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Where Will Our Future Pastors Come From?

by Pr. Dennis D. Nelson, Lutheran CORE Executive Director

Last May I had the privilege of attending the celebration of the fiftieth
anniversary of my graduation from Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois.
It was a splendid event. I was deeply moved by how much my class had
become a real spiritual leadership powerhouse in the Christian communi-
ty. I felt honored and privileged to have been a part of it. From college |
went to Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California. After graduating from
Fuller, I served my internship under Luther Seminary in the congregation
where I had been working as youth director during my final year at Fuller.
After serving my internship, I was a graduate student at Luther for one
year in order to fulfill ordination requirements of the former ALC
(American Lutheran Church).

Raised in a Christian Home

While attending the celebration event at Wheaton I thought of how
privileged I was to have grown up in the church and been raised in a
Christian home (my father was a pastor), to have been a leader in our high
school church youth group, to have gone to summer Bible camp, to have
attended a Christian college and sung in a Christian college choir, and to
have attended seminary. The program at Wheaton on Saturday evening
included singing a number of favorite Christian hymns. One of them was
“Great Is Thy Faithfulness.” The person who was leading the singing in-
troduced that selection by saying, “I’ll bet that song means far, far more to
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Lutheran CORE’s CiT Coaching Ministry: Now Available in a Second,

Online Version

by Dr. Don Brandt, Lutheran CORE’s CiT Director

Congregations in Transition (CiT) coaching has

always, from its beginning, been available as an ex-
penses-only, volunteer coaching ministry. But CiT
can now provide assistance even when a church finds
the cost of an on-site visit by the coach to be an ob-
stacle to its participation. This means that even small
and geographically more isolated churches can now
afford the services of a trained CiT coach. In fact, the
only cost to a church taking advantage of this new
online, distance-coaching version of CiT is the initial
registration fee of $150 paid to Lutheran CORE.

This means months of coaching guidance—at
virtually no cost—to help your congregational lead-
ers navigate through what can be an extremely chal-
lenging time in the life . .
of your church. And, in CIT can now provide

ﬂllle case of LCl\éCT assistance even when
churches, your Ci

coach can advise you a church ﬁl.lds the
not only in the initial ~ €OSt of an on-site visit
period following your by the coach to be an
pastor’s departure, but obstacle

also in your search for
your next pastor.

So how can distance, online coaching make a
difference for your church? Let me answer that ques-
tion based on what I have discovered in working
with congregations over this last year. I have found
that effective coaching of transition teams can take
place with conference phone calls, individual phone
conversations, and through regular, on-going email
communications. And I should not have been sur-
prised. The professional coaching industry—whether
church-related or secular—is based, in large part, on
the model of online and phone communication, not
face-to-face meetings. And unlike forty years ago,

long-distance phone calls are
free, and on-going written
communication can be by
email or text, not snail-mail.

The primary key to mak-
ing this kind of distance
coaching effective is that in-
dividual phone calls, confer-
ence phone calls, and video
conference meetings are
based on written answers, from church leaders, to
questions that have been provided by the coach in
advance of each meeting. Then the answers to these
questions are emailed back to the coach, and set the
agenda for the subsequent meeting.

But how does the coach become personally ac-
quainted with transition team members when there is
no on-site visit? Through an individual phone con-
versation with each team member. (Conversations—
you guessed it—based on each team member’s re-
sponses to questions
he/she has received
in advance of that
phone call.) Then,
after these individu-
al phone conversa-
tions, the first meet-
ing of the entire
team with the coach

The only cost to a
church taking ad-
vantage of this new
online, distance-
coaching version of CiT
is the initial registration
is by video confer- fee of $150.
ence. (Subsequent

team sessions can be by conference phone call.)

Through this kind of ministry your lay leaders
can learn—from the coach—about the collective ex-
periences of churches that have successfully ad-
dressed the challenges inherent in a period of transi-
tion. Additional information about Congregations in
Transition can be found on the Lutheran CORE web-
site.

How can you inquire—before formally signing
up—as to whether CiT can help your congregation?
Simple. Contact me, CiT Director Don Brandt, either
by phone or email. I hope to hear from you.

Dr. Don Brandt
503-559-2034
pastordonbrandt(@gmail.com

Note: Recommendations and references are available
from congregations working with CiT. Click here for
more information on CiT.
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True Unity: Reflections on the Augsburg Confession, Part 3

by Pastor David Charlton, Lutheran CORE Member

For it is sufficient for the true unity of the Christian

church that the Gospel be preached in conformity

with a pure understanding of it and that the sacra-

ments be administered in accordance with the divine

Word. (Augsburg Confession, Article VII)!
Maintain Unity

One of the most difficult and important tasks of
pastors and leaders in any congregation is to main-
tain unity. It is no easy thing to keep a group of sev-
eral hundred people united around a common vision
of mission and ministry. Many of you have experi-
enced how painful and destructive conflict within a
congregation can be. Friendships are broken, people
become disillusioned with the Church and therefore
with the Gospel itself. Some just drift away and stop
going to church altogether. Even when things seem
to be resolved, distrust can continue to simmer below
the surface.

Politics Are Divisive

One of the things that seems almost certain to
cause division and distrust in 2020 is politics. The
division between Red State and Blue State, conserva-
tive and progressive, Democrat and Republican is as
wide and deep as it has been in a long time. Just
begin to discuss immigra-

tion, LGBT rights, war, They exp ected to
abortion, gun control, reli-

gious freedom, Israel/ hear about how
Palestine, global warming, the synod
and a host of other issues, planned to pro-
and the conversation will .

quickly become heated. Ex- claim the Gospel.

press the wrong opinion and

you might be shunned, or unfriended on Facebook.
In some cases, you may even lose your job or be
sued. This is as true in the family and the church as it
is in the workplace or social media.

My Congregation Is No Partisan Platform

As a pastor, | have always worked carefully and
diligently to make sure that people of all political
stripes feel welcome in my

: They heard a
congregation. I encourage .
each person to live out hisy laundry list of po-
her vocation as citizen by litical tasks the
voting, yolunteering and VP insisted the
advocating for those causes
that he/she believes arein ~ Church must un-
accord with God’s will. dertake.

However, I have made it
clear that the congregation and its ministries cannot

be used as a platform to advance partisan causes. For
instance, the congregation does not pass out voting

guides or endorse amendments to the state constitu-
tion.

And yet at the Synod Level ...

You can understand my dismay then, when I have
seen the annual assembly of my synod used as such a
political platform. Several years ago, members of St.
Paul were shocked when they listened to a report giv-
en by our synodical VP. They expected to hear about

how the synod .

planned to proclaim The Synodical VP
the Gospel. Instead, suggested that those
{hey heard a laundry v o were skeptical of
ist of political tasks

the VP insisted the or opposed to her

Church must under-
take. To add insult to
injury, the VP sug-
gested that those who
were skeptical of or
opposed to her agenda
were in the same moral category as Nazis and White
Supremacists. This same pattern of behavior has con-
tinued for at least four years, if not longer. I can im-
agine the voting members to the synod assembly
thinking to themselves, “But pastor said that the
Church is not to be used as a political platform for
one’s favorite political causes. Was he being untruth-
ful when he said that?”

Where Does the ELCA Leadership Stand?

The bottom line on all of this is that it is no long-
er clear whether the leadership of the ELCA agrees
with what the Augsburg Confession (AC), Article
VII, says about the true unity of the Church. It seems

agenda were in the
same moral category
as Nazis and White
Supremacists.

Continued on page 7
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Why They May Not Hear You

by Rev. Dr. Steven K. Gjerde, Vice President of Lutheran
CORE

Have you ever preached the Gospel to people
who don’t care about anything but the present mo-
ment? Or to put it differently, can you imagine shar-
ing the good news with people who don’t believe
that the past and future have any claim on today?

Past, Present, Future

A Facebook group to which I belong recently
shared a “Preaching Moment” video by Thomas G.
Long, homiletics professor at the

Candler School of Theology, in Speaking of
which he addresses this situation. forgiveness
According to Long, the so-called necessarily

“narrative” mode of preaching
has become less effective in re-
cent years because fewer people

assumes the
relevance of

view their lives as a story with a both the past
past, present, and future. d the f
“The narrative mode of an SLLUE
preaching addressed this need: ture to the
the need is, I have heard the gos- present.

pel; I know the biblical message,

but I am not existentially engaged with it,” Long ex-
plains. “And therefore I need to move from
knowledge to delight.” Narrative preaching seeks to
move listeners from passive knowledge of the Gos-
pel to a lively faith in it by telling stories that help
listeners see themselves within the grand narrative of
Scripture.

Location on the Timeline

But you know how stories work: they typically
connect the past, present, and future, making sense of
how one event touches another. What if the culture
to which you preach lacks that sense of time? That
is, what if it lacks not only knowledge of the biblical
narrative but also what Long calls narrative compe-
tence, the ability to view things in chronological rela-
tionship and locate oneself within that timeline?

Referencing an Oxford scholar named Galen
Strawson, Long points to the rise of people who un-
derstand themselves in this “episodic” way. People
who think “episodically” know that certain things
happened to them in years past, but they insist that
those things don’t have a material effect on who they
are today. Moreover, they don’t view their present in
light of any anticipated future.

Instead, the present moment alone becomes the
workshop of identity. A person’s origins, experienc-
es, and ultimate destination have no necessary bear-
ing on beliefs and moral decisions. “Who I am today

may not be who I am tomorrow” — we’ll have to
wait and see. (Read Strawson’s argument here.)

You and I, like Long, may disagree with this epi-
sodic interpretation of human nature. It seems, per-
haps, a bit defensive, like an argument for how some-
one wants things to be more than a confession of how
things really are. But now consider some of the
trends that we see in our culture and churches.

Trends and Doom

In the realm of identity politics and intersectional
theory, both personal and national identities can be
forged through hard
breaks with the past
that disavow its rele-
vance for the present.
Perhaps the past is
viewed as too oppres-
sive or indecent for
serious consideration,
even to the point of
rejecting the literary
and artistic accom-
plishments of prior eras due to their supposed moral
degeneracy.

Likewise, scientific and quasi-scientific foretell-
ing of the earth’s future can sometimes paint such a
vision of doom as to deny any real future at all. Eco-
logical prophecy can leave people anywhere from
dismal about tomorrow to blithely unconcerned about
it. The future looks as impossible as the past looks
dangerous, rendering both irrelevant for the present.

Torching the Church’s Past

We have whiffs of this episodic malaise in the
church, too. Some of its leaders seem intent on
torching the church’s past, perhaps deeming it too
white, too capitalist, or too cis. Better, they say, to
remake the church in light of present sensibilities
alone. Others, in their radical calls for social justice,
appear almost to despair of any future change, their
cries increasingly vengeful. Where, one might won-

You can always smell
a church without a
Christ-centered vi-

sion of the future, es-

pecially if you’ve had
prior experience in
smelling corpses.

Continued on page 11
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How to Tactfully Navigate Conversations About Your Christian Faith

by Ken Coughlan , Christian Apologist, Trinity Lutheran
Church, Joppa, MD

“Therefore go and make disciples of all na-

tions, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to
obey everything I have commanded you. And surely 1
am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Mat-
thew 28:19-20

“Have I not commanded you? Be strong and coura-
geous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for
the LORD your God will be with you wherever you
go.” Joshua 1:9

a

Jesus Told Us to Go

Go, and do not be afraid. At once these instruc-
tions are both so easy, and yet for many Christians
they are also so difficult. Despite God’s clear com-
mand to teach others about our faith and His reassur-
ance that He will be with us, American culture is in
the midst of a staggering trend against evangelism. In
1993, a Barna Group study showed that 89% of
Christians believed it was the responsibility of every
Christian to share their faith. By 2018 that number
had dropped 25 points to only 64%. 65% of Chris-
tians said they share their faith by the way they live
instead of (not in addition to) talking to people about
Christ.

Why the Hesitation?

Why are people so hesitant to open their mouths
and declare the name of Jesus? Yes, we should be
living out our faith with our actions, but Jesus specif-
ically said to “teach” people. That requires us to talk
to them. Yet so many Christians are afraid to do so.

Have you ever heard any of these statements?

Conversations about religion always become so
heated.

What if I don’t know how to answer their ques-
tions?

How do I even get the conversation started?

These are all common refrains that hold people
back from talking about their faith. The reason they
hesitate isn’t because they don’t know they should be
evangelizing. It’s because they’re afraid they don’t
know how.

Two Main Fears
In my experience people’s hesitancy is largely
driven by two main fears. First, “How do I get the
conversati.on started witE- In 25 years, there
out sounding awkward? o
Second, “What if [ don’t has been a 25%
know how to answer the drop in Christians
other person’s'questi.ong‘?” who believe it is
What follows is a brief in- oy eve
troduction to how we can the responsibility
overcome these fears while — of every Christian
at the same time showing  ¢o share their faith.
courtesy and respect so as
to keep the conversation cordial.
Talk with People

First, how do we begin the conversation? For
starters, we need to talk with people and not at them.
We may have a whole list of important information
about the gospel and we just have to get it out. We
launch into a rapid-fire monologue, taking short
breaths in between sentences, so the other person
doesn’t have time to interrupt our incredibly im-
portant litany. After all, if they get a word in edge-
wise we might get sidetracked from our list.

Shields Up!

When we talk at someone, our primary concern is
to convey all the information we think they need to
hear. But when we talk with them we are more wor-
ried about listening to what they have to say and en-
gaging in a two-way dialogue. The moment someone
senses you are talking af them their defenses will go
up and any opportunity for a meaningful conversa-
tion will be over. They’re not listening to you. While
you’re rambling on, their mind is planning out their
counterattack.

Talking at someone places the focus on us. Talk-
ing with someone places the focus on them. The peo-
ple we are speaking to are individuals, not targets.
Showing respect to someone means being invested in

Continued on page 8
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Where Will Our Future Pastors Come From?

Continued from page 1

us now than it did fifty years ago.”
Of Great Concern to Lutheran CORE

All during my growing up years I experienced
God’s faithfulness and His guiding me to become a
pastor. And yet I realize that many of the Lutheran
ministries that used to engage young people with a
high view of the authority of the Bible and the chal-
lenge to consider a career in Christian ministry no
longer exist or no longer function in that way. Be-
cause of that reality the following are among Luther-
an CORE’s greatest concerns —

How can we help raise up a whole new genera-
tion of Lutheran pastors who will be Biblical and
confessional in their theology and who will be com-
mitted to fulfill the Great Commission to make disci-
ples for Jesus Christ?

What can we do to reach young people for Jesus?
How can we present the Gospel of Jesus to them in a
clear, compelling, and engaging way? How can we
help them feel and be connected to the church?

Opportunity to Act

Lutheran CORE is very grateful for the oppor-
tunity to do something about these concerns through
sponsoring a week of NEXUS for high schoolers at
Grand View University in Des Moines, lowa.

Originally funded by a substantial Lilly Endow-
ment Grant, NEXUS is designed to give high school
students a chance to engage in the study of the Bible
and Lutheran theology, be involved in service, and
discern whether God has gifted them and is calling
them to full-time Christian ministry and/or leader-
ship in the church. In the past three years, over one
hundred high schoolers have gone through NEXUS.
Grand View has found that after a week of NEXUS,
students grow significantly in their understanding of
Scripture, Lutheran theology, faith practices, and the
doctrine of vocation. In addition, many college-aged
mentors who have participated in the program have
gone on to seminary and/or full-time church work.

There is no charge for high schoolers to attend
NEXUS, and Grand View wants to keep it that way.
The original grant from Lilly Endowment will have
been spent by the end of this coming summer, so
Grand View has approached Lutheran CORE and
other ministries about sponsoring a week of NEXUS.

The cost to host one week of NEXUS for twenty-
four high school students, which includes college-
aged mentors, teachers, activities, room and board,
and materials, is $30,000. Lutheran CORE has com-
mitted half of the amount for one week - $15,000.

The funds from Lutheran CORE will be matched by
Lilly Endowment to cover a full week’s cost of
$30,000.

Because the original grant from Lilly Endowment
will cover the costs for the two weeks of NEXUS
during the summer of 2020, the funds from Lutheran
CORE will be used for a week during the summer of
2021. However, we do not want to wait until next
year to be involved. I plan to attend at least a signifi-
cant part of the week of NEXUS this year that will be
sponsored by the NALC (North American Lutheran
Church) — July 12-17 — to further observe the pro-
gram and to get to know, listen to, learn from, and

share with the young NEXUS is designe d

people who are there
about such things as to give high school

thesfy; _— students a chance to
at are they .

thinking about, running engageoln the study
into, and dealing with of the Bible and Lu-
in their lives? theran theology.

What are the ques-
tions that they are asking and facing?

What hopes do they have for the church and for
their own lives?

What is stirring them?

Sharing in that interaction and experiencing a
week of NEXUS will help us know how best to put a
“Lutheran CORE imprint” upon a week of NEXUS
in 2021.

Funding Our NEXUS Commitment

We are very grateful to all those who have al-
ready given — over and above their current giving to
Lutheran CORE — to help fund the commitment that
we have made to provide $15,000 for one week of
high school NEXUS. To see how much has been con-
tributed for NEXUS 2021 so far, click here. We will
continue to update you on our progress via social
media and via CORE’s regular communications.

If you have not already given, we urge you to join
with those who have. You may donate online, or you
may use the response form that you will find here.
Please remember to designate NEXUS on the memo
line on your check. We are very grateful for the faith-
ful generosity of our friends, which will enable us to
help support this fine ministry, in addition to all of
the other ways in which we seek to be a Voice for
Biblical Truth and a Network for Confessing Luther-
ans.
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True Unity: Reflections on the Augsburg Confession, Part 3

Continued from page 3

that many believe that the

true unity of the Church The Lutheran
is found in a common Church confesses
socio/political agenda. e s
Those who do not share ieft S AT -
or will not support this the Word of God
agenda are anathema- and the Sacraments
tized. that God gives the
A further problem Holy Spirit.

arises when we consider
what the AC, Article V, says about the Ministry:
To obtain such faith God instituted the office of the
ministry, that is, provided the Gospel and the sacra-
ments. Through these, as through means, he gives the
Holy Spirit, who works faith, when and where he
pleases, in those who hear the Gospel.?

The Holy Spirit Gives Faith in Jesus Christ

The primary calling of the pastor and the primary
mission of the congregation is to preach the Word of
God, in Law and Gospel, and to administer the Sac-
raments. The Lutheran Church confesses that it is
through these means that God gives the Holy Spirit.
It is this Holy Spirit that gives the gift of justifying
faith in Jesus Christ. In turn, it is faith that becomes
active in good works for the neighbor. (See Article
VI on the New Obedience.) You might say that
through the faithful ministry of the pastor and con-
gregation, God brings about true change in persons,
communities and the world.

Lost Confidence in the Gospel?

One of my primary concerns with the current em-
phasis on political advocacy and engagement in the
ELCA is that it suggests we have lost confidence in

the power of the Gospel .

to change the world. It Through the faithful
is often suggested that ~ ministry of the pas-
the mission of the tor and congrega-
tion, God brings

Church is to be trans-
formative. It is our call- :
ing to change the world. about true change in

Anditis tthrillllgh en- persons, communi-
gagement in the issues -
of the day and in the ties and the world.

promotion of certain

political causes that the Church truly makes a differ-
ence. This turns the Augsburg Confession on its
head.

Political Advocacy Is ELCA Pastoral Duty?
Of more concern is the notion that, within the

ELCA, it is the duty of pastors to promote the politi-
cal causes and agendas endorsed by the larger de-
nomination. Wording
in the standard letter
of call in ELCA syn-
ods says that a pastor
shall “impart

The current direction
of the ELCA encour-
ages and sometimes

knowledge of this insists that we wel-
church and its wider come a major cause of
ministry though distri-

division into our con-
gregations at a time
when the political di-
vide is at its worst.

bution of its communi-
cations and publica-
tions.” When the focus
of the ELCA was pri-
marily on Word and
Sacrament ministry,
this was not problematic. When the majority of the
communications and publications of the ELCA focus
on political advocacy, however, it turns the pastor
into a political operative or press agent.

Unity via the Gospel and the Sacraments

The current direction of the ELCA in regard to
political engagement and advocacy presents a serious
challenge to the ministry of pastors and congrega-
tions as outlined in the AC. It encourages and some-
times insists that we welcome a major cause of divi-
sion into our congregations at a time when the politi-
cal divide is at its worst. It would prevent us from
finding the only unity that is necessary, namely unity
through the Gospel and the Sacraments.

! Theodore G. Tappert. Augsburg Confession (Kindle
Locations 79-81). Kindle Edition.

2 Theodore G. Tappert. Augsburg Confession (Kindle
Locations 88-89). Kindle Edition.

Pro-Ecclesia Conference

The Center for Catholic and Evangelical Theolo-
gy (CCET) will sponsor the 2020 Pro-Ecclesia Con-
ference at Loyola University in Baltimore, Maryland
from June 8-10. This summer’s topic is The Sermon
on the Mount.

The CCET is “a theological enterprise of Catho-
lic, Protestant, and Orthodox Christians whose goal is
to promote faithfulness throughout the Church to the
Word of God in Jesus Christ.”

Click here for registration and hotel information.
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How to Tactfully Navigate Con-
versations About ... Faith

Continued from page 5

who they are, not just in what you want to tell them.

For many people I’ve probably just ratcheted up
the anxiety level even higher. After all, it’s a lot
harder to talk with someone than it is to talk at them.
If I’'m talking at a person, I’'m in complete control. I

don’t have to worry about I don’t know if I

anything they might sa
ything they mig " can handle what

because ... I’'m never giv-

ing them a chance to say ~ someone else is go-
anything. But engaging in ing to say to me.
a dialogue is scarier. All
of a sudden I have to wor-
ry about what someone else is going to say to me,

and that’s what I don’t know if I can handle.

But dialogue doesn’t need to be scary. In fact, it’s
a lot easier than many people think. There are three
easy steps that can serve as a broad outline to any
faith conversation, and with just a little bit of prac-
tice all of us can all become more comfortable de-
claring Christ both with our actions and our words.

First Pray

The first step should be the most obvious but is
one I think too many people today skip over. Pray.
God has told us not to be discouraged because He
will be with us. Do we believe Him? Walking with
us in our times of need is an incredibly small thing
compared to dying on the cross. If God did the latter,
shouldn’t we be able to trust Him to do the former?
Yet we live in a culture that tells us to pick ourselves
up by our own bootstraps and praises individual ac-
complishment. So ironically even in much of our
ministry, many Christians try to “do it on their own”
without first stopping and asking the Holy Spirit to
be a part of what they are undertaking. Just like we
should pray before every ministry meeting, we
should pray when we set out to evangelize.

Then Look for Opportunities

Second, we need to look for opportunities.
They’re all around us. Most of the time we’re just
not paying attention. Michael Ramsden, President of
Ravi Zacharias International Ministries, tells a story

abput a time he was in a Be aware of the
hair salon and overheard .
god our culture is

the owner say to a stylist
next to her, “My business is worshipping.

doing so well but there
must be more to life than this.”* That was an oppor-
tunity, and he took it. There is more to life than suc-

ceeding in business, no matter what our culture says.
By paying attention to what was going on around
him, Mr. Ramsden was able to start up a conversa-
tion that led to an hour and fifteen-minute discussion
of the gospel.

Keep Doors Open

Not every opening will be that obvious. Rec-
ognizing when these chances arise will often require
us to have at least a basic understanding of the topics
that are permeating our culture. Maybe it’s a meme
circulating on social media. Maybe it’s the ac-
ceptance speech some Hollywood celebrity just gave
at an awards show. Maybe it’s the latest blockbuster
in the movie theater. People are always talking about
something, and those “somethings” very often will
open the door to a discussion
on faith. The question is
simply whether we are going
to walk through it. We don’t
need to immerse ourselves in
every aspect of contemporary
Western culture. But at the same time, we can’t be
completely oblivious to it either. Paul knew what the
Greeks valued when he spoke at the Areopagus. We
need to be aware of what unknown god our culture is
worshipping.

Our goal is to
listen and have
a dialogue.

Ask Questions

So, we’ve prayed, we’ve seen an opportunity
arise, and now we’re wondering how to seize it.
What do we say to get the conversation started? That
leads into step 3, ask, don’t tell. This one seems a bit
counter-intuitive to
some people. If we have
all this information we
want the other person to
hear, shouldn’t we be
the one doing the talking
and they be the one do-
ing the listening? Actually, you can accomplish even
more by primarily using questions, plus you gain
some other important advantages.

Questions invite the other person to speak. They
can’t shut down because you are talking at them if
they are doing most of the talking. But even though
they are doing most of the talking, you are actually
in control of the conversation. Questions determine
which topics are up for discussion, and you are the
person asking all the questions. Finally, questions
foster conversation. When one person is asking a
question and another is giving an answer, there are
two people invested in the discussion. Our goal is
not to lecture, but to listen and have a dialogue.

Greg Koukl has a fantastic book called Tactics: A

When a person
makes a statement,
the first thing to ask
is a question.

Continued on page 9
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Game Plan for Discussing Your Christian Convic-
tions. Anyone who wants to learn more about how to
effectively evangelize should have a copy, read it,
and keep it handy. Koukl calls his primary tactic the
“Columbo Tactic,” named after the famous television
detective played by Peter Falk. Columbo was famous
for asking question after question while investigating
a case, and our approach to evangelism can look very
similar.

Three Ways to Direct a Conversation

Koukl explains three ways we can use questions
to direct a conversation. The first is to use them to
gather more information. An example is, “What do
you mean by that?”> When a person makes a state-
ment, the first thing we should do is ask a question.
Something of the variety of “What do you mean by
that?”” not only al-
lows us to make
sure we are under-
standing them cor-
rectly, but some-
times it gets the
other person to
think through what
they’re saying. In
today’s social me-
dia age, many peo-
ple are merely repeating slogans they’ve heard that
sounded good, but they have no idea what they actu-
ally mean.

The second way to use questions is to reverse the
burden of proof. Koukl’s example for this is, “How
did you come to that conclusion?””* There is a trap
that almost all of us have fallen into from time to
time. Someone makes a statement that we know is
false. Our immediate instinct is to explain to them
why it is false. So, we launch
into our long explanation,
rattling off all our evidence,
convinced that in the end the
other person will come
around and see things our
way. If we do that, we end up
talking at people again and their defensive walls will
spring right up.

There’s a better way to handle this situation.
When someone makes a statement that runs contrary
to what God has told us to be true, just ask them a

1. “What do you mean
by that?”

2. “How did you come
to that conclusion?”

3. “Have you ever con-
sidered...?”

Asking shows
genuine interest
in them and
their opinion.

question. Start out by making sure you are under-
standing them correctly with “What do you mean by
that?”” But then follow it up with “How did you come
to that conclusion?” It may surprise you to hear that
the vast majority of conversations I engage in with
people when they make claims like this never need to
get past this second question. Most people have no
idea how they arrived at any particular conclusion.
Their claim wasn’t
borne out of some
rational evaluation
of the arguments
and evidence result-
ing in a well thought
out conclusion.
They read some
meme online that
they agreed with, so
now they’re just re-
peating it. If some-
one else makes a
claim, it is not your job to refute it. It is their job to
defend it. Asking them politely “How did you come
to that conclusion” is one way to respectfully place
the burden on them, where it belongs.

The third way Koukl suggests we can use ques-
tions is to make a point.* This is where you finally
have the opportunity to inject all that information you
have inside your head into the conversation. But you
still need to resist the temptation to talk at people.
The most inviting way to insert information into the
discussion is to use a question. “Have you ever con-
sidered...?” “What do you think about...?”

Ask, Don’t Tell

There’s a fundamental difference between merely
telling people information and asking them questions
about it. When you tel/, you may come across as if
you believe you are smarter or superior. But when
you ask, you are showing genuine interest in them
and their opinions. At the same time, you are inviting
them to think through something they may not have
thought about before. They are much more likely to
do so if they don’t feel like they are being “preached
at.”

When someone makes a
statement that runs
contrary to what God
has told us to be true,
ask a question. Make
sure you understand
them correctly with
“What do you mean by
that?”

Suppose you know absolutely nothing about em-
bryology, but you hear someone say, “Christians
have no right to object to abortion unless they’re
willing to take care of all the extra babies that will be
born if abortion is outlawed.” You can still ask them
a “what do you mean by that” type of question. For
example, “I just want to make sure I’'m understanding
you correctly. You’re saying that no one has the right
to object to unborn children being killed unless

Continued on page 10
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they’re willing to take care of those unborn children,
is that right?” You could follow it up with a question
of the “how did you come to that conclusion” varie-
ty. “How is it that my not having the resources to
personally take care of a child makes it okay to kill
it?”

Too often people hesitate to evangelize because
they don’t think they know enough. They want to
leave that sort of thing to the “professionals,” like
their pastor. But each and every one of us is expected
to share our faith, not just those in church leadership.
Anyone can ask questions, so all of us know enough
to get out there and get started.

Admit You Don’t Know

But what if someone says something that you
don’t know how to answer? That is one of the big-
gest causes of anxiety, and yet at the same time it is
one of the easiest questions to answer. If someone
asks you something you don’t know how to answer,
you politely say, “I don’t know the answer to that.
Let me look into it and I’ll get back to you.” Then
you politely end the conversation.

Conversion Is the Holy Spirit’s Job

We often put way too much pressure on our-
selves. We think that each and every conversation
needs to result in the other person accepting Christ or
else it was useless. Nothing could be further from the
truth. We have to remember that conversion isn’t our
job. We can’t convert anybody anyway. That’s the
Holy Spirit’s doing. Our job is to do as we have been
instructed, so that if the Spirit wants to use us as an
instrument through which He works, then we are
obediently available.

To Sum It Up

Greg Koukl describes a more modest goal he sets
for himself when engaging in evangelistic conversa-
tions. “All I want to do is put a stone in someone’s
shoe. I want to give him something worth thinking
about, something he can’t ignore because it contin-
ues to poke at him in a good way.”> We worry so
much about what other people will say because we
think we need to have all the answers. We don’t. Just
set yourself a modest goal and get out there and
share the gospel. First, pray. Second, look for oppor-
tunities. Third, ask, don’t tell. Use questions to gath-
er information, to reverse the burden of proof and to
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make a point. We all know that we should be sharing
God’s good news. Hopefully this basic outline can
help reassure you as to how.

! Centre for Public Christianity, “Conversation
Apologetics — Michael Ramsden,” March 24, 2018,
video, 44:32, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=9MJb5 2CABL

2 Greg Koukl, Tactics: A Game Plan for Discussing
Your Christian Convictions (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2009), 49-52.

3 Ibid., 61-64.

4 1bid., 77-87.

5 Ibid., 38.
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For All the Saints

Twenty-five years ago the American Lutheran
Publicity Bureau (ALPB) published For All the
Saints (FATS), a four-volume prayer book that al-
ways seems new and is still in demand today. Each
individual volume can be purchased for $38 plus
shipping or the entire set can be purchased for $140
(shipping included).

To keep up with demand, the ALPB is going to
reprint FATS in 2020 with a few minor changes.

For more information, click here.


http://alpb.org/
http://lutherancore.website/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/FATS2020.pdf
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der, is their enlivening hope in the advent of Christ?
You can always smell a church without a Christ-
centered vision of the future, especially if you’ve had
prior experience in smelling corpses.

How Now Shall We Respond?

So Strawson and Long may have touched on
something significant. Their reflections dovetail with
what others have noted about the growth of a “new
paganism” in America, given that many non-
traditional spiritualities also lack a clearly linear con-
ception of time. But now the question is: how shall
confessing Lutherans respond?

First, we should answer for ourselves the basic
challenges that the episodic mindset poses to our con-
fession of faith. For example, speaking of forgiveness
necessarily assumes the relevance of both the past
and the future to the present. Forgiveness only mat-
ters as part of a story where people are otherwise re-
sponsible for their past action and face condemnation
in the future. But why should that be? Why should
my actions yesterday have any claim on who I am
today? Don’t Lutherans believe in a “new Adam and
Eve rising daily” before God?

Why the Past and Future Matter

In response, Lutherans might start with what we
consider the hallmark condition for freedom and life
before God: “the righteous shall live by faith.” Trust
in Christ justifies the sinner, Scripture says, and just a
little reflection on the nature of faith will reveal why
the past and future matter as much as the present.

Simply put, trust is necessary for happiness. It is
trust that allows us to form commitments that provide
us with daily security and open the future to such
fundamental things as love and family. At the same
time, trust thrives on the past and anticipates a future.
Whether it’s trust in God or trust in our neighbor,
faith in anyone depends on the reliability of that per-
son, a reliability that is only known through the nar-
rative of that person’s past. As a colleague of mine
points out, you may consider yourself as free of your
past as you wish, but your boss may have other
thoughts. A boss relies on your dependability in an-
ticipation of the company’s future success.

Why Trade Freedom for Bondage?

Having reflected on those connections between
happiness, trust, and time, confessing Lutherans may
then critique the episodic mentality and answer its
challenges with the renewing Word. By way of the
Law, we may press a culture that seeks to ignore the
past and future with a simple question: why would
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you trade freedom for bondage? Why give up the
necessary conditions for trust and commitment and
love (the life God would have for you)?

Indeed, why not acknowledge things for how they
really are, even if it means finding yourself saddled
with a history of wrong? Facing our past error ulti-
mately sets the stage for greater trust, commitment,
and love in the future by exposing our unreliability
and asserting that both God and we hope to end it.

Then, having exposed the happy life’s depend-
ence on both the past and the future, we may intro-
duce the narrative of God’s utter dependability. His
trustworthiness, pictured through the history of Israel
and fulfilled in Jesus, not only justifies the existence
of sinners now — they exist for His glory, as it turns
out — but it also opens the future with the promise of
their ultimate healing. Preaching this faithfulness of
God starts to root a rootless culture into His narrative.

Rise of the New Adam

It also allows us to grant the episodic mindset at
least one gracious nod. Inherent to episodic thinking
is the desire to be continually new. As noted earlier,
some might say that thinking episodically is good
Lutheranism. “Don’t Lutherans believe in a new Ad-
am or Eve emerging daily?” Yes, it is essential to
faith in Holy Baptism! Recognizing that the past and
future play a role in shaping identity should never
steal from the believer that fresh joy of Christ.

But now we can see what makes such joy possi-
ble. The believer only comes to newness of life by
trusting God’s trustworthiness over the sinner’s unre-
liability. That is, it only comes by way of repentance,
and that repentance is made possible only through
trust in God’s mighty works and what they promise
in the world to come. Only through this intersection
of the Biblical narrative and one’s personal narrative
does the New Adam arise.

I’m not writing these reflections to advocate a
renewal of narrative preaching. To the contrary, I
agree with Long that the narrative preaching of the
last century has probably enjoyed its heyday But
consideration of how
the church and its
neighbors divide
over one key aspect
of narrative (time!)
may help us speak
the Gospel. It may
lead us to understand
better why some
people are not hear-
ing us, and how we may overcome that divide with
the good news that turns past, present, and future into
a really good time.
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