Are You Underdressed and Overexposed?
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It’s a common enough phenomenon on the Internet. No, I’m not talking about credit card theft or online pornography, although both are often encountered in the Web world.

Image management and personal presentation is not just something for high ranking politicians, movie stars and marketing gurus. In today’s online reality, it’s important to be conscious of what you communicate and how you communicate it. 

A couple of days ago I gave away my business card to someone instead of just giving her my phone number scribbled on a bit of paper. I wanted the individual to know something more about me than just my phone number. It was a good thing I had a business card on hand.

When I originally created the business card, much care went into exactly what information went on it and how it looked. I wanted to make sure that it was a positive and accurate representation of who I was and what I did. To get beyond the communication level of some scribbles on a bit of paper took a little forethought, planning and skill.

Much of online culture worships spontaneous individualistic interactions that happen in almost real time. It’s pretty “me focused” and interest driven (meaning if I am not super interested in what you have to say or in what is going on, I’m out of there in half a second). 

It remains a challenge for us as Christians to resist the dominant culture of the Internet sub-culture and to “be different” for Christ’s sake. How do we remain led in Jesus’triumph, on display as His trophies of grace whereby “through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him.”? (II Cor.2:14)
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Lots of times I see that Christians out on the Internet are having difficulties with finding a happy medium between being either underdressed or overexposed when it comes to communicating with their non-Christian friends and acquaintances. Many young people in particular find it second nature to let it all hang out on the Internet in an atmosphere of ultimate informality with their “close friends and associates”. (It’s not that uncommon to have more than 500 “friends” on your social network.) 

Many times there is nothing distinctively Christian about the Christians’ interactions on the Internet. Most Christians simply have not thought about how their online interactions could or should point others towards Jesus. They may not be thinking about how the world is watching. They’re just “out there” living their private lives in public on the Internet, just like everyone else. It’s kind of the equivalent of running around the Net in your underwear. 

At other times, things are presented in ways that may be suitable for other initiated Christians, but are obviously alienating or unintelligible for unbelievers. Christians are underdressed for the occasion. It’s kind of like handing someone your business card in Chinese when that person doesn’t speak or read Chinese. It might be helpful and kind of interesting for other Chinese-speaking people - but ultimately, a business card in Chinese won’t help you to connect with a non-Chinese audience.
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That’s where the Campus Internet Ministry comes in. We want to help students today to find ways of presenting themselves and presenting Jesus in more effective ways using online resources and strategies. People need some help in finding decent wardrobe suggestions in order to be properly attired for action on the Internet. Although individual ingenuity and creativity can be of great value, we can generally get a lot further a lot faster by utilizing quality resources that have been created specifically for the task of evangelism on the Web. Since standards of communication are generally pretty high out there, it’s a good idea to let someone else experienced in the field “make up some business cards” for you – generating content, strategies and infrastructure created specifically for evangelistic impact online.

The iamnext network seeks to provide students with a quality transformative evangelistic environment to integrate into their other Web-based modalities (Facebook, Twitter, iPhone, etc.) My personal evangelistic identity on Facebook, for example, is a study of how to use an environment that is ostensibly “all about me” in order to show people all about Jesus. When people check in with Catherine on Facebook, their attention is turned towards opportunities to “see and explore” Jesus. Contrary to most of what normally happens on Facebook, the main focus is outwards instead of inwards. It is one example of how to subvert the medium in order to communicate the Message. 

If you have a Facebook account and you wish to see how I do this, find me under my married name and set your settings temporarily to the “Ottawa  region”.

A tool like iamnext helps me to communicate Jesus to my world as I seek to communicate to the world through the vehicle of Facebook.

Thanks for helping us to build better online tools for students to use as they stay in touch with their generation. 

Catherine
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