Why Am I Here? #19

“Rebuilding Bridges”

selected Scriptures


Infrastructure is a big problem in our country, though most people don’t talk about it much, and many probably aren’t even familiar with the word. The term is defined broadly as “the underlying foundation or basic framework,” and more specifically as “the system of public works of a country, state, or region.”
 In our culture, infrastructure refers to public roads, water and sewer lines, and bridges (among other things).


Bridges are in particularly perilous shape. We usually don’t hear about bridges until one collapses, as with the I-35 bridge in Minneapolis the collapsed several years ago. Closer to home, a recent news report showed that in Illinois, 16% of all bridges are deemed “structurally deficient” or “functionally obsolete.” Nationwide, it would take an estimated 76 billion dollars over the next fifteen years to address the issue. “In many cases,” the reported concluded, “it is easier to shut the bridge down than to repair them.”
 


I mention this because local churches face the same challenge…and no, I am not speaking of the current structural repair of our church building. No, I refer to the spiritual infrastructure of a church family—the bridges that span the gaps between individuals within a congregation. We often refer to interpersonal relationships as “bridges” that can be either built or burned. These bridges need consistent maintenance, else they will fall into disrepair. Neglected long enough, these bridges will collapse, injuring many and possibly closing the church altogether. Yet, as that news reporter concluded, it is easier to shut bridges down than to repair them. It is easier to walk away from a relationship than it is to maintain and repair it when necessary. 

This explains why some Christians can never find a church to call “home.” I’m not referring here to anyone who has changed churches any time in their lives; I’m speaking of those who are constantly on the move, never staying more than a few years (if that long) in any one place, often burning the bridges of relationships when they leave. 

I do not believe this is God’s desire for His children.


Relationships are more valuable than any object on earth. God created man so that He could relate to His creation, and God created people so that they could relate to one another. God declared in Genesis 2:18, “It is not good for the man to be alone.”  After all that He had created in the first chapter and a half of Genesis, this is the first thing that God calls “not good.” Some might object, “But Adam wasn’t really alone…he had God!” Yet God is the one that called Adam “alone.” And this was before sin had separated Adam from God. Don’t try to sell me that a person doesn’t need other people if they have God—that is contrary to God’s own Word!

The fact is, we need each other. Without each other, unhealthy and unhappy things happen to us. Individuals cannot function effectively without deep links to others. Continuous, mean​ingful, and secure bonds are essential or we risk losing our humanity. As Bernard Berelson and Gary Steiner discovered in their overview of more than one thousand social science studies: “Total isolation is virtually always an intolerable situation for the human adult—even when physical needs are provided for.”
 

What are the two great commandments? Love God and love each other. (Tell me how in the world can someone love others if they are not around others?) There is the purpose of life in a nutshell: We are here to learn how to love. When we get to Heaven, the only realities from this earth to remain for eternity are God and people. Not stuff. Not accomplishments. Not position or power or prestige. Because of this, we can confidently say that relationships are always worth the time and trouble, and when a relationship is crumbling, it is always worth restoring.


Remember Christ’s words in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another”? If this is true positively, wouldn’t the opposite also be true? Broken relationships between Christians is a disgraceful testimony to unbelievers.
 No wonder Paul was so worked up concerning the fussing and feuding in the Corinthian church. I like how the Today’s English Version renders 1 Corinthians 6:5,

“Shame on you! Surely there is at least one wise person in your fellowship who can settle a dispute between fellow Christians.” He was shocked that no one in the church was mature enough to resolve a conflict peaceably.

On the flip side, Paul wrote in Philippians 2:1-2, “If you’ve gotten anything at all out of following Christ, if his love has made any difference in your life, if being in a community of the Spirit means anything to you… Agree with each other, love each other, be deep-spirited friends” (msg). 


Conflict, though, is unavoidable, simply because we are human beings carrying around a self-centered, sinful nature. In the words of  Job 5:7, “Man is born to trouble as surely as sparks fly upward.” Put two or more people together long enough, and sparks will fly! Bridges between people will begin to crack and crumble. What can we do about that?


Jesus said in Matthew 5:9, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.” Notice that He said peacemakers, not peacekeepers. Peace must be made at times because it requires initiative, humility, and honesty. Peacemakers are rare because peacemaking is hard work. Yet it is one of the most important skills we can develop. Before getting into what it is, let us first clear up what peacemaking is not:
Peacemaking is not avoidance. Running from a problem, pretending it doesn’t exist, or being afraid to talk about it is actually cowardice. Jesus, the Prince of Peace, was never afraid of conflict. On occasion He provoked it for the good of everyone. Sometimes we need to avoid conflict, sometimes we need to create it, and sometimes we need to resolve it. That’s why we must pray for the Holy Spirit’s continual guidance. 

Peacemaking is also not appeasement. Always giving in, acting like a doormat, and allowing others to always run over you is not what Jesus had in mind. He refused to back down on many issues, standing his ground in the face of evil opposition.

The Preparation for Rebuilding   

Now we are ready to rebuild bridges, or restore relationships. The first step is the preparation for rebuilding. No builder dives into a project without proper preparation, and the same is true in rebuilding crumbling relationships.

The first step is to talk to God before talking to the person. Howard Hendricks said concerning evangelism, “It is far more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God.”
 This principle applies in this area as well. Prayer is a crucial step in preparing ourselves to deal with another person.
Discuss the problem with God before (and instead of) discussing it with anyone else. If we would pray about the conflict first instead of gossiping to someone else, we would discover that often times either God changes our heart or He changes the other person without our help!

If we harbor feelings of anger, frustration, or hurt toward that other person, we should use prayer to ventilate vertically.
 (I love that phrase!) Many people in the Bible did this, especially in the psalms and prophets of the Old Testament. God is never upset or surprised or disappointed in our feelings. He knows how we feel better than we do! We’d might as well be honest with Him!

Sometimes our conflict with the other person stems from our own unmet needs. All people have two basic needs in life: ultimate significance and unconditional love.
 When Adam and Eve were created they possessed both as these needs were met by their relationship with God. But sin brought about a sense of insignificance and insecurity that has marred both mankind’s relationship with God and with each other. Ever since the Fall, men and women have tried to find ultimate significance and unconditional love in things other than God, but such efforts are doomed to failure and disappointment. This is often the underlying cause for crumbling relationships. We need to make sure that we are not looking for the other person to meet a need that only God can fill in our lives.

Part of our preparation through prayer should include asking God to help us to be humble and honest toward the other person. Pray that He would give us a sympathetic attitude toward them, an open-minded approach that will listen more than speak, that will think instead of merely reacting.

Once we have spent time with God in prayer concerning the situation, now we are ready to move forward.
The Process of Rebuilding

This brings us to the process of rebuilding. This process involves four steps:

· Action

· Attention

· Admission

· Acceptance

The first step is action. By this I mean we must always take the initiative. Whether we are the offender or the offended, God expects us to make the first move. Don’t wait for the other party; go to them first. Restoring broken relationships is so important that Jesus placed it above corporate worship.
 In Matthew 5:23-24 He said, 

If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 

We cannot properly worship God if we are at odds with another person. We must make the first move toward restoring that relationship.

This action should be done privately. Jesus provided this instruction in Matthew 18:15, “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you…” (emphasis added). Too often we tend to air our disputes on Facebook or to other members of the family before we ever approach the person with whom we have the issue. This is nothing less than gossip, and the Bible has strong words against gossip!

Secondly, we must give that person our full attention. We need to listen. As the old saying goes, “God gave us two ears and one mouth for a reason.” I like how J. B. Phillips rendered Philippians 2:3-4 (emphasis mine),

Never act from motives of rivalry or personal vanity, but in humility think more of each other than you do of yourselves. None of you should think only of his own affairs, but should learn to see things from other people’s point of view.

This requires humility, as the verse points out. We must acknowledge that we may not know everything about the situation. We need to listen to the other person’s emotions and their explanations. There is a difference between an explanation and an excuse: An explanation paints a fuller picture of the situation whereas an excuse tries to avoid responsibility. There may be a legitimate explanation for the problem of which we were unaware or had not considered. Often conflicts arise from miscommunication or misunderstanding. If we listen, giving the other person our full attention, we may uncover the resolution to the problem.

The third step is admission. We must confess our own mistakes in the issue. Very rarely are we an “innocent party.” Just as we are to take the initiative to begin the process so we should take the initiative in admitting fault and asking forgiveness. In addition to the humility of step two, this requires honesty on our part.

Confession is a powerful tool for reconciliation. Often the way we handle a conflict creates a bigger hurt than the original problem itself. When you begin by humbly admitting your mistakes, it defuses the other person’s anger and disarms their attack because they were probably expecting you to be defensive. Don’t make excuses or shift the blame; just honestly own up to any part you have played in the conflict. Accept responsibility for your mistakes and ask for forgiveness.
 

Fourth comes acceptance. This step acknowledges that the person is of greater worth than the problem. Restoring the relationship is more valuable than revealing the responsibility in the matter. Brotherhood trumps blame.

We must emphasize reconciliation, not necessarily resolution. We are not all going to agree about everything. Reconciliation focuses on the person, while resolution focuses on the problem. By focusing on restoring the relationship with that person, the problem often loses significance and can even become irrelevant. Paul wrote in Romans 15:7, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.”
This step is tricky. At this point the world jumps in and screams, “Tolerance! We must accept everybody, and that means we must accept everybody’s actions and lifestyle.” In their view “love” means “letting me do what I want.” Sounds childish, doesn’t it? It is! 

Imagine a mother walking into the kitchen to find her youngster playing with the cleaning products under the sink. What does the loving mother do? Does she allow her child to play with poison? Of course not! She will intervene, removing the child from the potential hazard. 

Her child may not see it that way, though. He may kick and scream and say, “I wanna play with that! Let me go! If you really loved me, you’d let me!” No mother in her right mind would say, “You’re right, son. Since I love you I will let you do whatever you want. Go ahead and play with the poison!”  No, she loves him too much to let him harm himself.

Sin is spiritual poison. Romans 6:23 still says, “The wages of sin is death.” When we stand by God’s Word regarding sin, we are to lovingly warn people of their perilous situation. We have no right to condemn anyone to Hell or to pronounce God’s hatred on them as people. (As the old saying goes, “Who died and made you God?”) The Bible tells us that God is love, and He loves us so much that He sent His Son to die in our place to keep us from eternal death, just like that mother keeps her child from physical death. Acceptance of a person does not mean tolerance of sin. 

Having said all this, we can reestablish a relationship even when we are unable to resolve our differences. As Christians we often have legitimate, honest disagreements and differing opinions, but we can disagree without being disagreeable. Like I’ve said before, God expects unity, not uniformity, and we can walk arm-in-arm without seeing eye-to-eye on every issue. This doesn’t mean we give up on finding a solution. We may need to continue discussing and even debating—but we must do it in a spirit of harmony. Reconciliation means you bury the hatchet, not necessarily the issue.

The Promise of Rebuilding


This brings us to the promise of rebuilding. Through humility, honesty, and harmony we can restore crumbling relationships. Even as a broken bone can heal and the bone becomes stronger at the site of the break than before, so personal relationships can be rebuilt. Love, acceptance, and forgiveness go a long way to re-establishing the trust that is lost between people. 

Ephesians 4:31-32 states,

Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. [These destroy relationships.] Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. [These rebuild relationships.]

Of course, there is a limit to our ability to restore a relationship. A relationship requires more than one, and to restore a relationship both parties must agree to do so. Sadly, this is not always the case. Paul writes in Romans 12:18, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” We can only do so much, and if that is not enough to restore the relationship, we are not held responsible. 


Going back to Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 18:15, let’s read the rest of the verse: “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over” (emphasis added). Isn’t that the goal? As Warren Wiersbe comments on this passage, “Above all else, go to him with the idea of winning your brother, not winning an argument. It is possible to win the argument and lose your brother.”
 

Psalm 133:1 states, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” Within the church it is invigorating; outside the church it is inviting. Eugene Peterson has paraphrased Matthew 5:9 (“Blessed are the peacemakers…”) this way:

You’re blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight. That’s when you discover who you really are, and your place in God’s family” [msg].

We keep returning to this fundamental point: Through Jesus we are a family. As brothers and sisters in Christ we are to relate to one another, just as we are to relate to our Heavenly Father.


Those horizontal relationships are not without bumps in the road, though. Bridges that take years to build can collapse in an instant or crumble through neglect. We need to pay attention to our relationships with each other, to rebuild the bridges when necessary.


After all, we are going to spend eternity with each other in Heaven. Shouldn’t we try to get along here on earth?
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