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A DIFFERENT KIND OF APOLOGIST
by Dan Kimball

pologetics is desperately needed more than ever in our emerg-
ing culture. But I believe that a different kind of apologist may
be needed.

I realize that some may disagree with me. I hear fairly often from
some church leaders that emerging generations are not interested in
apologetics: “In our postmodern world there isn't interest in rational
explanations regarding spiritual issues.” “We don’t need logically pre-
sented defenses or offenses of the faith.” These kinds of statements
always confuse me. The reason is simple: In my dialogue and relation-
ships with non-Christian and Christian young people for more than
18 years, I am not finding less interest in apologetics, but actually more
interest. The more we are living in an increasingly post-Christian and
pluralistic culture, the more we need apologetics because people are
asking more and more questions. We desperately need to be ready to
answer the tough questions of today’s emerging generations.

This increased interest and need for apologetics in our emerging
culture fits very nicely with one of the classical and well-known Bible
passages on apologetics:

But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be pre-
pared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the
reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness

29
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and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who
speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may
be ashamed of their slander (1 Peter 3:15-16 N1v).

Over the past couple of years I have heard apologists emphasize
“gentleness and respect,” which is an absolutely wonderful shift. Some
Christians who are drawn to apologetics can have temperaments which
may not always come out with gentleness and respect as they engage
non-Christians. But this passage includes something else that, oddly,
we don’t hear much about. Yet it is critical for our discussion of apolo-
getics for new generations.

People Can’t Ask If They Don’t Know Us

The passage in 1 Peter 3 says “Always be prepared to give an answer
to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”
Let me ask you, have you ever been standing on the street or in line at
the supermarket and had a stranger walk up to you and say, “Excuse
me. Can you tell me the reason for the hope that you have?”

That doesn’t happen, because strangers do not generally walk up to
people they don’t know and ask questions like this. Strangers also don’t
know the other person, so they wouldn’t be able to know if someone
has hope or not. So how does someone know and trust Christians
well enough to see the hope that they have and trust and respect them
enough to ask them about it?

This is the biggest missing component in many of our approaches
to apologetics today. It is one of the biggest shifts we are seeing with
emerging generations. Apologetics is still needed today, but the apolo-
gist isn’t necessarily trusted in our culture today. In the 1960s and
1970s, many younger people left the church because they (rightly) felt
the church was often irrelevant. The critical questions that younger
generations had at that time were not being answered. The music and
various approaches to preaching and worship were becoming outdated
and not speaking to new generations at that time. So when churches
revamped their approaches to worship and preaching and developed
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clear answers for some of the questions people had, many people (even
if they weren’t Christian) became interested.

The culture still had a general respect for Christianity. So it was
easier to communicate and also have a voice that folks would listen
to. For those who grew up in a church but walked away, answers to
their critical questions were extremely valuable. But today, Christians
and the church aren’t trusted like they were. Before, we were hoping
to see people return to the church. Today, many have never been part
of a church in the first place.

Times have changed. But the Spirit of God is still alive and active.
People will always be created with questions about life, meaning,
purpose, and God. Apologetics are still important today for new gen-
erations, but our approach must change.

Hanging Out with the Wrong People

In my early days as a Christian, I constantly read books on apol-
ogetics so I could share with my non-Christian friends about my
newfound hope. My friends were concerned that I was following a
religion and reading a book (the Bible) that they felt was written by
primitive, ancient, and uneducated people. So this challenge kept me
studying to respond to their concerns. The more I read and studied,
the more my confidence in Christianity grew.

I eventually joined a large, wonderful church and made some
friendships with others who also liked apologetics. We spent hours
talking about theology, reasons why we could trust the Bible, and
ways to respond to common objections such as the problem of evil. I
bought almost every apologetics book available and attended many
apologetics conferences. I loved having Christian friends whom I could
talk to about apologetics, but something slowly dawned on me: I
wasn't really talking to any non-Christians anymore about apologet-
ics. I realized that I was hanging out all the time with Christians who
loved discussing apologetics and the tough questions about the faith.
But I wasn’t spending time with the non-Christians who were asking
these tough questions.
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As I began exploring this further, I discovered that many people
who like apologetics primarily socialize with other like-minded people.
Certain temperaments and personalities cause some Christians to
become more interested in apologetics than others, and they con-
nect with each other. Having community with other Christians who
share common interests such as apologetics is a wonderful thing. But
I realized that my Christian friends and I weren’t using apologetics to
engage non-Christians. We were only talking with each other.

I discuss this in 7hey Like Jesus but Not the Church, where I included
this diagram, which lays out a typical pattern: The longer we are
Christians, the less we socialize with non-Christians. We may work
with non-Christians or have neighbors who are non-Christians. But
the types of conversations we have and the trust that we build changes
dramatically when we actually befriend and socialize with those out-

side the faith.

The number of non-Christians
we hang out with

The longer we are Christians

The danger is that we don’t do this on purpose. It happens unin-
tentionally. But because we have limited time and we enjoy hanging
out with others who think like us, we can remove ourselves from the
very ones we are sent by Jesus to be salt and light to (Matthew 5). As
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the Spirit molds us to be more like Jesus, the majority of people who
benefit from our growth are already Christians. We are salt and light
to each other, not to the world. The more skilled in apologetics we get,
the fewer people we know who actually need it.

You may resist hearing this, and I hope I am wrong about you. But
let me ask you a question or three:

1. Think about discussions you have had about apologetics
with people in the past six months. How many have been
with Christians, and how many have been with those who
aren’t Christians yet?

Let me make this more direct and personal:
2. Who are your non-Christian friends?

When was the last time you went out to a movie or dinner or simply
hung out with a non-Christian? If people are to trust us in order to
ask us for the hope we have, we must spend time with them and build
relationships. The typical answers I get from Christians quite honestly
scare me. Again, I hope I am wrong about you. Do you intentionally
place yourself in situations or groups where you will be likely to meet
new people? For me, music often provides an open door. So whether
I’'m with the manager of a coffee house I frequent or the members of
local bands, I try to have the mind-set of a missionary and meet new
people. This sounds so elementary and I almost feel silly having to
type this out. But this leads to a deeper question:

3. Who are you praying for regularly that is not a Christian?

Our prayers represent our hearts. What we pray for shows us what
we are thinking about and valuing. When the unsaved become more
than faces in the crowd, when they include people we know and
care for, we can’t help but pray for them. And we must remember:
We can be prepared with apologetic arguments, but the Spirit does
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the persuading. Are you regularly praying for some non-Christian
friends?

Again, I feel almost embarrassed asking this. But when I started
realizing that I had fallen into this trap, I wondered if I was alone. As
I began asking other Christians about this, many seemed to be like
me. | even asked an author of apologetics books to tell me about his
recent conversations with non-Christians that included apologetics.
But he couldn’t remember any recent examples. He was talking only
to Christians! This isn’t bad, but it raises an important question: How
do we know the questions emerging generations outside the church
are asking if we are only talking with Christians?

I recently talked with a person who teaches apologetics to young
people. As we talked, he shared how interested youth are in apologetics
(and I fully agree). I asked about the types of questions he is hearing,
and I was surprised that his experience seemed quite different from
mine. | was working with non-Christian youth at that time, but he
was speaking primarily with Christian youth at Christian schools
and youth groups. Nothing is wrong with teaching Christian youth
how to have confidence in their faith through apologetics. This is an
important task we need to be doing today in our churches. But if we
are focusing our energy and time listening mainly to Christians, how
do we know what the questions non-Christian youth or young adults
have? This brings me to my next point.

Providing Answers Before Listening to Questions

The effective apologist to emerging generations will be a good lis-
tener. Most of us have been good talkers. We Christians often do
the talking and expect others to listen. But in our emerging culture,
effective communication involves dialogue. Being quiet and asking
questions may not be easy for some folks, but those are critical skills
we need to develop in order to reach new generations.

A 20-year-old Hindu became friends with someone in our church.
Eventually she began coming to our worship gatherings. I got to meet
with her at a coffee house, and because I was sincerely curious, I politely
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asked her some questions. How did she become a Hindu? What is
Hinduism to her? What does she find most beneficial in her life about
it? She eagerly told me stories that helped me understand her journey
and her specific beliefs. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t interrupt her
or jump in to correct her when I felt she was saying things that may
have been inconsistent. I didn’t interrupt and tell her that there cannot
be hundreds of gods, that there is only one true God. I simply asked
questions and listened carefully.

Eventually, she asked me about the differences between Christianity
and Hinduism. I gently and respectfully tried to compare her story
and what she said with the story of Jesus and the narrative of the Bible.
But I didn’t try to discredit her beliefs or show why what I believed was
true. She asked me about the origins of Christianity, and I was able
to draw a timeline on a napkin that included creation, the Garden of
Eden, and the fall. I explained that people eventually began worship-
ping other gods or goddesses, not the original one God. I then walked
her through a basic world religions timeline I had memorized and
explained where Hinduism fit in that timeline. It truly was a dialogue,
as I would stop and see if she had any input or comments.

I didn’t show her why I felt Hinduism was wrong; rather, I let our
discussion speak for itself. The differences between Christianity and
Hinduism became obvious. A few weeks later, she told me in a worship
gathering that she had left Hinduism and chosen to follow Jesus. My
talk with her was not the turning point. She had many conversations
with other Christian friends in our church. They knew her beliefs,
loved her, invited her into community, and lived out the hope they
have. She could see it and experience it, and eventually she wanted to
know the reason for the hope in her friends. I definitely needed to be
ready with apologetics when I met with her. But the reason she even
met with me was that we built trust first. Trust was built with some of
her Christian friends. Trust was built during conversations I had with
her when she came to our worship gatherings. Eventually, this trust
led to her being open to dialogue specifically about her Hindu faith
and to ask questions. First she was valued as a person and listened to,
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and then came the questions about the hope we have. Let me ask you
a few questions about this:

1. On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate yourself as a
listener in conversations about faith?

2. What are some of the questions you have been asked as a result
of building trust and listening? Would anyone have asked
those questions if you didn’t build trust and listen first?

Stockpiling Ammunition or Building Trust

I recently heard of someone who was taking church groups on the
street to walk up to total strangers and strike up conversations and then
use apologetics with them. I respect the passion to reach lost people,
but I was saddened by the methodology. The leader chose this area
because it was highly populated with homosexuals. From my perspec-
tive, this is almost the opposite of the methodology that is effective
with new generations. We may have our apologetics gun loaded, but
we haven’t built trust. We haven’t gained a voice in their lives, so they
don’t trust us enough to listen to us. Walking up to total strangers and
asking them questions about very personal things immediately puts
them on the defense. The discussion begins in a semi-confrontational
way. This reinforces some of the stereotypes of Christians we need to
break. Non-Christians are often open to discussing personal beliefs
about religion and worldviews, but this normally occurs in the context
of trust and friendship.

I recently met a guy in his twenties who was working at a coffee
house. I did my usual thing: I selected one place to frequent and
eventually got to know those who work there. We eventually started
talking about all kinds of things, mainly music at first. Eventually
I told him I was a pastor at a church and began asking his opinion
on things. I asked about his impressions of church and Christi-
anity. I shared that I knew about Christians’ bad reputation and
that I wanted to know how he felt about that. This wasn’t the first
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thing we talked about, and we had begun to build a friendship, so
he was happy to talk to me about this. One of his main issues was
that the Christians he met knew nothing about other religions, but
they would tell him he should be a Christian. His concern was that
Christians were naive about anything but what they believed, and
he didn’t respect that.

As I listened, I didn’t try to butt in and comment when he would
say something I disagreed with. Instead, I listened, asked clarifying
questions, took notes, and thanked him for each opinion. I asked
him what he believed and why he believed what he did. And then the
inevitable happened—he asked me what I believed.

Knowing his beliefs, I was able to construct an apologetic that
catered to his story and specific points of connection. As with so many
people, the issue of pluralism and world religions was a major point
of tension that he felt Christians are blind about. Eventually our con-
versation moved to the resurrection of Jesus, which he saw as a myth.
I used the classical Josh McDowell resurrection apologetics, explain-
ing various theories of the stolen body and why they fell apart upon
scrutiny. I shared about the guards at the tomb and how they would
defend the sealed tomb. I was ready (thanks to Josh McDowell), and
my friend was absolutely fascinated by that. I could tell he had never
heard this before, and as we ended our time together, he thanked me.
I didn’t press him for a response.

The following week I went back to the coffee house, and he told me
that he now believed in the resurrection. He had been totally unaware
that there are actually good reasons to believe it is true. Over the
weekend he got a copy of the Bible to read the resurrection story and
had no idea it was repeated in each of the Gospels. This is why I am
convinced that regardless of how postmodern emerging generations
may be, they receive apologetic arguments when trust is built. Of
course, it is the Holy Spirit who does the work in someone’s heart—
not clever arguments. But God still uses apologetics in our emerging
culture.

Consider these questions:
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1. When you are studying apologetics, does your heart break
in compassion for the people you are preparing to talk to?
Or are you stockpiling ammunition to show people they
are wrong?

2. When you have used apologetics with those who aren’t Chris-
tians yet, do you find your tone being humble, broken, and
compassionate, or is your tone argumentative and perhaps
even arrogant (although you would not like to admit that)?

Critical Apologetics Issues

I know that most apologists are not arrogant, ammunition firing,
non-listening people who don’t have any non-Christian friends and
only talk to other Christians. But at the same time, a little hyperbole
may raise up some ugly truth we perhaps need to admit. As I shared, I
know I have been guilty of these very things. We must all examine our-
selves and be brutally honest about it. Too much is at stake not to.

As statistics are showing, we are not doing a very good job of reach-
ing new generations. Our reputation is suffering. But at the same time,
I have so much optimism and hope. Apologetics is a critical factor in
the evangelism of new generations. That is why I was thrilled to be
part of this book.

If you are a leader in a church, I hope you are creating a natural
culture in your church of teaching apologetics and training people
how to respond to others when asked for the hope that they have.
But again, how we train them to respond is just as important as the
answers themselves. The attitudes and tone of voice we use as we teach
reveal what we truly feel about those who aren’t Christians and their
beliefs. Our hearts should be broken thinking of people who have
developed false worldviews or religious beliefs and don’t know Jesus
yet. How we teach people in our church to be “listeners” and build
friendships is critical. Here are some of the key things we must be
ready to answer today:

o The inspiration and trustworthiness of the Bible. Everything
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comes back to why we trust the Bible and what it says about
human sexuality, world religions. . .everything. Why the
Bible is more credible than other world religious writings
is critical.

* Who is Jesus? Emerging generations are open to talking about
Jesus but for the most part, they have an impression that
He is more like Gandhi than a divine Savior. This gives us
a wonderful opportunity to share why Jesus is unique and
to provide an apologetic for His resurrection.

* Human sexuality. We need to be well-versed in why we
believe what we do about the covenant of marriage between
a man and woman, about human sexuality, and about sexual
ethics in general.

» World religions. We must have an adequate understanding
of the development and teachings of world religions. I don’t
meet many younger people who are hard-core Buddhists,
but many are empathetic to Buddhist teachings. Many pick
and choose from different faiths. They are often surprised
to see that many religions are mutually exclusive.

The Most Important Apologetic

As I close this chapter, I want to remind us that the ultimate
apologetic is really Jesus in us. Are our lives demonstrating the fruit
of the Spirit (Galatians 5), such as gentleness, kindness, patience, and
love? Are we being salt and light with our attitudes and actions toward
people? Are our conversations filled with grace and seasoned with salt
(Colossians 4:6)? Do our lives show that we are paying attention to the
things Jesus would, including the marginalized, the oppressed, and
the poor? People watch and listen. If they trust the messenger, perhaps
they will be more open to listen.

We can have all the answers ready to give people who ask, but are
they asking us? If not, perhaps we have not yet built the trust and
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relationship and respect that lead them to ask us for the hope we have.
Maybe that’s where we need to start—with our hearts and lives. If
we will, I can almost guarantee that others will ask us for the hope
we have.

May God use us together on the mission of Jesus as we are wise
as serpents but as innocent as doves. May God use our minds and
hearts to bring the reason for the hope we have to others. And may
God put others in our lives who will ask for the hope as they watch
us live it out.

Dan Kimball is the author of several books, including They
Like Jesus but Not the Church, and a member of the staff of
Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, California.
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