional—run for your life!”
I mean, what if instead of drivers’ education we all had to take relationship education in school and get licensed before we could start navigating our relational world?

· People could get pulled over by the relationship police for failing to come to a complete and thorough stop before executing a proper confrontation? 

· Can you imagine the relationship police knocking at your door with a ticket because you not only failed to be sensitive but because you completely lost your cool?  

· And now, if you get one more ticket, you’d not only lose your license but you’d be put away somewhere where no one will talk to you.

Wouldn’t it be helpful if people had signs telling us how to respond to them as we try to navigate in our relational worlds? 

· You see, the truth is… they do! People do have signs like that.  

· But just because people have signs like that doesn’t necessarily mean that we know how to read those signs.  

· Truth is, learning the “rules of the road” takes a bit of studying and practice… and whether or not you see yourself as proficient in it, with a little work, we can all get better at it.

· And, as we’ll see later, our getting better at it is something that is very much on the Father’s heart for us.

The writer of the Book of Proverbs says in 20:27, “The lamp of the Lord searches the spirit of a person. It searches out their inner being.” 

· To the writers of Scripture, one of the most glorious characteristics of God is that with all he has to do, with the whole universe to run, He doesn’t just look at the outward, obvious dimensions of human beings. 

· In addition to everything else, you notice that God discerns the heart of every living creature. 

· He pays attention to what’s really happening in us—to your soul & spirit and that of the person sitting next to you.

· David writes in Psalm 139, “Oh Lord, you have searched me and known me. You perceived my thoughts from afar. You are familiar with all my ways.” 

Of course, Jesus was the absolute master of this. He was genius at reading people. He would notice people that other folks didn’t even notice. He would pay attention to them…

· He was able to discern when somebody needed to be confronted, when somebody needed to be commended or challenged or comforted. 

· Nobody ever mastered the art of reading what was going on inside a person like Jesus did. 

· And yet, because we’ve been made in the image of God, because you and I were created by Him for community, some of that ability was put inside of us as well…

· That ability to connect, to whatever degree, with what’s going on inside another human being. 

Now, from experience, we all know that some people are better at this than others.  In fact, some would go so far as to claim that, generally speaking, women are better at this than men!

· And yet, I believe that God’s heart is for all of us to pay attention to what’s going on underneath the surface of the people in our lives… 

· He wants you to listen to what’s happening in somebody else’s heart.

· We can do this. And when we do, wonderful things happen. 

But all too often, what goes on in our little worlds is that we get so engrossed in our own lives, our own agendas, our own things to do, our own ups and downs.  

· And because of that, we miss the opportunities to express kindness, grace, truth, and love to the people God loves all around us. 

· In the words of Jesus, “We have eyes, but we don’t see. We have ears, but we don’t hear.” 

· You see… people do communicate… yes, even men communicate… in one way or another, we all reveal their hearts… 

· Though, far more often than not, those feelings & emotions aren’t expressed in words. 

In the vast majority of cases, people express what’s going on in their heart in more subtle ways—body language, tone of voice, facial expressions, and gestures. 

· Somebody in your family sits at a table with slumped shoulders at the end of the day. They’re saying something about the state of their heart. 

· Somebody walks through the door with animation and energy and spirit—they’re saying something about the state of their heart 

· Somebody at work gives a nervous laugh. They’re saying something about the state of their heart. 

Primarily, through their bodies, people in your world are sending you signals all the time… “Keep talking.” “Stop talking.” “I’m feeling stressed.” “I disagree with you.” “I’m afraid.” 

· People are sending you these messages all the time without saying a word. And yet, so often we miss these signs. 

· But, if we choose, with God’s help, to have eyes that see and ears that hear, then I believe we call do better at reading and responding to what’s going on inside other people.  

Now, one of the many reasons why this is so important is that, oftentimes, when people don’t read others well, not only do they not read other people well, but unfortunately they don’t know that they don’t read other people well. 

· It’s a little like being emotionally or relationally tone deaf. 

· Those of you who are musical, if you have one tone deaf person singing way off key in a room filled with people that have perfect pitch…

· Who’s the one person that doesn’t know somebody is singing off key? Yes… the person who’s singing off key.

· Well, just the same thing goes on with folks who are relationally tone deaf. And yet, while being tone deaf will definately keep you from winning American Idol, the relationally tone deaf can always improve. 

You see, people who develop the skills of being able to read people… people who get this right… find that their relationships become the source of deeper meaning and satisfaction. 

· Their friendships are characterized by an increasing sense of openness and intimacy and depth. 

· Those around them will seek them out for encouragement and advice. They find themselves better equipped as parents. 

· Typically, they can more effectively be used by God to touch the lives and hearts of other people. 

Now, again, the good news is that the ability to tune in—to be attuned to other human beings, to learn to read the relational road signs around us—really is something that we can get better at. 

· It doesn’t have to remain a mystery. But you’re going to need to work on it. 

· Now maybe you’re thinking… “I’ve lived my life this long the way I am… I’m not going to start trying to grow in an area as basic as relationships.”
· And yet, I want to challenge you to grow in this area. 

· So in the time that’s left in this message, I want to walk us through some of the relational rules of the road. 

1. STOP!

And the first one is just stop. People will sent you signals to say, essentially, “Stop talking. Stop advising. Stop rambling. Stop criticizing. Stop gossiping. Stop trying to take over. Stop hogging the verbal spotlight. Stop preaching!” 

In Proverbs 10:19-20 the writer puts it like this: “Too much talk leads to sin, but the wise hold their tongues… The words of the godly encourage many, but fools are destroyed by their lack of common sense.” 

· You see, people who have what I described last week as a high relational intelligence are more in tune in terms of reading conversational stop signs….

· They know where that line is where “too much talk leads to sin.”
· Let me ask you… how many of you have ever rolled through a stop sign without coming to a complete stop?

· Well, the truth is that we’re even more prone to rolling through relational stop signs… not quite sure when to stop talking, stop asking, or stop pushing.

In fact, I think we’d all be surprised by how often we talk when we ought to listen.

· So in your interactions with people today and tomorrow, for example, I want to challenge you… to start looking for conversational stop signs that people may put up…

· Such as when people start looking the other way when you’re speaking; When they start angling their bodies in other directions; 

· When they stop giving you little verbal cues that say they’re listening. When they lean away from you. When their eyes glaze over. 

· I want to challenge you to more committed than ever to not rolling past these signs… because to continue on, even when your confronting someone with truth… may be violating another principal of scripture… and that is to confront with love.

Truth is, if you keep running conversational stop signs, you may have an audience for a moment, but at the end of the day, it’ll be a significant relationship buster in your life. 

· Let me tell you… few things can damage friendships faster than people who don’t learn to read and obey conversational, relational stop signs. 

· So if you’re a parent or manager over a group of people or a leader of any kind of little community, you need to really monitor this in your life.  OK, that’s the first sign. 

2. Yield!

Here’s the second sign that you will come up to, particularly in conversations where the temperature starts to escalate and things begin to get a little heated. People will start sending you signals that say, “Yield. You don’t have the right of way… you’re crossing boundaries here.”
In James 1:19-20, James writes this: “Understand this, my dear brothers and sisters: You must all be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to get angry, for human anger does not bring about the righteous life that God requires.” 

· Maybe you’re in a difficult conversation with somebody and you find yourself getting increasingly angry. 

· Your temptation, at that moment, will be to let the temperature keep rising, but the other person is also heating up, and they’re giving you signs… 

· Some will very much internalize their frustration… and others will be very expressive with it.  

· But one way or another, their tone of voice, their face, their gestures—they’re all saying, “It’s time to back off now. You need to lower the temperature and hear my point of view.” 

Truth is, I think a lot of us need to learn when to yield. I think of a man who is decent in many respects… who has a brilliant mind in terms of intellectual IQ. 

· He’s a brilliant guy… but he’s not very smart.  He has a tendency—a habit—to approach conversations like he’s the prosecuting attorney marshaling evidence to demonstrate he’s right. 

· He’s very good at pointing out logical flaws in other people’s arguments, and he does this quite a lot with people who disagree with him… 

· Especially his wife whose self-esteem has slowly withered away with each year of marriage to him. 

· He wins a lot of arguments… but he’s a very lonely guy. He keeps winning disagreements and losing friends. He never learned to yield. 

I don’t know about you. Maybe you find yourself in a position of power over somebody, and you can, if you want to, impose your will. You can do that. 

· Maybe you’re the boss and have a number of employees with whom you could pull rank. 

· Maybe you’re the parent and therefore have a position of authority over your child. 

· Maybe you just have the more dominant personality in a relationship where you could steamroll over the other person if you wanted to. 

· You’ll win lots of arguments, and you’ll no doubt feel right a lot... 

· But unless you learn how to yield, you will not have many meaningful relationships in your life and your ability to serve and bless those around you will be dramatically reduced.

You see, according to Paul, what is to characterize relationships within authentic community is this… He says, “Submit yourselves one to another.” 

· Now, that doesn’t mean you don’t say what you think. It means that you relate to people with a with a tender heart where your desire is to understand as much as it is to be understood.

· If in any way you tend to relate to people with a kind of stubborn insistence that you’ve got to be right… then understand that, for you, being right is going to come at a high relational price.

· But if you want to grow in terms of your high relational IQ, then you’re going to need to read and respond to the yield signs around. 

3.  Road Closed!

The next sign that you may need to notice along the relational roadmap are the “Road Closed”  signs. 

Sometimes, people will give you this sign… though oftentimes it won’t come verbally. You’re going to have to carefully discern this sign for yourself.

· Keep in mind, this is a very important sign to recognize if you have a tendency to push too hard in conversations or relationships. 

· One example: Now let’s say that you’re single and you ask somebody out on a date repeatedly, but they’re not interested. 

· For whatever reason, they’re just not, but they’re too polite or timid or sensitive or nonassertive to come right out and say, “I’m not interested,” or, “Buzz off.” 

So they give what should be some painfully obvious excuses like, “I have to floss my cat.” or “I have some real hard words to look up in the dictionary.” 
· Or the oldie but goodie, “I just washed my hair and I can’t do a thing with it.”

· The problem is that people that are low on the relational intelligence scale have a hard time perceiving this sign… 

· And so they’ll try to push past these excuses offering some helpful alternatives like, “Well, you can just pull your hair back… or wear a hat…” 

· They just don’t get it…. so they keep pushing.  And because of that, they do damage to something that could have been healthy and good.

Maybe your having an argument with someone you’re close to… and you keep pressing an issue even though they’ve done everything they could to explain their position…

· And, long after their “Road Closed” sign goes up, you’re still pushing… trying to get them to see things from your perspective… the right perspective!

· Maybe your kid pushed you one too many times and you’ve had it… and with a loud voice you let them know it…

· And it’s very clear that emotionally, for whatever reason, the child has gone from overwhelmed to either shutting down or all-out tantrum.

· You know that pressing the issue is not helping at all… yet you just keep hammering away… while your child is sending very clear signals—“Road Closed.” 

· Now, that doesn’t mean that you’re letting them get away with what they’ve done. It does mean that you might try another road.

You see, very often, when you’re interacting with people—especially children—they might be closed at one time, and you say, “I’m going to shelf this for the moment, but we’re going to come back to this in when we’re both able to talk about this with clear minds.” 

· And then it becomes a much more productive conversation. But I’ll tell you, if you keep hammering in the face of this sign, you’ll do damage. 

· I’ll tell you how important this sign is. 

· In the Book of Revelation, 3:21. Jesus makes this amazing statement, “Here I am. I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with them, and they with me.”
I want you to consider the picture that’s involved here. Here’s Jesus—all the power and all the authority in the universe—saying, “I come to a heart…” 

· And if the door is closed, I will not try and force it open. He says, “I just stand outside and knock”, and then it’s up to the person.

· And if they open the door—if they invite me in—I come in and we know communion—we know intimacy with each other. 

· That’s that image of: ‘We eat together.’
You see, you can’t force your way into someone else’s heart. If you’re strong enough, you might be able to intimidate other people by bully them into doing what you want.

· If you’re clever enough, you might be able to manipulate someone into giving you what you want. 

· If you try to heap enough guilt on another person, you might be able to make that load so intolerably heavy on them that you guilt them into doing what it is that you want them to do. 

· You might be able to pressure or deceive people into conforming to you behaviorally, but you can’t force them to open the door of their heart. 

· God has given to every human being the key to the door of his or her own heart. And it cannot be forced; it can only be freely opened. 

4.  Caution!

All right, next sign. Sometimes when you look at somebody, if you look carefully enough, you’ll see a sign that says, “Caution.” 

· This is again from the Book of Proverbs 17:27. The writer says, “Those who have wisdom use words with restraint. They use words with caution.” 

· You’ve probably heard that, in looking for commercial real estate, the three things you need to focus in on are Location, location, location. 

· Well, if that’s true then the three laws of relationships are observation, observation, observation. 

· In other words, if you’re in a relationship with another person, and that relationship matters, then you should devote yourself to understanding them.

It’s an ironic thing to me how much attention we devote to a sporting event, to a movie, to a television show, to business, to a report at work. And all around us are human beings made in the image of God. 

· And sometimes we go for days or weeks or months and never really look them—never really notice the sadness in somebody’s eyes, or the defeat in somebody’s posture, or what brings joy to somebody’s voice.

· We have eyes that don’t see. We have ears. We don’t hear what matters most. 

· You ought to make it your goal to be the greatest student in the world of the people closest to you, to devote yourself to understanding them. 

So, take a graduate education in studying your friend, your spouse, your kids.  And if you begin to do this, you will see that very often, people have a little sign on them that says, 

· “Caution. Somebody is hurt. Somebody is discouraged. Somebody feels inadequate. Somebody is struggling in their marriage. Somebody’s heart is broken.”
· A lot of times my words do damage, not because I want them to, not because I’m angry and I won’t yield, but just because I don’t pay attention to that little caution sign in somebody’s life. 

5.  Go!

One last sign. Sometimes you’ll be with people, and their demeanor, their face, their body will say to you, “It’s ok to challenge me. I want you to speak to me… to speak into my life. I want you to disclose. I want you to ask me the hard questions. I’m open. I’m receptive.”
· If you’re looking, you’ll run into several people this week whose lives can be touched, can be changed—maybe a little, maybe a lot—by some word or thought, or expression from you. 

· But for you to offer that, you’ll need to see & respond to that green light giving you permission to Go!

· I love how Proverbs 25:11 speaks into this.  It says, “A word aptly spoken is like an apple of gold in a setting of silver.” 

But keep in mind that, as followers of Jesus, we don’t need to simply rely on our own understanding and abilities in terms of speaking into people’s lives.

· The Bible teaches us that the Spirit is with us and that He’s present to not only help us… but to help us minister to others… to speak life and truth and love into their lives.

· The Spirit will at times prompt you about when to speak, and what to say, and when to remain silent. And I hope you listen. And I hope you respond when that other person is saying “Go,” because a word aptly spoken is like an apple of gold in a setting of silver. 

Guys… all the time, every day, you see so many faces? And behind every one of those faces is a heart that beats with the life God put there. 

· All day, every day, you see faces of men and women, of young people, who matter to God… and if we’re willing to look… we’d see just how often these people wearing signs asking us…

· “Will you love me?” “Will you celebrate with me?” “Will you challenge me?” “Will you encourage me?” “Will you confront me?” “Will you comfort me?” “Will you correct me?” 

· And I’m asking you today will you have eyes to see? Will you have ears to hear? 

Listen guys… every time two human beings meet eye-to-eye, face-to-face, they also meet heart to heart. 

· And people will walk away from every interaction feeling a little better or a little worse—being a little nourished emotionally, or a little drained emotionally. 

· Every interaction is either a little life-giving or a little toxic. 

· It’s why I believe it is so important that we remain committed to growing in this area… so we can more effectively read and respond to each other’s relational road signs…

· So we can more effectively live out Jesus’ call on our lives to encourage one another, to sharpen one another, love one another, and to bless one another.

And if we all committed to doing this—because we all can grow in this—if we all ask God to help us develop eyes to see and ears to hear… 

· And discern what’s going on behind the faces and the hearts of those who matter so much to him, oh man, what a community we could create!

· What families… what relationships & work places & small groups we’d have! 

· And we could do that… we can do it if we’re committed to do it.  

· So, I’m asking you today… will you have eyes to see?  Will you have ears to hear?  
















