Just Walk Across the Room : The Power of Story

Introduction

Good morning! Is everybody glad to be here? Good! Because we’re going to check how awake you are this morning. Are you ready to go?

Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to say a word or phrase, and then you’ll just tell the person next to you the first thing that comes to mind. A little word association for your Sunday morning. Your response can be anything, but the key is to be fast. Don’t think about your answer, just go for you gut-instinct immediately after you hear what I say.
All right, here’s the first word …

Mother! 

Any “Days” out there? Okay, so some of you are catching on. Ready for the next one?

How about …

Flowers! 

Ready?

Breakfast!
lunch! 
Words are incredibly powerful, they can communicate so easily or so confusingly – maybe during that game the person you’re sat next to said the very thing that you were thinking of, or then again, maybe their answer took you completely by surprise and you’re still wondering how they drew that connection!

Well, wouldn’t it be great if people said “Whenever Christ-followers talk about God, they are so clear! They obviously believe in their God, they obviously trust him and love him and you should just hear them talk about their own faith journeys, they are always so humble and so interesting to listen to! It all makes sense to me when they talk about their faith.”

Don’t you wish that that was what people said?

Well, that’s what we’re devoting our time to this week. We’re going to try to answer these two questions:

• How do we talk about God in a way that’s full of clarity and passion?

• How do we convey our personal faith stories in a way that’s humble and interesting?

Stories Are Powerful!

Throughout the whole of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments, the power of story—and of words—is laid out for all to see. Let me give you a few reminders of how supremely useful and how supernaturally empowered, words can be?

Ecclesiastes 6:11 says that when used sparsely … succinctly … words carry great meaning.

Psalm 119:130 says that words can actually give light. Words can give understanding to those who don’t yet understand.

Proverbs 12:18 says that although reckless words pierce like a sword, words from the tongue of the wise can actually bring healing!

Proverbs 17:27 says that when used with restraint, words prove you’re a person of knowledge!

Ecclesiastes 9:17 says that words you speak will be heeded when they are spoken quietly!

Proverbs 16:24 says that pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones. Isn’t that a great image?

Ecclesiastes 10:12 says that although a fool is consumed by his own lips, the words from a wise man’s mouth are … gracious.

Deuteronomy 32:2 says words can actually descend like dew, like showers on new grass, like abundant rain on tender plants.

Words: Humble words. Healing words. Wise words. Gentle words. Grace-filled words.

I wonder, are these the types of words you’re known for speaking?

Let me explain, often our image of Mothers is one of women who use words like those which I have just mentioned in those sorts of ways and often it is when they don’t or when they haven’t, that we feel some of the greatest hurt. But sensitive, brave, compassionate and lovingly truthful words, those are incredibly powerful.

Now, in my opinion, there are two primary areas where effective, efficient words can radically improve the world’s perceptions about Christians:

· The first area revolves around how we talk about God, explaining who he is and what he has done.

· The second revolves around how we talk about our personal experience with God, explaining the main thing he’s done in our lives.

So what we’re going to tackle today is: What is God’s story and what is your story? And how can we tell those two stories well? 

God has a story. A powerful story. And our job is to learn to tell it well.

Now, telling God’s story doesn’t need to be a struggle, because people have been here before you and there are many tried-and-true ways of explaining God’s story that you might consider committing to memory.

Now, if you haven’t done so already, here’s one (which I can take no credit for) called “The Bridge”—many of you may be familiar with it. 
The Bridge is quite simple, really, but it is a powerful way to illustrate precisely what God—and his Son, Jesus Christ—did for humankind.

The next time you find yourself in a delicate conversation where the person you’re talking to really does want to understand who God is and what he has done, grab a piece of paper and ask their permission to sketch out this bridge. It’s an image they won’t soon forget, I assure you. 

Here’s how it goes. But let me give you a bit of background first.
On the 8th September 1966 the Queen opened the Severn Bridge. The main span of the bridge was 3240 feet and it replaced a ferry crossing that was 8 miles upstream from Avon mouth. The bridge has Two 24 ft wide carriageways, one 12 ft wide footway and on 12 ft wide cycle track and it was built in 1966 at a cost of 6 million pounds. 

Now imagine that you wanted to go on holiday to Wales and you knew that you had to cross over the river Severn to get there. When you arrived at the river bank, would it make sense to unload from your car several large wooden planks and a small concrete mixer and to start trying to build a bridge to other side? Of course not! The sensible thing to do is use the bridge that has already been provided. So, let me tell you about another bridge.

In the world there are People and God. 

Between people and God is a great chasm—a division that exists because of people’s natural inclination to rebel against God’s way and go their own way. The Bible calls this “sin.”

The dilemma people face is that we want to get to God but know we can’t just leap over the chasm. So we try exerting human effort, hoping we can get the bridge built – we roll up with a few planks and a concrete mixer – if only we can be better – if only we go to church more… 

In the end, we realize that all the human effort in the world will never be enough to get us to the other side.

But thankfully, God sympathized with our dilemma. And because he loves us so much, he intervened so that we would have a means of getting close to him. His solution was to choose his Son, Jesus, to serve as the bridge. 

OK? Now, you don’t need to know all the stuff about the Severn bridge, in fact, if you remember nothing else about the bridge illustration, remember this: Christ came to earth to be our bridge, and whoever makes the decision to cross the bridge will live with God forever. The apostle John put it this way in John 5:24, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life” (NIV).

Now, maybe you could go through that illustration with someone and then turn the conversation round to how it relates to them.

You might say, “Here’s what I want to ask you.

As you look at this illustration, would you say that you are way over here to the left, meaning you’re still firmly planted on this side of the cross and are still wrestling with the idea of trusting God with your life?

Or would you say that you’re just on the edge, you know, you’re almost ready to start walking across the bridge that Christ’s work on the cross built?

In other words, if you were to stick an ‘X’ on this picture representing how close you are to walking across the bridge, where would you put it?”

Now, the person that you are talking to might say, “Look, actually, I’m way over there!” (Off the map!) 
But if they say that then at least they are being honest, at least you both know where you stand and as we tell people God’s story through the bridge illustration, we need to trust God that the outcome we hear is the one that God is going to use to help us to continue sharing his story and our story with our friend.

Well, you may choose to commit a different illustration to memory – there are others in the book, but please choose one, clear explanation of who God is and what he has done, so that when the time comes, when someone sitting across from you poses the question, you’re 100 percent ready to give a thoughtful answer.

And don’t forget to keep in mind the types of words we looked at earlier. Humble words. Healing words. Wise words. Gentle words. Grace-filled words.

Remember that you are not responsible for transforming a human heart, that is the role of the Holy Spirit, but that your role, when prompted to do so, is to open your mouth and give a tender, thoughtful, clear, and passionate explanation of who God is, of what he’s done for each person who ever has or ever will walk the planet. That’s all. Nothing more, nothing less.

OK, so not only does God have a story, but you have a story too. A powerful story which you need to learn how to tell well too. If you have come into a relationship with God through his Son, Jesus Christ, then you have a wonderful, redemptive story to tell. Here’s why that’s true:

Regardless how old you were when you came to faith, hopefully you are a different person after Christ than you were before Christ came into your world with grace and mercy and love.

Take the man from Luke 5 who once had leprosy.
In The Message version, the text says that “one day in one of the villages there was a man covered with leprosy. When he saw Jesus he fell down before him in prayer and said, ‘If you want to, you can cleanse me.’ Jesus put out his hand, touched him, and said, ‘I want to. Be clean.’” There and then the man’s skin was smooth, the leprosy gone.

Can you imagine what that experience must have been like for him? What do you think he told every single person who would listen from that point on?! “I was a leper. But then I met Christ! And now I’m healed … totally and completely healed.”

“This is unbelievable! Just moments ago, my skin was so angry that it was literally … erupting. But now look at it! It’s clean. It’s smooth. It’s healed! Everything about me was rotting, mouldy, diseased … but I’ve been recreated. It’s as if I were never sick! This is unreal. Absolutely unreal! Where did my hopelessness go? My helplessness? They vanished with my sores. They’re not here anymore. Jesus fixed all of that. I have hope! I want to live! I finally feel … whole.”

Do you see a before-and-after here?

I was sick. But now I’m well.

I was diseased. But now I’m healthy.

I was an outcast. But now I’m accepted.

I was defiled … tainted. But now I’m good as new.

I was tarnished. But now I’m clean.

I was left for dead. But now I have a future.

Who knows which aspect of the former-leper’s before-and-after was most compelling to him, who knows which facet he would have homed in on? But here’s the point: for the vast majority of you sitting in this room, the same pattern (if not the specifics) is true for you. You also have a before and an after.

And that’s basically all people need to hear - what you were like before you came to Christ. What the experience was like of embracing faith in him. And what you are like after that decision.

Let me give you a few examples – maybe you fit into one of these:

“I was striving … but now I’m at peace.”

“I was self-destructive … but now I’m healthy.”

“Guilty, but now liberated.”

“Fear-stricken, but now confident.”

“Despairing, but now hopeful!”

Your own before-and-after doesn’t have to be more complicated than this, friends. It just has to be simple, humble, succinct … and true, we saw it in our reading from John where the Samaritan woman at the well tells her story to her fellow townspeople and brings them to meet Jesus for themselves.
Now that sounds pretty straightforward, doesn’t it?

But if I’m being honest, I have to tell you that it’s quite possible for these stories of ours to actually wreck someone’s interest in Christianity.
First, faith stories fail when a Christ-follower just won’t shut up. He just goes on and on and on.

Second, faith stories fail when a Christ-follower is fuzzy about the story’s core theme. She gets all tangled up in a dozen story lines and leaves her listener frustrated, exhausted, and baffled.

Third, faith stories will fail when a Christ-follower lays out a string of four-syllable Christian-insider words that no one outside the family of faith can understand. 
Fourth—and finally—faith stories fail if you play the superiority card and act as though you have your life perfectly together and that your listener is somehow inferior to you.
Closing

Now, please, don’t ever let that posture be true of you. 
Okay, so here’s what we’re going to do this week as a congregation: we’re going to write out our own personal before-and-after-faith stories.
And then, if you email it, or post it to me, or put it through my door then I promise that I myself or one or two others will read it (in confidence) and we’ll let you know if it hits the mark.

You need to promise not to include any reference to the Parochial Church Council, no “look at me, I’m a Super-Christian” … no eighteen-page epics, just your simple “this is what I was like before, this is what made me take Christianity seriously and this is how it changed me.

You know, with God’s help we can do our part to cause this community to say, “The Christians over there at St. Andrew’s? They know how to tell God’s story. And to hear them talk about what he’s done in their lives … it really just makes me want that sort of thing in my own life!”

So look, send in your hundred-words-or-less story written in a clear, succinct, humble, simple manner, and have an open heart toward a little constructive criticism, if it needs it. 
It may take us a week or two to get back to you, but stick with it until your story is ready to face the world, and then go and tell it confidently as often as God provides you with the opportunity! That is the power of story.
Let’s pray.
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