The Gospel of John and Reclaiming Conversation in 215t Century Evangelism
Introduction

The landscape of the digital age has changed human interaction. The dynamics of
interpersonal contact have been reshaped by the variety of electronic devices that we employ. This
inevitably impacts the in-the-flesh encounters that we have as human beings. It affects how we
relate to one another and changes the role of the most basic aspect of human interaction, the
conversation.

In her book Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age, Sherry Turkle,
(Professor of Social Studies of Science and Technology at MIT) explores the consequences of
modern technology on human conversation. In the introduction she writes:

Face-to-face conversation is the most human—and humanizing—thing we
do. Fully present to one another, we learn to listen. It’s where we develop
the capacity for empathy. It’s where we experience the joy of being heard,
of being understood. And conversation advances self-reflection, the
conversations with ourselves that are the cornerstone of early development
and continue throughout our life.*

This reality is in the throes of challenge and change in these digital times. However, as
Turkle argues in her book, conversation is so intrinsic to the human experience that the loss of it
inevitably creates a desire for it. This provides a provocative opportunity for Christian evangelism
as it opens a space for the church to embrace its counter-cultural roots and help lead the way in
reclaiming conversation and all of its significance in the forming of human society and
relationships.

The fullness of this opportunity is rooted in the centrality of conversation to human
connection and the construction of meaning and identity in people’s lives. Though the gospel can
be shared in many ways, personal conversation has been at the core of mission and evangelism

since the first century. The ministry of Jesus in the Gospel of John is a particularly clear example

of this. Of course, the landscape of the first century stands in stark contrast to the digital age. Can
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the way Jesus used conversation, as depicted in John’s Gospel, really provide insight into how the
church can employ conversation, in an increasingly non-conversational age?

The following exploration of Jesus’ conversations with others in the Gospel of John will
demonstrate how conversation is used to invite people into a greater knowledge of who Christ is
and who they are as a result. Further, due to the fact that conversation remains an integral, though
currently diminishing part of social interaction in our contemporary society, we will consider how
the theme of conversation and identity in the Gospel of John offers implications for contemporary
evangelism. Finally, we will seek to offer the idea that a focus on conversation in evangelism,
while increasingly counter-cultural, is in keeping with the counter-cultural nature of the gospel and
the ministry of Jesus to invite others into relationship and into participation in the hope that he
embodied.

It is well known that the Gospel of John is distinct among the four gospels. There are a
number of features that set John’s Gospel apart from the three synoptic Gospels. Aside from
differences in Christology, events, and the use of dualistic speech patterns; John’s Gospel also
contains extended dialogues throughout, which differs from the dialogues presented in the other
canonical gospels. According to Warren Carter, the Gospel of John is an ancient revelatory
biography, as it contains a chronological sequence of events that include dialogue with Jesus as its
main characteristic.? One can scarcely read a single chapter without finding dialogue between
Jesus and another person. Conversation is a key feature in John’s Gospel and the numerous
conversations in the fourth Gospel offer a valuable lesson in evangelism to the contemporary
church. The conversations that are recorded in the Gospel of John frequently bring the identity of
Christ front and center. While highlighting the identity of Christ, these conversations also offer a
point of reflection for the individuals in the Gospel who are the subjects of these conversations.

Those whom Jesus engages in conversation are invited to consider their identity in light of Christ
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and his message. Ultimately these interactions accomplish the fundamental goal of John’s Gospel,
which is to elicit faith and belief in Jesus Christ on the part of the reader (John 20:31).

For the purposes of this article, a conversation will be defined as two or more verbal
interactions in which Jesus speaks and someone responds, or vice versa. Analyzing every
conversation in the fourth Gospel is beyond the scope of this article, so for the sake of brevity the
following conversations will be explored as they offer a representation of the various kinds of
people Jesus encounters throughout John’s narrative: Jesus and the disciples, Jesus and
Nicodemus, Jesus and the Samaritan woman, and Jesus and Pilate. The disciples represent those
who engage with Jesus and respond favorably, Nicodemus presents an encounter with a Jewish
religious leader, the Samaritan woman is someone outside of the Jewish sphere, and Pilate
represents Roman power. While this is not an exhaustive list of the kinds of people Jesus engages
in John, it does offers some kind of representative diversity in his conversation partners throughout
the Gospel.

Conversation as an Invitation to “Come and See”

Before the first conversation takes place in the Gospel of John the reader finds a 14-verse
prologue that introduces and establishes Jesus in relation to the Father and Creation (John 1:1-4).3
As the author’s account of Jesus’ ministry continues to unfold the reader begins to see the ideas
presented in the prologue come into clearer focus.* As the identity of Christ comes into view
through the conversations that take place throughout the gospel account the reader is drawn back
to this passage. The author provides the answer to the question of Jesus’ identity in the prologue of
his gospel.> From this prologue the reader continues into the rest of the gospel knowing that Jesus
is the logos (John 1:1), he is the creator (John 1:3), he is the light (John 1:4-5), he is the Son, (John
1:14) and he is the incarnation of the Father (John 1:14). What is also vital to recognize in this

passage is the designation given to those who believe — children of God (John 1:12).6 The



believers’ identity is tied to Christ’s, and Christ is where true life is to be found. Having
established this text as the basis of the author’s proclamation of who Christ is, we can now move
to an examination of Jesus’ dialogue with others.

The very first recorded words that Jesus speaks in the Gospel of John come in the form of a
question.” In John 1:38-42 when two of John the Baptist’s disciples hear John saying “Look, the
Lamb of God!” (John 1:36) they follow after Jesus. In response, Jesus turns around and asks them
this question, “What do you want?” (John 1:38). Their response seems somewhat guarded, “where
are you staying?” (John 1:38) perhaps suggesting curiosity as though they were yet unsure what to
make of Jesus.® Jesus’ response is invitational, “Come, and you will see,” (John 1:39). The way
that Jesus responds is significant because rather than answering a logistical question with a simple,
straightforward answer he answers the deeper question that the two men are asking concerning
their desire to know more about Him. Jesus invites them to come along and participate in the
journey in order to discover the answer for themselves. The implication of Jesus’ response is that
they would come to understand as they followed.®

Similarly, a few verses later in the Gospel account, when Philip calls Nathanael, Philip
uses the same words as Jesus, “Come and see,” (John 1:46). Another invitation to come and
experience Jesus for oneself. Upon meeting Jesus, Nathanael is startled by Jesus’ insight into his
life. Jesus speaks to the core of Nathanael’s character, a man he only just met. Nathanael responds
to Jesus by saying, “How do you know me?” (John 1:48). Jesus’ response leads to further
revelation regarding Nathanael’s activities to which Nathanael responds by confessing that Jesus is
the Son of God and King of Israel (John 1:49). This event not only tells the reader how the
disciples were called, but it adds to the long list of titles describing Christ.? This interaction and

invitation to “come and see” is the first of many where Jesus’ words catch the other person by



surprise, and where the result is further discourse about who Jesus is, and usually who that person
Is as a result.

The two men who initially approach Jesus and are invited to “come and see” are led to a
place of understanding that they are being called to a life of following that will gradually yield a
deeper understanding that apprehending spiritual knowledge is a journey akin to the physical birth
process. There is an inevitable gestation process that takes place before physical birth. Physical
birth takes time, as does spiritual birth.'! Nathanael is offered insight into how his willingness to
come and meet Jesus qualifies him as an Israelite “in whom there is no deceit” (1:47).%2 This
terminology seems to compare Nathanael to the patriarch Jacob whose dealings with Laban and
Esau depict him as a man of “deceit.” Thus, Jesus seems to point to Nathanael as an ideal Israelite
seeker. Unlike the patriarch who first bore the name “Israel” Nathanael is a man of noble character
who knows enough to pursue knowledge of Jesus. Here again the brief conversation between
Nathanael and Jesus yield insights into both Jesus and Nathanael. It also invites the reader to
reflect on both sides of this through the preceding conversations.
Conversation as an Invitation to Explore and Redefine Identity

Not only can conversation in the Gospel of John be seen as a theological invitation to
“Come and see,” but it can also be understood as an invitation to explore and redefine identity.
The conversation arising from Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus strikes somewhat of a different
tone than the calling of Nathanael. Nicodemus makes his appearance at night, coming to Jesus as a
wealthy man, a Pharisee, and a respected member of Jewish society.*®* Nicodemus comes to Jesus
presenting what he and the Pharisees know about him (John 3:2). Jesus responds with a statement
in the form of a spiritual metaphor concerning the need to be “born again” that seems to answer an
unasked question.* Nicodemus is unprepared for Jesus’ response and it causes him to ask a follow

up question about the impossibility of returning to his mother’s womb (John 3:4). Jesus clarifies



the spiritual significance of his initial metaphor (John 3:5-8) yet Nicodemus remains confused
asking, “How can this be?” (John 3:9). This confusion is different from Nicodemus’ initial
confusion because, understood in context, Nicodemus’ second question seems to be getting at
Jesus’ authority to say such things.!® This provides Jesus with the opportunity to further clarify his
statement while mildly rebuking Nicodemus. This exchange of dialogue represents more than a
conversation between two individuals, it also represents a response of the Jews to Jesus, and a
clarification of Jesus’ identity. In the end, Nicodemus is unable to grasp Jesus’ identity or his offer
and teaching of new life.1® This is representative of one way that people might respond to Jesus.
They may hear but not understand, therefore missing the identity of Christ and thus fail to
integrate it with their own narrative, misunderstanding their own identity and need for life as a
result.

In direct contrast to the story of Nicodemus, the Samaritan woman at the well offers a
different outcome. To begin with, the Samaritan woman is the opposite of Nicodemus.” She is
unnamed, not wealthy, a woman, not a respected member of society. She belonged to the ‘wrong’
ethnic community, and she encountered Jesus during the day (John 4:9).8

In this conversation it is Jesus that speaks first. He asks her for a drink of water and she
responds in shock (John 4:7-9), because it would have been unheard of for a Jewish man to
associate with a Samaritan woman.® Jesus replies to her astonishment by declaring that if she
knew who it was that asked she would be the one asking for a drink of living water (John 4:10).
Jesus introduces another spiritual metaphor here and it results in her confusion and borderline
dismissal of His claim (John 4:11-2).2°

Seeing that the woman is confused, Jesus further clarifies his statement (John 4:13-4). The
woman continues to misunderstand and is unable to move past a literal interpretation of Jesus’

words (John 4:15), so Jesus switches his approach and begins to identify details of her life, thus



demonstrating the divine nature of his identity (John 4:16-8). As Jesus switches his approach the
Samaritan woman begins to comprehend who is standing before her offering this gift of living
water (John 4:19, 25).2! Jesus then identifies Himself as the Messiah (4:26) and the woman’s
response is to share this newfound knowledge with those in her town (John 4:28).

This action demonstrates a discernible shift in the woman’s concept of self. At the
beginning of the encounter she is at the well, alone, at an uncommon time. Her seeming social
isolation is most likely rooted in her unconventional marital history and current common-law
status. Yet, after her encounter with Jesus she is eager to go and engage with her fellow citizens.
She enthusiastically invites the townspeople to “come and see” (John 4:29). This conversation
incorporates the invitation to “come and see,” as well as adding a new invitation to explore and
redefine identity. The text implies that Jesus desired that this woman would come to believe that
he is the Messiah and that that knowledge would change the way she defined herself.??

In contrast to Nicodemus, the Samaritan woman comes to accept Jesus’ revelation and
progresses in her journey to faith.® The literary contrast of Nicodemus coming to Jesus in
darkness while the Samaritan woman encountered Him during the day is somewhat illustrative of
the difference in their comprehension and thus the discovery of Christ’s identity and their own.?*
The Samaritan woman seemed to eventually grasp the life that Jesus was offering while
Nicodemus remained blind to it.?

In addition to conversing with individuals, John’s Gospel also presents Jesus talking with
groups of people. Two of these groups include his disciples and “the Jews.” Although the disciples
spend a significant amount of time with Jesus, certainly more than any others, they still frequently
misunderstand what he says to them.?® Their misunderstanding serves as a plot function that
allows Jesus to expand upon his statements and use the dialogue to reveal more of his identity as

the word, life, and light.
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One example of such a conversation between Jesus and his disciples is found in John 4:31-
38. This takes place right after Jesus encountered the Samaritan woman at the well. The disciples
find him and urge Him to eat something (John 4:31), but when they do Jesus responds in a typical
fashion by saying something that catches his disciples off guard. Jesus says, “I have food to eat
that you know nothing about,” (John 4:32). The disciples misunderstand him and take what he said
literally, speculating that perhaps someone brought him food (John 4:33). Jesus then clarifies his
statement by explaining that his food is to do the work of the Father who sent him (John 4:34),
thus reaffirming his identity as the Son of God.?” Then he speaks of the harvest and the crop of
eternal life (John 4:35-38).

This portion of dialogue points to the fact that Jesus has come as the provider of eternal life
and reaffirms his identity as the revealer of God’s life-giving purposes.? It also confirms the
disciples’ identity as workers of God sent to reap the harvest (John 4:38). This interaction also
follows the typical pattern of conversation previously seen in Jesus’ conversations with
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman; a question, usually followed by a seemingly odd statement,
then confusion, clarification, perhaps more confusion, and finally revelation with varying degrees
of acceptance.?® This conversational pattern serves the purpose of revealing Jesus’ identity and
also helping to reframe or clarify the identity of those he is conversing with.

Conversation as an Invitation to Reflect

The author’s account of the events leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion contain a number of
significant conversations. Of particular note are Jesus’ multiple interactions with Pilate. After the
Jews brought Jesus to him, Pilate attempts to have the Jews resolve their issues by themselves
(John 18:28-31). After being rebuffed by the Jews because they lack the right to execute someone
(John 18:31), Pilate returns to Jesus and asks him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” (John 18:33).

Jesus responds by asking Pilate about the origin of his question (John 18:34).



The title, “king of the Jews” would have had different meanings for Jews and Gentiles. To
Jews the title implied the one who would replace Roman authority, the Messiah, God’s chosen
ruler for Israel.>® To Romans the title would have been a threat to Caesar, and referred to a ruler
over Palestine.3! Jesus wanted to know if Pilate was simply repeating the accusations of the Jewish
leaders, or if the insight belonged to Pilate himself.3? Jesus’ question also prepares the way for the
following discussion of kingship, as Pilate responds by asking Jesus to explain what he had done
to deserve the accusation being mounted against Him (John 18:35).

Jesus replied to this by revealing some of his identity (John 18:36). Again, Jesus makes a
transition from physical to spiritual matters in saying that his kingdom is “not of this world” (John
18:36). Pilate pushes Jesus for a confirmation of what he seems to be saying by asking him
outright if He is a king (John 18:37). Jesus agrees but expands upon his kingship by saying that he
has come to “testify to the truth” (John 18:37). Pilate then leaves the conversation by voicing a
significant question: “What is truth?”” (John 18:38). In his responses to Pilate, Jesus clarifies and
offers revelatory statements concerning his identity as the Christ, the one who testifies to the
truth.33 Pilate left their first encounter not understanding, or perhaps not caring about that which
Jesus was trying to communicate.3* Pilate seemed to decline Jesus’ invitation for reflection in an
attempt to push for a quick solution to the growing unrest.

In their second conversation Pilate returns to Jesus in fear after hearing the Jews accuse
Jesus of claiming to be the Son of God (John 19:7-8). This time Pilate asks Jesus where he is from
(John 19:9). With Jesus refusing to answer, Pilate attempts to elicit an answer through an appeal to
his power to determine Jesus’ outcome (John 19:10). Jesus finally responds by nullifying Pilate’s
argument in saying that Pilate only has what has been given to him from above (John 19:11).
Again, Jesus diverts attention to spiritual matters giving Pilate the opportunity to reflect on what

Jesus has said. Determining Pilate’s degree of belief is difficult, but it is fairly safe to conclude
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that Jesus caused Pilate to consider the case that lay before him. Definite claims concerning Jesus’
true identity were made throughout their conversations; however, in the end Pilate seemed unable
to fully grasp all that was said.® Pilate’s conversations with Jesus represent conversation as an
invitation to reflect on the identity of Christ. Other conversations in John, including the ones
considered earlier, teach us that using conversation as a way to invite reflection and response was
at the heart of Jesus’ evangelistic approach.

Having outlined conversation as an invitation to “come and see,” an invitation to explore
and redefine identity, and as an invitation to reflect on the identity of Jesus and one’s response to
it, let us now move to a consideration of the place of conversation in the contemporary
evangelistic context.

Conversation in Contemporary Context

It would be naive to think that the conversational approach taken by Jesus, as depicted in
John’s Gospel is easily transferable to today. Contemporary and ancient conventions governing
conversation, not to mention conversations about religion, are a significant distance apart.
However, what is transferable is the principle of conversation as a key feature in contemporary
evangelism. Also, we can reimagine how many of the other principles drawn from Jesus’ use of
conversation in the Gospel of John might be applied in a way that is contextually appropriate for
today.

Sherry Turkle, in her book Reclaiming Conversation reminds us that we live in a
technological universe where we are always communicating, but that is often quite different from
actually engaging in conversation. In fact, many of the technologies that we regularly employ keep
us away from conversation with one another. Turkle, who is in no way technology averse herself
(she has studied digital culture for over thirty years and participates in it enthusiastically) offers

the opinion that we are becoming more and more aware of what technology can and cannot do for
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us and that the time is right to recapture the life giving potential of conversation.3 Whether Turkle
Is correct or not (and there is certainly reason to believe that she is), the church has a tremendous
opportunity to be a leader in cultivating the art of conversation as a response to the dearth of
significant human interaction that many people experience today. Further, we must appreciate the
way that conversation, as a counter-cultural initiative can become a key vehicle for gospel
conversation and revelation to take place. The following propositions provide a practical
framework for thinking about how we can appropriate the art of conversation in evangelistic
initiatives.

Attentiveness Through Asking Questions

As we noted in our exploration of John’s Gospel, the conversations that Jesus engaged in
were shaped by questions; either the ones asked of him or the ones that he asked of others.
Conversations are usually led by an initiating question and are fueled by the questions that follow
in response to statements that are made by our conversation partners. Good conversations are
driven by the curiosity of someone, or more than one person who are truly interested in knowing
what others think and why they think it. As Turkle reminds us, “conversation implies something
kinetic. It is derived from the words that mean ‘to attend to each other, to lean toward each
other.””®" This kind of engagement demands interest that is demonstrated by asking questions that
provoke conversational response.

The example of Jesus in John reflects this kind of engagement as he provokes conversation
through the use of questions. While his questions may seem curious to us, and perhaps seemed that
way to those who were the recipients of them, the evangelistic model is clear. If one is going to
engage someone else in a conversation that may lead somewhere then a question, perhaps even a

series of them, will be necessary. Questions, in this sense, drive conversation through the pursuit
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to know and be known, and so the relationship between conversation, questions and identity is as
applicable in our time as it was in the first century.

As the art of conversation is being reshaped by new forms of communication it becomes an
increasing challenge to be an initiator of conversation, and thus an asker of questions. Unlike Jesus
as presented in the Gospel of John, we do not have to be overly innovative in the questions we ask
because the notion of genuine conversation is now somewhat novel itself. Depending on the level
of relationship that we find ourselves in, asking simple questions about one’s state of being,
thoughts on a current event or childhood experience with religion could provoke a conversation
that opens up the way for exploration of spiritual truth. The key is the desire to “lean toward”
another person and initiate a conversation with a question or two.

This being said, the art of conversation does not require that all questions provoke deep
reflection. In fact, most of our conversations take place at a superficial level, but that does not
make them unimportant. Author, spiritual theologian, and long-time pastor Eugene Peterson writes
about the importance of small talk in his book The Contemplative Pastor.

As a pastor, Peterson initially found himself impatient with the mundane conversations that
he often had with the people he encountered. However, he later realized that “[I]t is the nature of
pastoral life to be attentive to, immersed in, and appreciative of the everyday texture of people’s
lives.”3 This is surely not only sage pastoral wisdom, but insight for the evangelist too. Further,
he writes about how he came to understand that engaging in conversation, even daily small talk,
typified by the asking and answering of questions, was at the heart of his work of helping people
find God. “Most of us, most of the time, are engaged in simple, routine tasks, and small talk is the
natural language. If pastors belittle it, we belittle what most people are doing most of the time, and
the gospel is misrepresented.”3® This captures the importance of the attentiveness and engagement

in conversation that is at the heart of the evangelistic enterprise as modeled by Jesus in the Gospel
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of John. Asking questions is at the core of attentiveness and conversational engagement. Without
it, as Peterson dramatically states, “the gospel is misrepresented.”

Using Unexpected Statements

The repeating theme in Jesus’ conversations with others is that each conversation contains
shocking or unexpected statements, and at least some measure of initial confusion on the part of
Jesus’ conversation partner. In a world that often does not slow down or take the time to move past
routine pleasantries and quick exchanges, the conversations that Jesus had with people can seem a
bit odd to the modern reader. In fact, all that one has to do is simply imagine these conversations
taking place in their local coffee shop, shopping mall, or grocery store and they would instantly be
confronted with the strange nature of these exchanges.

Once again, it would be naive to think that a direct translation of Jesus’ words and
questions should be applied in an evangelistic capacity to today’s conversations. However, the
element of surprise may hold something of an opportunity for those seeking to recapture the other-
seeking value of conversation. In our fast-paced, technologically driven society where time is
money, people simply do not expect to have conversations that deviate from the usual standard. In
fact, every person has a schema for social interactions. We have an embedded expectation of how
conversations will typically unfold. An example of this is when you meet someone for the first
time. You know that you must first learn that person’s name, and then introduce yourself. Then
you might ask a question about their occupation if they do not ask you first. You might then
inquire about their family or their interests, and so on. There is a typical list of questions that are
associated with getting to know someone.

Nicole had an experience recently where she overheard a youth pastor friend of hers having
an introductory conversation with someone when they proceeded to ask the other person a deep

question about themselves quite early on. Her friend’s tone was somewhat comedic but not so
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much so that the recipient of the question could dismiss it. It completely caught the other person
off guard and it led to a significant conversation about identity and where they currently saw God
at work in their life. Nicole later asked her friend why they would ask such a bold question, and if
they often take such risks in such an early stage of a relationship? Their response was “yes.”
Nicole’s friend explained that they do this because it throws people off of their routine list of
responses and blows past the superficial in order to get at what lies underneath the surface. This
friend has taken a note from Jesus’ playbook and was using it successfully.

To be sure, this approach is not neat and tidy. As was already discussed, a hallmark of
Jesus’ conversations was confusion, if not sometimes rejection or dismissal. Indeed, there is an
underlying pattern in the conversations throughout the Gospel of John: confusion, clarification,
and insight. Jesus would make some sort of surprising statement; which was typically met by
confusion, and would then offer clarification in response. Sometimes that clarification would lead
to insight concerning his identity and what he offered, and would create an opportunity for the
listener to accept what was said. Taking the hint from this pattern in the Gospel of John,
contemporary evangelistic engagement must put aside the fear of venturing away from the normal
realm of conversation and be willing to have a few odd conversations. To do so is once again an
act of “leaning toward” another person as an expression of desire to know an-other person on a
more purposeful level.
Conversation as an Invitation to Come and See

The invitation to “come and see” in conversation is atypical for many Christians. The
question, “what are we inviting them to come and see?” is a fair one. We may naturally think this
entails inviting them to a church service, which may or may not seem like a good idea. However,

conversations themselves can be spaces where people can experience something. In the context of
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evangelism, a conversation can invite someone to “see” where Jesus is in their lives and get a
glimpse of his presence at work in them.

When people encounter the person of Jesus Christ for themselves they are likely to be
drawn toward him, so we must learn how to have the kind of conversations that are not simply
about passing on information about Jesus, but rather are interested in helping people to “see”
Jesus. It can be as simple as finding a place in the conversation to ask who they think Jesus is,
what they think about him, even how they define themselves. Better conversations start with better
questions. Given the appropriate moment we can ask things like, “what do you desire most in
life?” or “Who do you strive to be?” These are big and personal questions, but if we venture into
conversations with an attitude of respect and openness, and we are willing to take a risk, then the
trajectory of these conversations can lead to unexpected moments of significance that transcend a
transmission of content and lead to a deep personal and spiritual connection.

Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch explore the role of experience in evangelism when they
suggest that what many “not-yet Christians” need is to experience something transcendent as a
part of their journey toward Christ. As conversation invites experience, it may be that our
conversation takes place while lying in the grass under a starry sky with our conversation partner,
or wandering through an art gallery together.*° In these places the possibility to “see” Jesus can be
heightened and conversation can take on a new dimension or meaning. The idea that conversation
is about the mind alone is limited in its usefulness. Conversation can both invite others into a
meaningful experience of Jesus, and can also unfold out of our lived experiences and encounters.

An invitation to “come and see” presents an opportunity in that a person will need to
decide what to do with what they have seen and experienced. To witness Jesus, or even a glimpse
of him, for oneself is to answer the question of his relevance to one’s life. For some, this may be a

welcome opportunity to explore and redefine identity or discover purpose. Although there are
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some people that would be reluctant to admit it, as human beings we have a desire to be known
and to know where we fit.*!

Some people build walls around this desire for different reasons, but the desire remains
within them. People are likely more willing to talk about their life and identity than we anticipate.
As they speak we are able to learn more about them and where they are in their journey of faith.*?

There is a beautiful representation of this premise that came out of a festival called Burning
Man. This yearly, self-described, community gathering in the Nevada desert now draws crowds in
the tens of thousands, and is based on 10 principles including radical inclusion, gifting,
decommodification, radical self-reliance, radical self-expression, communal effort, civic
responsibility, leaving no trace, participation, and immediacy.* Artist, Alexander Milov created a
compelling sculpture at Burning Man that depicts the wire frames of two adults sitting, heads
bowed to their knees and arms drawn around themselves, facing back to back.** Within the wire
frames are the silhouettes of two children, reaching from within the adults toward each other.*

The sculpture is a moving depiction of the innate desire to ‘lean toward’ one another, to
know and be known. As the figures of the children in the sculpture illustrate, there is often a
guarded longing within each of us to understand our place in the world and how we are to be
defined in that place. The process of inviting people to wrestle with this question and exploration
can have the latent benefit of not only helping the individual discover things they may not have
previously articulated, but it can also challenge us to answer the same questions of ourselves and
our own journey of faith.

Conversation as an Invitation to Reflect and Discover

The invitation to reflect in conversation offers the opportunity to think about what one

truly believes and where that belief is rooted. In inviting people to reflect in conversation,

Christians can offer multiple viewpoints for people to consider. At the same time, Christians must
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be open to being the recipients of such questions. As Turkle notes “conversation with others
provides rich material for self-reflection.”*® The practice of reflection creates grounds for personal
growth and discovery. Conversation helps us to learn what we think by listening to ourselves
talk.*’ In this sense conversations that invite inner exploration and examination of faith issues are
an act of hospitality as we help people discover themselves more fully.

It can be somewhat difficult and even uncomfortable at times because we may find that
more questions are raised than answered. We may not reach a resolution by the end of a
conversation and it is possible that we may discover things that we don’t like. However, even in
these cases it leaves the door open for future conversations and times for further reflection and
self-discovery. This allows our evangelistic efforts to be profound acts of service in which we are
not just seeking to convert someone as much as help them, and help ourselves, understand
themselves more fully. Elaine Heath, using the writing of Julian of Norwich as an example, writes
about the need for people to come to a place of self-discovery as foundational to their finding God.
Heath reminds us that holding hope forth to people as they discover themselves, even their
brokenness in all its various forms, is what is at the heart of evangelism.*

Conversational engagement inevitably provides a vehicle for self-reflection and brings
about the possibility of self-discovery. We saw this at work in Jesus’ ministry and conversations
with people, as depicted in the Gospel of John. These are great gifts that a conversational approach
to evangelism offer to the body of believers today.

Listening

The hospitality of conversational evangelism necessitates the courtesy of deep listening.
This has not always been a trait of what would traditionally be deemed “good” evangelistic
practice. Largely evangelism has been conceived of as “delivering a message.” This kind of

understanding does not place much emphasis on listening as a primary act of the evangelist’s
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work. However, in true conversation listening is absolutely necessary if a genuine interchange is
going to take place.

Listening is a highly evangelistic act, as it is the way we form relationship and come to
understand people’s lives and the stories that they tell. Further, in today’s climate, where genuine
personal engagement is often at a premium, listening is the place where evangelism truly begins to
happen. In keeping with the model of Jesus that we explored earlier, “listening is the evangelistic
act of genuine presence and authentic relationship that mirrors the incarnational activity of Christ
and is the essence of mission.”*

Could it be that listening is the most evangelistic thing we can do in today’s world? Turkle
expresses the significance of listening in conversation when she writes, “[T]o converse, you don’t
just have to perform turn taking, you have to listen to someone else, to read their body, their voice,
their tone, and their silences.”° This is the act of deep engagement that brings about meaningful
interchange between human beings and sets the table for any kind of positive exchange. It is at the
very core of evangelism today. As already noted, the act of listening to someone is itself an
evangelistic act of incarnation. Listening, truly listening, to someone is a gift given. It is not a pre-
evangelistic necessity that we must perform prior to sharing the message we want to share. It is a
counter-cultural act of hospitality that speaks on its own terms. It is intrinsic to the kind of
conversation that facilitates an honest exchange around the ideas of the gospel between two human
beings.

Conclusion

“Conversation? It died in 2009.” So said a college senior to Sherry Turkle in her research
for her book Reclaiming Conversation.’ This sobering statement reminds us of how our social
media age is usurping genuine, face-to-face interaction and making the idea of genuine

conversation something that people experience less and less. However, could it be that the other
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side of this is that the lack of conversation creates a desire for it? If so, then the ancient example of
Jesus as he is presented through the Gospel of John yields critical insight for the practice of
evangelism in contemporary culture.

Conversation remains essential for relationships, so it is no surprise that conversation must
be a key element of evangelism today. The model that Jesus provides is generative to our
contemporary thinking about how conversation is not just a tool for evangelism but is at the heart
of Jesus’ mission. A movement towards initiating conversations of significance is critical to
evangelism because it creates the opportunity for people to be known and to know God.

Of course, because initiating conversation is increasingly counter-cultural this involves
taking a risk. One might end up being perceived as “weird,” and yet simultaneously end up
looking more like Jesus. This too is worth noting from the portrait of Jesus in John’s Gospel.
Jesus, quite simply, was out of the ordinary, and it captured peoples’ attention. Our world is in
need of Christians who are bold and confident enough in their faith so that following in the ways
of Jesus will produce good fruit. People might just see him when they are talking to us.

Evangelism is a journey. It will entail many, many conversations. As we enter into those
conversations with expectant faith, we can anticipate that Jesus will reveal himself to our

conversation partners just as he did to his own conversation partners in the first century.
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