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vangelism has never been easy. But I’m convinced it has become more difficult in our current day, when
Christianity is viewed as intolerant, homophobic, antidiversity, anti-intellectual, antiscience, and just plain
harmful. For a society that wants to progress toward inclusion and tolerance, Christians seem “on the
wrong side of history.”

Granted, the people who condemn Christians as judgmental are remarkably judgmental themselves.
And they seem to be rather unaware of their own self-righteousness as they ridicule us as being selfrighteous. But I’ll save that issue — the need to point out their inconsistency — for another time. For now, I want to propose
a strategy that might help us make headway in our efforts to tell people about our Savior.
Stated concisely, we need to have a conversation about the conversation. To elaborate just a bit, we need to pave the way
for a gospel conversation (or, better yet, a series of gospel conversations) by talking about the conversation first.
This can take various forms.
First, we can ask permission for a future conversation. It can sound like this, “We’ve touched
on the topic of faith a few times. But we’ve never explored it all that deeply. I wonder if you’d
be up for that sometime. Do you think we could grab a cup of coffee and discuss some of our
beliefs? I’d like that.”
This takes a bit of pressure off the current setting. People may be relieved to hear that we don’t
necessarily want to discuss eternity with them right now, at this very moment. They may have
been cornered by a zealous Christian at an office party who asked them, “If you were to die
tonight, how sure are you that you’d go to heaven?” They were hoping to simply go to the buffet
at that moment and check out the shrimp cocktail.
Your approach of “maybe sometime” might make them more open to discuss spiritual things
later. I have found this approach actually opens a person up for better conversation. Between
the time they say, “Yeah. I’d be up for that” and when you have the actual conversation, they give the topic some thought
and prepare themselves for a rich discussion.
Second, we might acknowledge the rarity or difficulty of a spiritual conversation. It could sound like this, “I realize that our
world sounds so harsh and hostile right now, especially about religion. But I wonder if we could try to talk about faith and
see if we can do it respectfully. I’m pretty sure we come from different perspectives. But I think we might find more common
ground than we expect. Even if we don’t, I know I’d be curious to hear about your beliefs, and I’d like to tell you a little about
mine. Do you think we can venture into those turbulent waters?”
Given what Scripture tells us about God placing “eternity” in our hearts (Eccl. 3:11) and the Holy Spirit’s power to “prove
the world to be in the wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8), we should assume that some nonChristians are wondering about connecting with God. They may just be waiting for someone to invite them to begin the
process, but they don’t want to be the one to bring up the topic.
A variation of this approach can be to ask if it’s okay for people to ever discuss religion, regardless of current tensions. For
many, it’s always an off-limits topic. But with some gentle prompting, we might find that people are more willing to talk about
what everyone tells them they should not talk about. It might sound like this: “I know some people say we should never
discuss religion or politics. I’d prefer to stay away from politics. But I wonder if you might want to talk about faith, even if a
lot of people tell us we shouldn’t. Isn’t it too important to just leave it out of our lives and conversations?”
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Third, we can have a conversation about the conversation by trying to shift the frame of reference from subjective to
objective. I realize this needs some explaining. Here’s what I mean. Many people believe faith to be completely personal
and subjective. There is no objective statement about what anyone should believe or not believe. In fact, the whole notion of
“should” in the area of faith seems incongruous. They might even say, “No one should tell anyone what they should believe.”
(Again, the blatant contradiction seems to scream out for correction, but, as I said before, I’ll save that for a different
discussion. I have not found the tactic of pointing out people’s inconsistency to be a good approach — at least, not as the
first line of attack. Save that for later too).
But we can set people free from that kind of futile thinking (see Eph. 4:17) by asking something along these lines: “I know
we’ve talked about how faith is an individual thing and has an amazing amount of variety. But don’t you think there are some
guidelines that everyone should consider as they explore faith? I mean, if I believed something really insane — like I thought
I was God and I could walk on water — wouldn’t you try to talk me out of it? I hope you would.”
Then, we could wonder out loud where we could look for those guidelines. Sometimes we need to introduce the idea that,
if there is a God, it would make sense that He’d want us to know the truth about Him. Early in the process, we need to point
people to the authoritative teachings of Jesus. Let His strong ways of communicating absolute universal truths do the work
for you as you seek to tell your friends they should not wallow in a mire of subjectivism.
More than fifty years ago, Francis Schaeffer said, “pre-evangelism is no soft option.”1 He
ministered in postmodern Europe before the term postmodern was in vogue. Today his
insight applies far beyond Europe. One way we can follow his advice is to engage friends in a
conversation about the conversation. It could make an eternal difference. n
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Francis A. Schaeffer, The God Who Is There, in The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer (1968; repr., Wheaton,
IL: Crossway, 1982), 149.
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The salvation of a single soul is more important than the production
or preservation of all the epics and tragedies in the world.
— C.S. Lewis

1

Why, according to Randy Newman, do we “need to pave the way for a gospel
conversation (or, better yet, a series of gospel conversations) by talking about
the conversation first”?

2

Can you identify one or two people you would to like to have a gospel
conversation with? What specific steps could you take to pave the way for a
gospel conversation? What is the first step you plan to take, and when do you
plan to take it?
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R EC O M M E N D E D R E A D I N G
Randy Newman, Unlikely Converts: Improbable Stories of Faith and What
They Teach Us About Evangelism (Kregel Publications, 2019)
Rely on the unstoppable power of the gospel, not your own words.
Most Christians have people in their lives who they’re sure will never come to faith. Whether
they’re too committed to their sinful ways, too angry at God, or too quick to shut down any
mention of the saving grace of Jesus, these long shots don’t seem worth approaching.
But some of the most unlikely converts have the strongest faith stories, and they can be a
source of incredible encouragement for Christians who are trying to evangelize those around
them. Randy Newman knows firsthand the discomfort that comes with sharing the gospel.
He’s been tongue-tied and timid too. But the truth is, we don’t need to sound like the brilliant,
charismatic, legendary evangelists.
In this book, Randy shares surprising conversion stories straight from those who took the long
way around to Christianity. He considers current cultural trends that make evangelism more
difficult today. Then with his characteristic upbeat style, he offers practical ways, and even
exact wording, to proclaim the gospel and includes a plan of action.
In the end, Unlikely Converts encourages us to remember that while the Great Commission
requires us to share the good news, it does not require perfection, only confidence in the
message.
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