LOVERS & LIBRARIANS

By Rob Wood

Lovers and Librarians are rarely thought of together, save perhaps in the fantasies of a Mills and Boon story. However, as Christians, we need to be both lovers and librarians in order to be effective witnesses for Christ.

Rule of Thumb

The more someone understands about the Christian faith, the more our role will be that of a librarian: to explain the gospel to them and help them to find their way around the Bible.

The less someone understands about Christ, the more our role will be to love them: to witness through a transparent life and loving relationships. People will become intrigued and begin to ask questions, just as they did with Jesus himself.

Of course these are not mutually exclusive, we need to be lovers and librarians all of the time, but it’s a matter of emphasis. It can prevent frustration, by a seeming lack of interest, if we understand where our friends are coming from.

Knowing Christ

We need to give time to our relationship with Jesus. The Bible, prayer and fellowship with other Christians are essential elements in developing our relationship with him.

Scratching the Surface

Integral to knowing Christ is letting the Bible affect our total lifestyle from the inside out. To change us right down at the roots of our lives, and not just at the outer extremities of our behaviour. We must be careful not to be ‘hobby Christians’ that do all the right things, like attending church services, Bible studies, Christian meetings and social gatherings, but deny the Bible having its full impact on our lives. We need to allow the Bible to speak to the ‘real’ areas of our lives such as what we do with our money, our time and our relationships.

We live in a world covered in veneer. Whether it’s the latest film, computer or the mobile phone company we use, we continually have our expectations about people and products raised to unrealistic heights. After we’ve spent a fortune on a computer that will do everything for us, we find that we still can’t spell miscellaneous! 

When people begin to scratch our surface it will be a terrific witness if they find that our faith runs all the way through and doesn’t just lie on the surface. What they find underneath may well make the difference between them deciding to investigate Christianity or not.

Lovers

We should make Jesus known to others, not a package of cultural rules and regulations.

‘Possibly the most common weakness in our contemporary approaches to evangelism is our tendency to focus on the Christian contract - how to transact a relationship with God - rather than on the person of Jesus Christ ... Instead of telling people what they need to do, [the emphasis should be on bringing them] leading them into an understanding of who Jesus is.’


Jim Petersen, Missionary and Author 

Love in Action
We can love people in a number of different ways and these can be both active and passive; from taking an elderly person shopping to sitting up until the early hours listening to a friend 'unload' all their fears and frustrations with a failing relationship. Whatever we do, it will involve us giving our energy and our time.

The Good News about Evangelism

The really good news about evangelism is that we don’t have to do it on our own. We have a role to play in speaking about what we know, but it is God, through his Holy Spirit, who brings conviction.

We are also free to be ourselves. God doesn’t want us to be someone else. So often we feel under pressure to be like that perfect Christian we imagine our minister or friend to be, but if we try too hard to be someone else we may miss out on being the person God wants us to be!

Librarians

The Bible is a library of books. In the same way that we rely on the expertise of the librarian at our local library, so non-Christians should be able to rely on us for help when they have questions about the Bible and the Christian faith.

In 2:Timothy 2:15, Paul says, ‘Present yourself as workmen [and women], rightly handling the Word of truth’ and also, ‘But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.’     1 Peter 3:15.

We can only fulfil these instructions if we make ourselves students of the Bible. Be ready, for example, by having a concise explanation of the gospel and your personal testimony rehearsed. 

One media commentator has coined the phrase, ‘The three minute culture’ based on research that says we are unable to concentrate for longer than three minutes without a change of picture or topic.  

Try to make your own story interesting and no longer than three minutes.

Try using the following framework, from the poem The Elephant's Child by Rudyard Kipling and used by journalists to make sure they've caught all the salient points of a story they are reporting on.

5W1H

The framework is called 5 W's and 1 H

WHO?

Who was involved?
WHAT?

What happened (What's the story?)

WHEN?

When did it take place?

WHERE?

Where did it take place?

WHY?

Why did it happen?

HOW?

How did it happen?

Be Prepared
I was in a restaurant one evening with a Christian friend. He visited the gentleman’s toilet and the person next to him started up a conversation out of the blue, ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about God recently, do you have any views on the subject?’ he said.  My friend was surprised, but said that he did and invited him to join us at our table. It was an unusual start to a relationship and our friend eventually came to faith.

It’s Good to Listen
Lord Soper, the famous Methodist preacher, gave a trainee evangelist some advice: ‘Make sure you answer their questions and not yours.’ 

Very often, we don’t really hear what people are asking and just give stock-in-trade answers. 

For example, in my experience, most people’s entry point in terms of questioning the Christian faith is to want to know if it works, rather than whether it is true. Of course it is important that people understand the truth about Christianity, but our answers need to match their questions. If our friends are struggling with failing relationships, unemployment or debt then that is where we need to start by loving, listening and 

Sensitively relating our faith to their problems. 

Librarians Anonymous

Get together with some other ‘librarians’ and invite interested friends to an informal discussion. You may be surprised at how interested people will be, especially if you also make the event an attractive social occasion.

You may also be surprised at how little people know about the Bible and its characters. In a men’s study group I organised, we spent the first six weeks answering very basic questions about who central figures like Noah, Moses, John the Baptist and even Jesus were, before we got onto anything remotely resembling theology. I could have won any Bible quiz after that group finished!

Don't Stop Being a Lover
Whatever you do, don’t stop being a ‘lover’ when your friends start asking questions. 

The truth of the gospel - that we are sinful creatures who need to repent and be open to being changed - is a difficult message to come to terms with. Love is the only bridge I know which is strong enough to carry the weight of such an awful truth about us.

