Understanding the Context

In the ‘Christian West’, the Church has been shrinking
for decades, and we increasingly live in a multi-faith or
no-faith context very different to that of a hundred
years ago. In the early 20th century, about 80% of
children in the UK went regularly to Sunday school or
a church in one of our denominations. Many of those
children then didn’t go to church regularly when they
were adults, but they had an understanding of
Christian faith, most considered themselves Christian,
and many went to church at Christmas and Easter, if
not more often. This meant Christians practising
evangelism were usually reaching out to those who
had been raised in Church and often already
considered themselves Christian, but for whom faith
was not deep and being part of a Christian community
not important. But evangelists could rely on their
knowledge and knew people had a basic
understanding of Christian faith. Evangelism at home
to the ‘no-longer-Christian’ or the ‘nominally-Christian’
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was contrasted with mission abroad to the ‘never-
Christian’.

Childhood attendance has fallen since the early 20th
century, from 80% to more like 12% today. This
means that whilst those over 60 grew up in a world in
which more children went to church than not, this is
not the case for those under 60. Various studies show
that most people who go to church as adults also
went as children, and about 75% of those who make a
faith commitment have a church backgroundl. These
statistics show why our churches have a much older
profile than the general population; it is older people
who primarily were raised in Church, and who are
therefore far more likely to have remained in church
or have come to faith in adult life. If we continue to
reach out only to those with a Christian upbringing,
then church attendance will continue to decline. Each
generation has fewer and fewer people with a church
background, and so we are working with a dwindling
pool of people.
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If there used to be a distinction between evangelism
at home to the no-longer-Christian and the nominally-
Christian, and mission abroad to the never-Christian,
that distinction increasingly doesn’t apply. Britain is
increasingly a ‘foreign mission field’, as understood by
our forebears. This means the way evangelism used
to be done, which relied on everyone having some
Christian background is increasingly no longer
applicable to the growing numbers with no church
background and no religious affiliation. If you find
evangelism in contemporary culture a challenging
prospect, that is because it is. But if we think about
what that means, there are simple ways to change
how we think about and do evangelism that are not
the preserve of experts and actually may make it far
easier for all of us to share faith with those in our
contemporary culture. So what are these key ways of
approaching evangelism in our contemporary
contexts?

Be where people are building relationships

On the whole, people with no church background
don’t walk into our churches, though more do than we
might expect. But most of us don’t live our lives in
church, we are part of the local community; we go to
work with non-Christians, we share hobbies with
them, we often socialise with them. Our mission field
is where we meet people who don’t go to church,
wherever that happens to be. The most important
thing for evangelism is that we know people who don’t
g0 to church and the better we know them, the more
likely we are to find it natural to talk about the issues
of life, and that includes faith.

Many people are open to the spiritual dimension of
life

People are increasingly less likely to see themselves
as religious and a majority now have no religious
background, but this has not meant they have
become sceptical atheists. Many of these non-
religious people believe there is probably something
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out there that might be called God or might be seen
as some kind of Spirit or Life Force. Indeed, people
are becoming more open to spiritual experiences and
more likely to see these as something normal to talk
about2. Some people are committed atheists or
members of other faiths, but most are non-religious
and very open to the spiritual.

“People are becoming more
open to spiritual experiences
and more likely to see these as
something normal to talk about”

Listening is the most important skill

People are all different; they have their own
experiences, and their own interpretations of those
experiences. We cannot assume that we can offer
them a one-size-fits-all Christian message. We need to
listen to them, and if they do talk about what matters
to them and any spiritual experiences they may have,
try to see if we can understand them. Often because
these people have no religious background, they also
don’t have a religious vocabulary in which to discuss
experiences, so we need to affirm and ask questions:
“that’s really interesting, how do you understand
that?” We need to be open to them telling us things
we may find very unusual and ask ourselves “how
would we as Christians talk about that kind of
experience?” We may then respond, “As a Christian, |
would talk about that like this.” Listen, ask questions,
offer suggestions, but don’t judge others for their
experiences or how they express them. The same
applies to those of other faiths, or atheists and
agnostics. It gets us nowhere to argue with people.
We build openness when we are open and offer
others the respect we would also want from them.

Share your own experiences in an open way

If you are open to listening non-judgementally to
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others, then they will be open to listen to your
experiences too. Now it’s quite plausible that even if
you have been a Christian all your life, you haven’t
lived in a church environment in which it is normal to
talk about our spiritual experiences, indeed the irony
is that sometimes people who don’t go to church are
more comfortable with this than those who do! So you
may need to stop and reflect a bit and ask yourself,
“What are the times in my life when | have been
especially aware of God, or of something that might
be described as a spiritual experience?” It doesn’t
matter if what you share is something you don’t fully
understand - the point is not to have it all sewn up,
but to be open to explore with your friends. What you
are doing when you both share your experiences and
questions is not only deepening your relationship by
adding a spiritual dimension to it, but also making it
plausible that Christian faith offers ways of
understanding the world that are relevant to those
you are talking with. People often think there are very
clear distinctions between spiritual people “like them”
who are open to such experiences and religious
people “like you” who are all about moralising and
rules and not at all open to spiritual experiences.
When we explore our spiritual experiences openly with
others, we remove one of the major barriers to
Christian faith.

Watch your language

If you have been raised in Church, or been in Church a
while, you will have picked up all sorts of religious
language. This is often useful when taking to other
people at Church, as it becomes a shared shorthand.
But when talking to those with no church background,
and that is increasingly a majority of people, religious
language is a foreign language that they can’t
understand. Or worse, they think they do understand
and are very negative about what they think it means.
We need to find other ways to talk about God and the
things that matter without using religious language.
So words and phrases like sin, salvation, redemption,
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atonement, the blood of Christ, and, in a world in
which many assume Christianity is inherently sexist,
referring to God as “he”, are best avoided. There are
no doubt other phrases too that won’t communicate
“good news” to those we are talking with.

This requires a little thought and creativity, and it
works best when we find our own language, our own
voice in which to speak naturally. The following is an
example of this that may help you think about how
you can convey your beliefs without using religious
language.

I might say something like, “l don’t know about you,
but | am really worried that the way we live in the
world today is damaging our environment, and
damaging other people lives, and sometimes
damaging our own lives.” My experience is that
actually most people are worried about this. | then go
on to say, “and what also really bothers me is that
whilst | wish it were not so, | sometimes find myself
being part of the problem and not part of the
solution.” Again, | find most people agree with that
too. So | then might say, “for me, the heart of my
Christian faith is that God wants to change my life so |
become part of the solution and not part of the
problem. Part of what | believe is God’s plan to
change the way we all live so the world becomes a
better place and for me this is the heart of what Jesus
was about.”

Evangelism is not about arguing why Christianity is
true, it’s about showing why it’s attractive

We live in a world where how people relate to truth is
changing. The modernist idea was that truth was
about facts that we sought to demonstrate with
scientific experiment and reason, and this is still the
way some people, like Richard Dawkins, think. In an
increasingly “postmodern” culture, truth is seen as
rooted in experience rather than facts. This is why
people say things like “that may be true for you but it
isn’t true for me.” Now that may seem to you a
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nonsense statement, if for you things simply are true
or not true, but that isn’'t the way most people think
today, and that has some merits. Indeed, it is one of
the reasons many people are more spiritually open.

If there is a God who is the source of all that is, then
there must be a definitive truth that lies in God. If we
could fully understand God, we could know what is
true. The problem is, we don’t fully understand God or
the revelation of God in Jesus and so have to admit
that we can’t be sure of the truth. Indeed St Paul says
something similar in 1 Corinthians 13:12. We can talk
about what we believe and experience, and should do
so with confidence, but it is wise to avoid arguing
about what is true. We live a culture that talks of
things that matter in stories and images, so we need
to tell the story of faith, why it matters and what it
means to our lives; to offer a vision of the kind of
world that we believe God wants to bring about and
talk about God’s love and acceptance of people. And
in all this, most importantly, be yourself, warts and all,
because then you are showing what it is for ordinary
people to become followers of Jesus and making that
an attractive possibility for other ordinary people.

“We need to tell the story of
faith, why it matters and what it
means to our lives”

Evangelism with those of no church background
often takes a lot longer

We can see throughout Acts that when Paul arrives in
a new place he goes to the Jewish synagogue to
speak to his fellow Jews about Jesus as the expected
Messiah, showing how he fulfilled Jewish scripture. In
Acts 14 however, when in Lystra, God uses Paul and
Barnabas to heal a non-Jew and a large non-Jewish
crowd witness this and assume Paul and Barnabas
are incarnations of the Greek gods Zeus and Hermes.
Paul wants to explain to them what God has done and
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point them to Jesus, but he has a problem. Paul can’t
deliver his regular evangelistic talk about how Jesus is
the Messiah and fulfils the prophecies in scripture
because the people aren’t Jews - they are not
expecting a Messiah and have no idea what one is,
nor any knowledge of scripture. So Paul has to try and
talk about God from creation. He gets more
intentional about evangelism with non-Jews in Athens
in chapter 17 and spends time learning about their
culture and religion. He is then able to use Greek
religious poetry in his evangelistic address and some
people come to faith, but far fewer than when he is
addressing a Jewish audience. In Acts 19, Paul
speaks in Ephesus for three years about his faith
before there is any significant impact. Moving from
evangelism amongst Jews who share his faith
background, to non-Jews who do not, is challenging
because Paul has to find a whole new language to talk
about faith and it is also much slower in bearing fruit.

As we move from evangelism amongst those who
have a church background to those who do not, we
are facing similar challenges. Sometimes we may
encounter people like Cornelius in Acts 10 who was
ready to become a follower of Jesus right away. On
other occasions, we may find ourselves in Ephesus
needing years of work before we see any impact. In
Athens, the locals referred to Paul as a
“spermalogos”, that is someone who babbles
incoherently. If we feel that sometimes that’s what we
are doing when we try to share our faith with others,
we are in good company. God will still be at work in
people’s lives and can still use our imperfect attempts
at evangelism as God used St Paul when he was
struggling to make sense in an alien culture.

Trust that God is already at work in every context
and the lives of those who live there

One of the big ideas in mission and evangelism is that
mission is not about what the Church does, but about
what God is doing and inviting us to join in with. This
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is often referred to in the Latin phrase “Missio Dei”,
the mission of God. There are many ways God can be
at work in people’s lives. When talking with others,
always be listening for the ways God is opening them
up to Jesus - by the questions they are asking or the
experiences they have had. This is not a new idea, but
a very old one that has a fresh focus. A classic story
that illustrates this well is the story of Cornelius in
Acts 10. The Early Church had assumed that Christian
faith was only for those with a Jewish background.
However, God was at work in the life of people with no
Jewish background, like Cornelius who was visited by
an angel and told to find Peter who then could tell him
about Jesus. Indeed God’s problem was not speaking
to Cornelius; it was getting Peter to speak to
Cornelius! In many ways this is a story for our day, we,

like the Early Church, have relied on sharing a faith
background with those we have evangelised. Now we
are called to share with those of all faiths and none,
our modern day Corneliuses. We will find that God is
already at work in people’s lives and is waiting for us
to share our faith with them.
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