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bout once a month, I gather with a group 
of wonderful people in the home of a dear 
friend for a night of great fellowship and 
conversation. The night generally begins 
with about an hour of sharing a meal 
together and catching up. Next we move 
to the living room for conversation about 
a topic that is important to all. Before the 

evening closes, we generally break up into smaller groups, for 
more personal interactions that allow us to draw closer to one 
another. Before we leave, we plan our next event — a Saturday 
brunch, some kind of family-friendly event, or another evening 
meal and conversation.

If the above description sounds a lot like a church community 
group — you’d be right! So you may be surprised to learn that this 
group is a local community of religious skeptics, freethinkers, and 
atheists. Over the past two years, I have had the privilege of being 
adopted into this group. I have formed wonderful friendships with 
some of the most caring people I’ve ever met. As the only Christian 
in the room at these gatherings, I have learned a lot about building 
bridges for the sake of gospel witness.

I’d like to share three of the more important lessons that I’ve 
learned from attending this group. I consider what follows to be 
“sanctified common sense,” and it is my hope that it will equip you 
and your church to grow in their engagement with non-Christians.

Know Whom You Are Talking To
If we want to be faithful in communicating the gospel to those 
who do not share our Christian convictions, we must know whom 
we are talking to. This is so important because we cannot make 
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Many people not only 
crave meaning, but they 
also desire to know where 
goodness, beauty, and real 
love can be found. 
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the assumption that any two religious skeptics or atheists are the 
same. To illustrate this point, I give a few examples of the kinds of 
people I have met. I hope you will see how different evangelism to 
each of these individuals would look in a one-on-one conversation.

Jane grew up in a family that rarely went to church — possibly on 
Easter or Christmas. Jane’s parents wanted their kids to make 
decisions about faith on their own; their only concern was that 
their kids would be morally good people. Jane was educated in 
schools with people from many different religious backgrounds 
(what Charles Taylor calls the “Nova Effect”). At the end of the 
day, she had never been taught any kind of foundation in any one 
religion, nor had she ever considered why “the big questions” may 
be important for her to consider. She is not against Christianity, nor 
is she for it. Jane has no knowledge of the Bible or what happens 
in a church service on Sunday morning. She does not understand 
the difference between words like righteousness, and justification, 
sanctification or narthex and sanctuary. It’s all foreign to her.

Tom grew up in what he considers to be a very “fundamentalist” 
background. His family went to a large evangelical church that 
always preached directly from the Bible. As he entered high 
school, he started meeting friends who didn’t share the evangelical 
beliefs of his family. This led him to question several things about 
his faith. After his parents divorced, his dad started treating him 
poorly. From his perspective, Christianity made no difference in 
his life or his parents’. By the time he got to college, he was sour 
about his whole Christian experience and was ready and willing 
to accept any reason he could find to reject Christianity. In his 
mind, Christianity was intellectually and personally bankrupt of 
any real meaning. After meeting some other skeptics in college 
and reading a few books by prominent atheists, he had altogether 
rejected the Christianity of his youth.
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Aysel is from Turkey and grew up in a strong Muslim culture. She 
repeatedly saw women being abused and oppressed by men. It 
was dangerous to even voice opinions that were different from the 
men in her family or cultural spheres. At the first chance she got, 
she fled her family and her culture for the United States. She now 
considers religion to be dangerous not only on a personal but also 
on a societal level.

How you would respond to each of these individuals? I suggest that 
these kinds of stories are incredibly common in our contemporary 
culture, especially among younger people. I hope you’d agree that 
for each of these three people, there would be a different starting 
place when trying to bring Christianity to bear on their lives.

I recently talked with an individual who came from a background 
similar to Jane’s. After a conversation about the state of health 
care in our society, he made this insightful comment: “I don’t care 
about happiness. I care about meaning. I want to know where 
the greatest meaning for my life can be found.” These kinds of 
existential needs often can provide great starting places for a 
gospel conversation. Many people not only crave meaning, but 
they also desire to know where goodness, beauty, and real love 
can be found. 

Here is an example of what this has looked like for me. Each group 
meeting normally begins by our sharing why we are attending. 
Many people in these kinds of groups have bought into a narrative 
that says that mature, thoughtful, and courageous people leave 
religion behind. So I’d frequently hear stories about leaving behind 
close-minded religion and becoming more thoughtful about the 
world. 

In light of this, I started introducing myself to the group this way: 
“Hi, my name is Ben. I’m a Christian, but before you kick me out 
of the group, I think we have a lot in common! You see, it was 
my skepticism that led me to Christianity, and I still tend to have 



“The man who agrees with us that 
some question, little regarded by 
others, is of great importance can 
be our friend. He need not agree 
with us about the answer.”
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a pretty skeptical and curious view of the world. I like to question 
everything. But, for me, I’ve found that I actually care more about 
the deep and important questions of life now than I ever did before 
I was a Christian. That is because the more I know about our 
universe, the more I will know about the God who created it. So 
I’m really excited to be in this group, because I know I have a lot 
more to learn!”

Do you see how I flip the narrative that many of my skeptical 
friends believe? I suggest that I became more thoughtful and 
mature in my thinking because of Christianity, not in spite of it. 
I never grow tired of the confused faces I see from my friends, 
a face that seems to say, “I can’t compute what you just said.” 
The idea that religion creates greater thoughtfulness is a new idea 
for them and has opened up several great conversations about 
Jesus.

Form Friendships That Are  
Grounded in Intentional Patience

I originally attended two different skeptic groups. The one I still 
attend went really well from the very beginning. I had great 
conversations with the other members. I went to their pool party. I 
celebrated birthdays with them. The host family always made my 
favorite appetizer, to make me feel more welcome in the group. 
Most of them even offered to help me move to Maryland last year 
when I took a job at a new church.

But things never went well at the second group. People were 
always on guard around me, they didn’t open up, and it just wasn’t 
a positive experience. Eventually I decided to stop attending this 
group, because I was making these folks feel uncomfortable in 
their own environment. 

For a time, I was puzzled. Why had things been going so well at 



7

SPEAKING TO SKEPTICS

BEN HEIN

W I N T E R  |  2 0 1 8K N O W I N G  &  D O I N G

the first group but not the second? Eventually I realized that for 
several reasons I had been able to form friendships in the first 
group that I had not been able to form in the second. And these 
friendships had become bridges to sustain great conversations 
even amidst deep disagreement. 

You see, my friends in this skeptics group may not like my 
message, but I know they like me. Only recently was I able to 
put my finger on why this is. If you’re familiar with C.S. Lewis’s 
book The Four Loves, you know he deals with the importance 
of four kinds of loves that form our various human relationships. 
The book may be best known for its chapter on friendship. One 
of the most memorable things Lewis says in this chapter is that 
friendships begin when two or more people have a “you too?” 
moment. One person is enjoying music, and someone else who 
enjoys that same music comes along and says, “You too?” This is 
the seed of any good friendship, and it forms the foundation for a 
loving relationship to grow and flourish.

Another insight in Lewis’s friendship chapter helped me see why 
I was having these great relationships with people in this group, 
even though we strongly disagreed about so many important 
things. Further explaining the foundation of friendships, Lewis 
says, “The man who agrees with us that some question, little 
regarded by others, is of great importance can be our friend. He 
need not agree with us about the answer.”1 In other words, two 
people can have a “you too?” moment over the importance of a 
question, even if they don’t agree about the answer.

In his great book Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, J.I. 
Packer prophetically said that in our present age, the gift of 
evangelism is going to be built on the gift of friendship. I love that, 
and I think he was spot on when he wrote it. If you want the gift of 
evangelism to skeptics and atheists, pray for the gift of friendship.

The phrase intentional patience describes my approach to 



We need to protect evangelism 
for what it is. Many people want 
to call things evangelism that 
aren’t actually evangelism.
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friendship with my skeptical friends. I am intentional in my desire 
to share the gospel with my friends, and I am always looking for 
an opportunity to do so. But in our friendships, we can — and must 
— also be patient, for a couple of reasons.

First, because we trust that God is always at work. We can trust 
that the Holy Spirit will create opportunities for us when we have a 
posture of being intentional about sharing Christ. Second, because 
most skeptics and atheists value the same kinds of questions that 
we do. They may disagree about the answer, but we nonetheless 
value the same kinds of inquiry. We can therefore have patience, 
trusting that good gospel conversations will open up.

I’ll share another example of what this has looked like for me. At 
one of our meetings, the topic of conversation was on cults and 
spiritual abuse. The question at hand was, “What is a cult, and 
what makes a cult leader?” For the most part, I just sat and listened 
to the conversation unfold. About an hour into the conversation, 
someone said, “A cult leader is someone who makes divine 
claims about themselves so they’ll be worshiped.” Someone else 
responded, “Like Jesus!” Another woman outspokenly shouted, 
“Jesus never actually claimed to be divine!” 

Maybe you can see where this is going. Here’s the beauty of 
where these friendships have come into play for me. The group 
leader respected me enough to turn to me and say, “Ben, you’re 
the Christian here. What did Jesus really say?” You can’t make 
this kind of stuff up. The attention of the entire room was on me — 
a large group of atheists, patiently listening as I explained to them 
the claims that Jesus made for himself. This was the Holy Spirit 
working through friendship and a posture of intentional patience.
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Be Ready and Able to Bring Christianity  
to Bear on Many Different Spheres of Life

When we talk about presenting the gospel, we often talk about the 
core message that begins with who God is, the problem of human 
sin, and what God has done to redeem us through the work of 
Christ. 

Certainly we need to talk about these things, and I would argue 
we need to protect this core message of the gospel — God’s 
redemptive work in Jesus Christ. But many of us struggle to 
figure out how to do that. Do I somehow need to manufacture a 
conversation with my skeptic friends that starts with “Hey, want to 
talk about your sin?” What do we do?

We need to protect evangelism for what it is. Many people want 
to call things evangelism that aren’t actually evangelism. Making 
cookies for your neighbor isn’t evangelism. Telling your co-
worker about something you read in the Bible that morning isn’t 
evangelism. Until we actually get to the gospel, we haven’t done 
the work of evangelism.

But that doesn’t mean making cookies or talking about the Bible 
isn’t important. These kinds of things are what my good friend 
Dr. Randy Newman calls pre-evangelism. In the world we live in, 
pre-evangelism is incredibly important. You see, regardless of 
whether you’re talking to a Jane, a Tom, or an Aysel, our skeptic 
friends view the world through what is called the immanent frame; 
they view the world completely through the lens of the material 
world—what we can make sense of with our rational brains. There 
is no concept of transcendence or a spiritual world outside of us 
that has any real meaning for our lives.

Pre-evangelism today is how we attempt to show our skeptic 
loved ones — and they need to feel that they are indeed loved 
by us — that the immanent frame isn’t all it is cracked up to be. It 
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doesn’t have all the answers it claims to have, and it doesn’t make 
as much sense of the world as you may think it does.

This means that we should be ready and able to bring Christianity 
to bear on many different spheres of life. The more we are aware 
of how our Christian faith is changing every area of our own lives, 
the more we’ll be able to help others see the world from a uniquely 
Christian perspective.

Most of my conversations with my skeptic friends would fall under 
the category of pre-evangelism. By contributing to conversations 
on topics like race, gender, justice, sex, or free will, I have been 
able to carve out roads for the gospel to go forth. 

Here is how I’ve seen this play out. The topic of the night was sex 
and sexuality. I was participating in the conversation in a small 
group of five — four men and one woman. The conversation 
began by one of the men explaining how he’d like to be in an open 
relationship with his partner, but since his girlfriend didn’t share his 
desire, he hadn’t acted on it yet. 

After his comment, I jumped into the conversation. I endeavored 
to show the beauty of the Christian sexual ethic as I explained how 
transformative Christianity has been toward my view of women 
and the beauty of sex being reserved for marriage between one 
man and one woman. After I finished my comments, the one 
woman in our small group looked over at the first speaker and 
said, “Now do you have anything as beautiful to say about your 
open relationship as he just said about his marriage?”

In that moment, she got it. There was a spark in her eye. Afterward, 
she and I had a great conversation about how Christianity really 
transforms our skewed views of sex. I know that it made a lasting 
impression on her.

Every time I leave for the night, multiple people always thank me 
for coming and contributing to the conversation something they’d 
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never thought of before. It is this kind of thoughtful contribution 
that has established friendships based on mutual respect and 
love for one another. In so doing, the Lord has been faithful to 
create multiple opportunities for me to share the gospel in a way 
that my friends may not otherwise have heard it. For that I am 
grateful.

May God bless you as you labor to be faithful to the gospel in your 
relationships and communities.! n

N O T E S
1 �C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1960), 97.
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We are always prevented from accepting 
total scepticism because it can be 
formulated only by making a tacit exception 
in favour of the thought we are thinking at 
the moment — just as the man who warns 
the newcomer “Don’t trust anyone in this 
office” always expects you to trust him at 

that moment.

— C.S. Lewis

“”
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Ben Hein, an assistant pastor, 
recounts in his article that he spends 
an evening each month with a local 
community of religious skeptics, 
freethinkers and atheists. What 
lessons, in the context of building 
bridges for the sake of gospel witness, 
has Hein learned from attending this 

group?

?
1
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In what ways do you and  your church 
engage with non-Christians in your 
local community?  After considering 
Hein’s article, can you think of 
additional things, in the context 
of building bridges for the sake of 
gospel witness, that you and your 
church might do?  Is this something 
you would like to talk with your pastor 

or other church leaders about?

?
1
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B E N  H E I N
ASSISTANT PASTOR, SHADY GROVE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Ben grew up in Alexandria, VA, and now 
lives in Derwood, MD with his wife Neva 
and son Felix. After graduating from 
James Madison University, he worked for 
five years in the Northern Virginia area as 
a software developer and analyst. Ben 
graduated with his M.Div. from Reformed 
Theological Seminary in Washington, DC, 
and has served in churches throughout 
the Northern Virginia area. Ben now has 
the privilege of serving the congregation 

of Shady Grove Presbyterian Church as an Assistant Pastor. 
He is passionate about seeing Christians grow in the wisdom 
and revelation of the knowledge of God, as well as reaching his 
generation with the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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J.I. Packer, Evangelism and 
the Sovereignty of God (IVP 
Books, 2012)
If God is in control of everything, can 
Christians sit back and not bother to 
evangelize? Or does active evangelism 
imply that God is not really sovereign 
at all? J. I. Packer shows in this new 
edition to the popular IVP Classics how 
both of these attitudes are false. In a 
careful review of the biblical evidence, 
he shows how a right understanding of 

God’s sovereignty is not so much a barrier to evangelism as an 
incentive and powerful support for it.
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