Just Walk Across the Room 2: Living in 3D

Last week, if you recall, we said that if we wanted to give people around us the single greatest gift we can—an introduction to the God who created them and loves them—then we will:

1. Be willing to enter the Zone of the Unknown, that we will be willing to step out of our Circles of Comfort and being open to engaging with someone who might need a touch from God;

2. Listen for the Spirit’s promptings … by choosing to rely on his guidance instead of our own;

3. Just walk … remembering that Jesus took a long, cosmic walk for us.
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Now, did you ever read this book when you were a child, or read it to your children? Of all the books I read when I was younger, “Flat Stanley” sticks in my memory.
I think that’s because I sensed a certain affinity with Stanley – you see, Stanley had been a regular boy until one night, whilst he was sleeping, the enormous pin board above his bed fell on him and, well, he became “Flat Stanley”, living a 2D life in a 3D world.

And, you see, in my bedroom my parents had fixed an enormous pin board over my bed. It was huge, wider than the span of my arms now and half as high again. And it wasn’t made of cork, no, this was some dense, substantial and downright heavy material that my Dad had screwed into the wall above where I slept.

Now, my Dad was wonderful in many ways, but to be honest – DIY wasn’t and still isn’t one of them. So you can see why I was a little apprehensive, why I went to sleep with one eye open, checking that the pin board wasn’t hanging off the wall, because I didn’t want to end up “flat Malcolm” leading a 2D live in a 3D world.

Well, this morning we are going to look at what means to actually live in 3D as a Christian, in other words, we are going to look at 3D’s to help us to “Just Walk Across the Room”.

And those 3 “D’s” are:
Develop Friendships

Discover Stories

Discern Next Steps
Develop Friendships

Walk-across-the-room people are those who live life constantly look for ways to:

• Develop friendships

If we’re going to reflect the Father’s heart, as individuals and as a church, then we’ve got to make a habit of searching for new friendships. 

Now for many of us that is quite a big job, because statistically, when you have been a Christian for a number of years, then the majority of your friends are Christian too. If you’re sat there thinking, “No, most of my friends are non-Christians.” Then, you’ve got a head start on the rest of us, so me and God – we’re expecting particularly great things from you!

But for most of the rest of us, we might actually need to consider developing new friendships, but that can be tricky because we tend to have preconceived ideas about the kind of people that we would want as our friends.
Do you remember Jesus’ three parables in Luke 15; the lost sheep … the lost coin … the lost son?
Jesus told those stories because he had been seen in a marketplace having conversations with people who were irreligious—people who were really far from his Father and who had made lots of mistakes in their lives; people who used terrible language, drank too much, slept in the wrong bed, cheated people out of their money … the list goes on and on.

And in Luke 15, Jesus is interacting with them … talking, listening, just enjoying the fellowship. And as the scene plays out, we notice that the religious leaders—the scribes and the Pharisees—become a little troubled by all this, in fact they think the whole thing is utterly scandalous because the people Jesus is interacting with are the very people whom the scribes and Pharisees really despised.

Somewhere along the way, they had convinced themselves of something like this: “Surely,” they reasoned, “God has a heart that looks like our hearts. He has people whom he loves, blesses, thinks good thoughts about, and answers prayer for. God has a certain number of people whom he loves … but, like us, he also has a list of people who absolutely disgust him and he’s just waiting for the chance to send them to hell.”
Now, don’t you agree that that would be a terrible way to think?

But that led the Pharisees to think that it was alright for them to feel the same way too!

Soon enough, Jesus hears them grumbling about this. He sees their hearts and he tells three of the most famous stories in Scripture, one right after the other. The first: a lost sheep. The second: a lost coin. The third: a wayward boy.

You probably know the stories. There are a hundred sheep, and one over confident sheep just wanders off and gets itself lost. Then there are ten coins. One of them is misplaced. And then, there is a boy who asks for his inheritance from his father early, which in that society was like saying to his father, “You’re as good as dead to me, so I want my inheritance right now!” And what does he do once he has money in hand? He takes it out to a foreign land and blows it on wine, women, and song. Three stories. Three very interesting stories.

Now, do you ever imagine that at least one of the Pharisees who heard the stories that day just couldn’t get Jesus’ words out of his head. He wondered for days on end what those three stories were about. I picture him going away from that marketplace, his mind trailing off to the three stories, he keeps mulling over the stories, again and again. 
He says, “Okay … there were three stories he told. The lost sheep, the lost coin, the wayward son—what did all that mean?” Suddenly he says, “Hey wait! In each of the three stories, something ended up missing. The sheep ended up missing. A coin ended up missing. A son ended up missing. Hmmm.”

Then I picture the Pharisee saying, “Hang on, maybe it goes down to another level. Whatever it was that was missing really mattered to somebody! The lost sheep really mattered to the shepherd. The lost coin was one of ten. The lady only had ten coins. She’d lost a tenth of her entire estate! And the wayward son, undoubtedly, really mattered to the father.”

 “Okay, but what does it mean? “ All of a sudden, Kaboom! I can see the Pharisee going, “Oh no … oh no. Could it be that the Father’s heart is not at all like our heart? Could it be that what Jesus was saying is that the Father’s heart is indiscriminately loving? That what Jesus was saying is that those irreligious, immoral, profane individuals that he was talking to actually mattered to the Father—that he loves them?! And maybe there’s not a single person who ever lived that God wanted to consign to hell?”

You see, let’s be honest, before most of us will agree to walk across a room and approach a perfect stranger, we’ll have to get past the inherent (but often unconscious) attitude in many of our minds -  this awful filter that says “Unless you pass my list of qualifiers, unless you somehow meet the standard that lives in my mind and heart, I refuse to reach out to you.”

We cannot afford to, in fact we must not dare to screen out dozens of people that we could have been taking walks across rooms for simply because those people don’t “fit the mould” of who we would normally spend time with, because that is now how God’s heart works.

.

Developing friendships means acting on an attitude of the heart that says, “I’m open to you. Whoever you are, whatever you have done, whatever you believe life is all about, I’m open to accepting you, knowing you, journeying with you, caring about you.”

That’s where it all begins.

I have no doubt that lots of us Christians are growing in our knowledge, in our worship, in our serving, in our giving. But are we also growing in our ability to radically accept whoever is standing on the other side of the room - no matter what?

So living in 3D must begin with developing friendships and once you are willing to view every interaction as the first step in developing a new, God-honouring friendship, you will find that some pretty interesting doors swing wide open. Such as this one: you will have unprecedented opportunity to discover people’s stories.

Discover Stories

If we are going to live life in “3D”, then we will be constantly watching for ways to:

• Develop friendships … in order to

• Discover stories

There have been many times in my life where I’ve been around someone for weeks or months or years, and things always seemed to stay at the superficial level. But is that a waste of time? I believe not. Often it takes years for a friendship to reveal itself as genuine, where two people see and recognise in each other the genuine faithfulness to be a good friend.

And secondly as genuine friendship patiently takes root, then the other person’s deepest needs are able to be uncovered in a safe environment, because they know that their friend will genuinely want to help them.

The intertwining of these “D’s” is so critical for us to grasp. Your goal and mine should be to engage in the lives of the folks around us, developing friendships where we can so that we have permission to ask good questions about their journey. Then, once we truly understand their unique needs, we can try to help meet them, which we’ll look at more in our third “D.” 
It is uncanny how once you take time to uncover another person’s story, once you are viewed as a trusted confidant, the other person will open up about their heartfelt needs. This is the stuff God really truly blesses.

Have you ever taken the risk to probe someone’s story and then been absolutely amazed by the doors that opened? I find that when I let the Holy Spirit lead,  when I just stay focused on building trust (no matter how long it takes!), fantastic doors of opportunity swing wide open.
Develop a friendship and be the one person in their world who takes a genuine interest in their story so that you will know how best to serve them … which leads us to our third “D.”

Discern Next Steps

This is our third point. Walk-across-the-room people are people who live life in “3D”; they constantly look for ways to:

• Develop friendships

• Discover stories

• Discern appropriate next steps

Once you’ve risked walking across a room to stick out a hand of friendship and unearth what another person’s journey has been like so far, the very best thing you can do next is tune your heart into the whisperings and nudgings of the Holy Spirit. During every single second of your conversation with the other person, simultaneously beg the Holy Spirit for direction, for guidance, for insight, for wisdom, for creative ideas and for appropriate next steps to take.

And I do mean beg because left to our own devices, we will botch the whole thing up. 
“The next steps that mattered to me”

Last week, you were asked to send a postcard to the one person who took a walk for you—the person who was the most instrumental in pointing you to faith in God. This week, I want us to think a little more about the process – the journey.
If you have been reading the book, then last week you will have come across the reminder that it is not all down to us.
First of all, conversion is the work of God’s Holy Spirit, but also it is not all down to you alone dragging someone kicking and screaming across the line of commitment.

They may start out as a minus 10 (if we are rating 0 as giving our life to Christ) and you might get them as far as minus 8. Someone else might take them to minus 5, another to minus 2 and someone else still to plus 1.

It does not all rest on your shoulders, but your job is to play your part in that person’s faith journey, to discern the next step that is appropriate for them.

Now, look, here’s what I’d like for us to do this morning when you get home. It won’t take you long to do it, but I want you to spend a few moments thinking about some of the “next steps” that people took—steps that helped you come to understand God’s grace-filled love for you. Steps that helped you grow in your desire to have God lead your life. In other words, the “next steps” that really mattered to you!

Perhaps someone gave you a book or committed to praying for you. Maybe the next steps that God will bring to mind are far different than those. Either way, I’d like you to take the card that you were handed when you arrived and to spend a minute or two at home reflecting on the next steps that led you to faith in God. And then write those steps down one by one, you can download more cards from the website if you want. 
But take a look at all the little steps that people helped you take. Maybe you have always been a Christian - but you weren’t born with a fully formed understanding of doctrine and theology and a sure and solid faith – what steps did people take to move you to the point where you knew that what you had been brought up to believe was true – actually was?

Closing

There’s an interesting story in Mark chapter 3 about a man with a withered hand.

The text says that Jesus was preparing to teach in the temple one day when the Pharisees got an idea. They were upset with Jesus and so they started plotting for how they might catch him out. You see, you weren’t supposed to work at all on the Sabbath which included healing injured people.

The Pharisees dragged this poor man with a withered hand into the temple and then stood back to see if Jesus would take the bait. Jesus sees these religious leaders standing in front of him and gets irate. The text from The Message paraphrase says that he was angry and “furious at their hard-nosed religion.” He couldn’t believe that they were valuing their rigid laws above showing radical love to someone desperately in need of it.

Well, you can read this story for yourself this week, but essentially, Jesus makes no apologies as he asks the withered-hand man to step right up and receive his healing.
And if there’s one thing that I want to leave you with today, it is this: You have the profound privilege of reaching the people around you with the same radical love and irrepressible acceptance that Jesus himself carried with him wherever he went.

It’s the same radical love and irrepressible acceptance that was extended to you at some point along the way, if you are a follower of Christ. 
All of us were withered in one way or another when people around us chose to take an appropriate “next step” or two and help move us an inch closer to God. Here’s what I want you to remember: in your day-to-day lives, there are people around you with withered hearts and withered minds and withered bodies. People with withered dreams and withered energy and withered hope. I just wonder if perhaps God will use you to help heal a few of those withered parts between now and when we meet again.

Here’s my challenge to you and my challenge to me.

This week, let’s commit to “living in 3D”:

• Developing friendships with all sorts of people, withered in all sorts of ways

• Discovering stories as we remember to keep the focus on the other person

• Discerning next steps, letting the Spirit guide our every action
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