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CHAPTER 1

CLASS ONE—THE L.O.V.E.
APPROACH

As they mingled with the larger group and took seats in the church hall,
four of the new trainees were unaware that their stories were about to
intersect, with dramatic results, and that they would only know the full
extent of the impact six months from that very evening.

The four—two men and two women of different ages, ethnic groups,
backgrounds, personalities, and experiences—had deep common needs, as
they would soon discover.

But only one commonality was obvious at that point—they had landed
next to each other on the first evening of the bi-monthly training course in
The L.O.V.E. Approach offered by the Christian Coalition. The class was
required, or strongly recommended, by nearly every church and faith-based
organization in their community for all employees and volunteers. Over one
hundred students were starting this class, and they hailed from forty
different churches and organizations.

As they waited for the class to begin, Michael Harmon, a highly
analytical accountant, was thinking about the frosty good-bye from his
young wife. Their marriage, he was reluctantly concluding, was a big
mistake. His new position on the board of the St. John Food Pantry would
at least get him out of the uncomfortable atmosphere in his home.

Josh Jefferson, a top sales executive who was never at a loss for words,
was talking in a hushed tone to someone on his cell. The call ended
abruptly, and Josh had a perplexed look on his face as he stared at the phone
in his hand. Surely volunteering at the King Ranch with fatherless boys
would be easier than dealing with his own son at this point.

Katy Klein, a sensitive mother of four, was re-experiencing some of the
same sense of helplessness that she felt when she started facilitating the



small group for women at her church. It was the pain on the women’s faces
when they told their stories the first night—past abuse, broken
relationships, pregnancy loss. She had just started working in this ministry
in her parish, but she was already thinking of giving up. Could this course
she was required to take help?

Mariana Delgado, newly hired administrator for one of the community’s
mega churches, was on her tablet, finishing notes on one of the church
employees. Her stomach was churning. She couldn’t allow missed goals—
or his insubordination. With many years of administrative experience under
her belt in the corporate world, she knew how to apply business principles
to get the church staff into shape, but the resistance was more than she
anticipated.

The four were immersed in their worries as the first speaker came to the
podium.

“Welcome. I’m Dr. Alex Meyer, executive director of Community
Social Services, one of the member groups of our Christian Coalition. I’m
so glad you’re all here to learn The L.O.V.E. Approach—a crucial tool for
relationship building and problem solving. I know I speak for all Coalition
member groups and churches that require this training for everyone
involved in leadership and ministry. We are confident that, by learning and
modeling this approach, we will see it being used more and more, not only
in our churches and faith-based organizations, but also in our homes and
communities—with life-giving and life-changing results!

“I’m a champion of The L.O.V.E. Approach! It’s changed my personal
life. If it weren’t for a Christian brother who knew The L.O.V.E. Approach
and used it with me when I was in a crisis, I wouldn’t be here with you
tonight. And my wife, Sharon, says we wouldn’t be married for twenty
years if it weren’t for The L.O.V.E. Approach! But that’s my personal story.
I’ll share more of it with you as we continue to meet.”

There was a general murmur. Dr. Meyer’s comment had piqued the
interest of Michael, Josh, Mariana, Katy, along with most of the others in
the room.

“But before I turn the session over to our trainer, I’ll call on my
colleague Bishop Isaiah Wilson of Victory Bible Church to open our
training in prayer.”

“Lord,” intoned the Bishop slowly and deeply, “thank You for
equipping us to love each other more through The L.O.V.E. Approach that



we will be learning. Thank You for how it has helped me do my job—to
counsel the brothers and sisters in my congregation and bring them closer to
You. Open our hearts and minds, and especially our ears today. You gave us
two ears and only one mouth, and we need to use them in that proportion.
Amen?”

After a lukewarm “Amen” from the room, Bishop Wilson tried again, a
little more loudly.

“Maybe your ears aren’t open yet? . . . Amen?”
Smiles and a rousing “Amen” came from the group. Everyone now

seemed focused on what promised to be an intriguing evening.
“Now,” continued Dr. Meyer, “it’s my pleasure to introduce our trainer,

Mary Elizabeth McDowell, the founder of Guadalupe Center, who has had
many years of experience teaching The L.O.V.E. Approach.”

Mary Elizabeth stood up to polite applause and came to the podium.
“Thank you,” she said confidently and warmly. “I’ll be with you during

these five classes to teach you the process that I predict will be life-
changing for you — and for those you share it with. Let’s get right to it.”

She clicked on and read the first Power Point slide:

The L.O.V.E. Approach: Four Steps To Transforming
Relationships and Problem Solving

“We call this ‘The L.O.V.E. Approach’ for several reasons. First, it is a
loving, caring, nonjudgmental way of building trust and respect and of
entering into relationship-based problem solving.

“The behavior we try to model in order to do this is described in Paul’s
first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 13, verses 1–8.”

She clicked to the next slide and read each line clearly as it scrolled
slowly onto the screen:

And I show you a still more excellent way.
If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but do not

have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.
If I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries

and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove
mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.

And if I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be
burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.



Love is patient and kind, love is not jealous or boastful, it is
not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way, it is
not irritable or resentful, it does not rejoice at wrong, but
rejoices in the right. Love bears all things, believes all things,
hopes all things, endures all things.

Love never ends.

Mary Elizabeth observed a wide range of facial expressions, from
quizzical to somber, as the words sank in.

Then she offered this encouragement: “Human nature being what it is,
this kind of behavior does not come naturally, especially when we are under
stress or faced with a difficult situation or even with a difficult person.”

Josh glanced at Michael, sitting next to him, and whispered, “My son.”
Michael responded, “My wife.” They exchanged a look of mutual

understanding.
“As Christians,” noted Mary Elizabeth, “we know that God is love. All

love comes from God, and the closer we are to Him, the more His love
flows through us, and the more we can act like Him, and the more we can
speak the truth in love.”

Mariana glanced at the sweet face of Katy beside her. “I have lots of
trouble with that kind of speaking, but I bet you don’t,” she whispered.

Katy whispered back, “Most of the time, I don’t know what to speak at
all.”

The class, following instructions, opened their training notebooks to the
section “What About Me?” They started jotting down their reflections on
the first question:

What one or two ideas or lines from Paul’s Letter to the
Corinthians speak to me about either a behavior I need to
avoid or a behavior I want to model in my relationship with
others?

Mary Elizabeth finally invited the group to break into pairs and share
something from their writing with a partner. People started to move around,
quietly at first, and then the room began buzzing.

Josh and Michael shook hands, after moving their chairs to face each
other. Michael looked pensive.



Josh spoke up right away. “Hey, it’s obvious! The line that jumps out at
me is ‘Love is patient and kind.’ Usually, that’s not me. I can sell just about
anything to anybody. I’m not real humble either, I guess. I mean, I usually
have all the answers. So I don’t have much patience when people have
problems.”

Michael responded. “I hate to admit it, but the line that hits me is if ‘I
understand all mysteries and all knowledge, but have not love, I am
nothing.’ I wrote this down: ‘I always want more information and facts. I’m
really good at getting to the bottom line, then telling people what I think,
but it probably seems to them that I don’t care.’”

Mariana and Katy had moved their chairs closer. Mariana confessed, “I
relate to the part that says ‘If I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but
do not have love, I am nothing.’ I’ve been told that I can be like a bulldozer.
Not even a mountain seems like an obstacle. But I keep forgetting I’m
dealing with real people. I tend to move too fast. I probably sound like a
noisy gong to them.”

Katy seemed amazed. “I’m almost the opposite, I guess. I feel
powerless. I don’t want to be involved with people when their problems are
so complex. Sometimes I give up and withdraw. This line convicts me:
‘Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things. Love never ends.’”

Mary Elizabeth moved around the room, catching bits and pieces of the
sharing.

Calling the group back together, she summarized the powerful
admissions. “It sounds as though you all are realizing that your own
behavior can be more loving, but I bet you’re also wondering, Is that really
doable? Let me assure you that it is possible—especially through a closer
relationship to God, who IS love. When we are filled up, we can pour out.”

“And, even when you don’t feel loving or very close to God,” she
added, “you can still speak or respond to another person in a way that says
‘I care about you and the issue you (or we) are facing.’

“We call that a decision to love. Love is an act of the will and will lead
to loving behavior.”

Noticing some quizzical looks from the trainees, Mary Elizabeth
continued, “When we decide to behave in a loving manner, even if we don’t
feel loving, that can change our feelings too, and it certainly changes
relationships. Sometimes we might also need to make a decision to accept



love, even if we don’t feel particularly lovable. We are called to both give
and to receive love. We’ll talk more tomorrow night about how our
thoughts and feelings are related, and I hope this will all become clearer!

“Now, it’s time for a break. Perhaps get a bit of fresh air, and let’s come
back together in fifteen minutes.”

Mary Elizabeth stepped back to the podium with an encouraging smile.
“Tonight we’re going lay the groundwork for the four steps of The L.O.V.E.
Approach, looking at ourselves and any barriers we put up to real
communication and problem solving. We all have habits that are not the
kinds of loving behaviors described in Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians!

“Too often those habits really say, I don’t care about you, or I don’t
have time for you, or even, I don’t agree with you from the start, so why are
we even talking about this?”

There was visible discomfort in the room as the trainees started reading
the slide that Mary Elizabeth put up on the screen:

10 Barriers to Listening
1. Being Distracted
2. Thinking of My Answer
3. Interrupting
4. Pacifying
5. Lightening Up or Joking
6. Focusing on Facts
7. Finishing Sentences
8. Defending Myself
9. Judging

10. Sympathizing, not Empathizing

“Now, turn to “What About Me?” in your notebooks and spend some
time working through the materials, including the Barriers and the section
on body language and tone of voice. When you’re finished, share with your
partner what you’re learning about your own communication habits.” Mary
Elizabeth added, with a smile and a wink, “For better or for worse!”



The class dutifully started jotting down responses in their notebooks.
When it was time to share, Josh and Michael looked at each other
sheepishly.

Josh began. “No question . . . when I looked at the list of bad habits, I
checked nearly every one! My worst is being distracted—reaching for my
cell, even texting when someone is talking to me. When my son talks, he’s
all over the place—but I am too. So, I finish his sentences, make a joke so
nothing gets too long or serious. I’m thinking of something else, too—my
tone shows it,” Josh admitted. “No wonder he hung up on me tonight,” he
added.

Michael decided he could confide in Josh. “I’ll be honest,” he said, “my
wife tells me I’m all facts, that all I want to do is get the information, solve
the problem, and move on. She says I don’t care about her feelings. She’s
pointed out my body language too—crossed arms, no real eye contact. I’m
not proud of it. I checked off lots of the bad habits. You’re not alone!”

Katy and Mariana were sitting close, eye to eye.
Katy started. “It’s good to have someone to share this with. I think the

biggest thing for me, especially when someone has a problem . . . my heart
goes out to them and I get bogged down in sympathy, in feeling sorry for
them. I want everyone to be at peace, but the situations are too complicated,
and I can’t solve the problems. I feel helpless, so I close down and
withdraw.”

Mariana responded, “Opposites attract! I really don’t even empathize
when someone comes to me with a problem, especially at work. I interrupt,
hurry them along, usually thinking, I’ve heard all this before. I’m judging
that they aren’t very smart. I’m goal-oriented, with lots of things to do. I’m
sure my body language says I don’t have time for what they’re saying—and
I don’t. But I’m not proud of that.”

As the various pairs continued sharing, Mary Elizabeth could see
relationships forming among the trainees. There was good eye contact
between partners; people were leaning in toward each other, and that
encouraged more intimate sharing. She knew they would need the growing
level of trust with their partners for what she would ask them to do the
following evening.

But it was time to interrupt. “I hate to break up such honest discussions,
but our time tonight is coming to a close. In moving around the room, I hear



most of you saying that you recognize your behaviors that are indeed
barriers to good communication—and you’re open to learning more. Great!

“Be ready when we meet again to delve more deeply into The L.O.V.E.
Approach. As we saw tonight, it’s based on loving behavior, hence the
name.

“But it’s also called The L.O.V.E. Approach because of its four practical
steps, which we will start learning tomorrow night,” Mary Elizabeth said as
she clicked on the next slide.

L = Listen and Learn
O = Open Options
V = Vision and Value
E = Extend and Empower
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