Will you join the conversation?

If there’s a missing link in evangelism, it’s the link between friendship evangelism and presentational evangelism. The uncomfortable truth is that people may be happy to chat with Christians they know or even attend church events and yet the gospel facts simply wash over them. 

One reason for this is that people have beliefs that act as ‘off switches’ to further debate on Christianity. Tim Keller describes these switches as defeaters: ‘common sense’ consensus beliefs held by every culture hostile to Christianity which are so strongly believed to be true that the claims of Christians are automatically implausible. Examples of defeater beliefs include ‘science has disproved God’, ‘the Bible is inaccurate’ or ‘a loving God isn’t compatible with suffering.’ There are many of these ‘off switches’ and if any one of them is engaged then people’s willingness to hear the message of grace and truth underpinning the gospel presentation is lost. So the speaker claims ‘the Bible says’ and they think ‘but the Bible’s rubbish’; or the speaker says ‘God loves you’ and they think ‘he’s got a funny way of showing it.’ And from that thought onwards, they switch off. 
The second reason people don’t get very far in their investigation of Christianity is an inbuilt suspicion of any sales pitch, free offer or truth claim. People are wary of being drawn into something; they fear being duped and prefer negotiation over indoctrination. Therefore people shut down out of self-preservation when they come up against evangelistic events presenting them with a whole lot of truth in a ‘take it or leave it’ style, or when they hear ‘we’ve told you the right answer now let’s discuss how to correct where you’re wrong’ or when they think they’re coming to a social evening and an unexpected talk is suddenly presented. 

People get so far and then seem to move straight to a spiritual jail without passing ‘Go’ or collecting a gospel understanding. Our challenge in evangelism therefore is to bridge the gap in people’s thinking by demonstrating the relevance of the gospel to their daily lives. Establishing gospel relevance is the missing link between building gospel relationships and seeing a gospel response. We don’t have to make the gospel relevant but we do have to show people why it’s relevant. 

That’s what is at the heart of an evangelism initiative called ‘The Conversation’, which is:

- a Newsnight-style event where different views are allowed to be expressed i) by leading commentators through pre-recorded video interviews and panel guests, ii) by the public through vox pop interviews and iii) by the audience in a question time. The Christian view is also clearly outlined in a slot called ‘the view from the Vicar.’

- an informative event where a topic is presented in a well-researched, coherent way and where the biblical framework is clearly given and shown in attractive contrast to opposing views. 

- a conversational event which starts with the issues people are already talking about and allows them to pose questions to the panel during the question time and then continue discussions over a meal afterwards.

Topics covered so far include advertising, American politics, architecture, building lasting friendships, the Credit Crunch, Darwin and The Dark Knight.

Many people today need to get past their defeater beliefs or suspicions about Christianity before they will seriously explore it or consider any sort of response to it in their own lives. The Conversation aims to show the distinctives of a biblical perspective in a way that opens people’s eyes to life with the God of grace. It provides a biblical foundation, which helps people understand the evangelistic course they’re invited to go on next.

What are the benefits of The Conversation?

1. It takes unbelievers and their defeater beliefs seriously. At the Conversation, we make a point of inviting secular experts from the industry to have a say, either through pre-recorded video interviews or by coming to the event itself to be a speaker and/or panel member. As a result, we’ve had people on our platform stating quite clearly their belief that all human beings are apes, or that God and politics should never mix, or even that there is no God. It’s perhaps not what you’d expect as a church event and, as such, it certainly grabs people’s attention! And it’s a great opportunity then, through the ‘view from the vicar’ talk slot and during the question time, for us to show the contrast of faith in Christ and how that holds true in the face of accusation or differing beliefs.

2. It equips church members to engage in similar conversations with their colleagues and friends. The Conversation deliberately runs on the same night as our home groups so the whole church alternates between meeting in homes one week and coming to The Conversation the next. By engaging with these issues as Christians, we learn how to apply biblical knowledge and answer the questions our friends and colleagues are asking. 

3. It makes our Christian life visible. After the hour-long presentation, the evening continues with a professionally catered meal and people break into their home groups to sit around tables and continue the discussion while they eat. As well as building community and relationship between our members, it also creates a relaxed and easy atmosphere into which our unbelieving friends or colleagues can encounter our Christian family that we share life with.

4. It puts faith back in the public arena. Inviting a friend to The Conversation on an evening where the topic is of interest to them not only shows that we’re interested in the things they are interested in but also demonstrates that, as Christians, we live every aspect of our life in the context of our faith. 

Could The Conversation be of benefit to your evangelism strategy?

If you’d like more information then we’d love to send you an information sheet and a DVD with all the video clips for an episode as well as the talk outlines and PowerPoint slides so you can run this event yourself by mixing in your own panel of guests etc. Episodes we have to offer so far include The Credit Crunch, Darwin, The Advertising Industry, Image, TV (you are what you watch), Spirituality and Architecture. More information on episodes available is at www.becauseapproach.com. For a copy of the DVD clips for an episode please email andrew@jc-church.org.

Andrew Baughen

