Where the Wild Things Live
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My son can be quite the naturalist. He likes watching the nature specials on TVOntario that sometimes fill the gap between kids’ shows and adult programming. Daniel has accumulated an almost encyclopedic knowledge of some of the oddest creatures on God’s green earth. Daniel delights in telling you all about the unusual feeding habits of manta rays, the improbable reproductive activities of the male sea horse, and the social antics of a clan of African meerkats.
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Rachelle, on the other hand, just loves cuddling and fussing over our newest family member, “Hammy” the hamster. The unfortunate Hammy somehow got a cut on her foot, threw up “people food” oateos that one of the kids fed her, and was nearly dropped on her head on the floor all within the first 4 hours of  arriving at our house. Hammy seems to be a placid sort; she doesn’t appear to be any the worse for wear after all her adventures. 
My work in online evangelism reminds me more of the work of the naturalist than it does the domestic pet owner. The people I strive to reach through our online outreach are more likely to be far removed from what many of us know as church life. In order to reach them more effectively with the gospel it takes the keen eye of an expert observer, the rigorous methodology of a scientist, and the driving passion of a saint.
Jesus is famous for saying, “I am the good shepherd.” At the iamnext.com network, what we do has more in common with working with wild mountain sheep than it does domestic sheep herding.  The shepherd of the wild sheep has different concerns, different activities and different priorities than does the domestic shepherd.
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My priority as a wild sheep herder is to go where the sheep are rather than to get the sheep to come over to where I am more comfortable. What is important to me as the wild sheep herder is to seek to understand more about what makes the sheep do what they do. Additionally, my timeframe for “success” has to be a long one and is less quantifiable.

A couple of aspects of Internet ministry that I am presently involved with are kind of like the “experimental fringe” on the frontiers of ecological studies. It is sort of like building a base camp and then going further into the bush to build an observation platform for more direct examination and interaction with the population under study. It is as if iamnext.com is the base camp. My movie blog, Midnight Oil, is one outpost and my Facebook page is another. Both of these modalities are considerably different from iamnext.com. Hopefully, they permit me to interact with people in different ways than the iamnext webzine does.
The blog format permits you to be more focused and in-depth around a particular area of interest. Paradoxically, it also permits more meanderings and a wider scope. A blog cultivates conversation within a particular community of people who usually share something in common.  Without this shared interest as the starting point, people simply won’t show up on your blog. 
If people find that you have something worth saying on a topic or that you consistently find tidbits from other sources worth reading, they’ll come back to your weblog again and again.
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Facebook as a social networking site is an entirely social animal. The many clever utilities available on Facebook permit and encourage various kinds of social interaction. Whether you share a photo album of your latest adventures, send a virtual pictorial gift to someone, post a video segment about an event you want to highlight or write comments on someone’s graffiti wall for everyone to see, the name of the game is social interaction. Your friends see my friends and get to know something about me and my friends if we are attractive and socially active creatures. If your community of friends is interesting and open to newcomers, new people show up through social interaction. 
If your community of friends only talks to each other about things that are only of interest to them (i.e. Christians talking about Christian stuff communicated in Christian jargon) outsiders simply will not show up.
Which brings me to an action point. You are welcome to come as an observer and visit any of the sites where I am actively working. You may get a few ideas about how we are trying to reach people through visiting iamnext.com, Midnight Oil or Facebook. I have constructed a mirror image of my real Facebook page for Christians primarily for this purpose. I can’t promise that it will always be up to date, but you will be able to see something of what I am doing by visiting me under my maiden name on Facebook.(Hint: There are lots and lots of Smiths. My middle name is Anne.) Some preliminary research has been done on influencing collegiate visiting behaviour through advertising flyers on Facebook, but this remains preliminary at this moment.
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So much in the Internet world still needs to be investigated and harnessed for Kingdom purposes at this point. The number of people and the types of interactions people have on the Web grows exponentially on a daily basis. It is an immense challenge to wade into the Web world and call people to follow Jesus. In some ways, we have only barely begun. 
Each effort is but a drop in the bucket of a tidal wave of virtual communication that envelops the globe. The following newly added story on iamnext.com of a young man caught up in flirtation with a homosexual lifestyle is one example of how the medium is able to call young people to find Jesus in the midst of many conflicting voices.

( http://www.iamnext.com/sexandlove/homosexualjourney.html ) 
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