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Introduction
When Jesus Calls Us to
Be Socially Awkward



What are you expecting as you pick up this book?


	a how-to guide for practicing evangelism


	an academic treatise about the topic of evangelism


	a toolkit for doing new kinds of evangelistic ministry


	a self-help book for dealing with your own uncertainties about evangelism




Let’s go deeper: How do you expect to feel as you read this book?


	curious because you have never seen evangelism linked with psychology and pastoral counseling


	uncomfortable because you don’t think evangelism is a good fit for you


	guilty because you think you do not evangelize often enough or well enough


	challenged because you want to evangelize better


	apathetic because evangelism is not a topic that matters much to you


	jaded because you have heard it all before


	combative because you expect to disagree with what you are going to read


	left out because evangelism is never described in a way that fits with you, your personality type (shout out to my introvert readers!), your theology, or something else


	some other way?




As a teacher, I wish I could be with you to discuss your thoughts and feelings as you start reading. I do that in my evangelism classes, inviting students to talk through their negative and positive experiences of evangelism before we get into the subject matter because those experiences will have a powerful influence on how they engage with the material.

If you are concerned this book is one more voice demanding you evangelize, you can be at ease. I understand that most of us are deeply ambivalent about evangelizing, largely because of the ways that the church has taught it and the culture has stereotyped it. My goal in this book is not to say, “You need to get over your hang-ups and just do it!” Even less is it to lay a guilt trip on you or to make it worse if you already feel guilty. Rather, it is to acknowledge you have real reasons for your reticence. Let’s talk about that and see whether connecting evangelism to psychology and counseling will yield some positive results both for those of us who are called to evangelize and for those we will evangelize.

I can promise you this much: Nothing in this book will ask you to be inauthentic. In fact, we will spend much of part one sifting through the false beliefs that distort our sense of self until we can better see who we really are. One other promise: Nothing in this book will ask you to violate another person’s dignity. We will spend part two considering how we can be persuasive while avoiding the traps of being unethical in how we treat others, especially those who have already been hurt by the church.

There are also extensive downloadable appendixes that have numerous exercises you can use to help you work through the material in this book.1 I encourage you to take advantage of this, pausing to work through the exercises in the appendix as you read. This will help you better understand the information in the book and grow in your Christian formation.

Whether you feel like it or not, you really do have an authentic message of good news to share. It is woven into your very self because that’s where Jesus is working in you. I want to help you find your authentic self and learn to share that message in ways that are life giving both to you and to those you will share it with one day. I also want to be honest with you about the fact that sometimes doing this can be scary.


Here’s the Scary Part

Jesus made people feel uncomfortable.

I don’t mean in the way we usually say it—that Jesus afflicted the comfortable and comforted the afflicted. When we say that, what we really mean is that Jesus made people uncomfortable who deserved it, such as the scribes, Pharisees, and Romans who rejected him. Everyone else—all the ordinary people like us—he comforted.

But that’s not the case. Jesus made everyone, including the ordinary people and even his closest followers, uncomfortable. Often, he did this through putting them into socially awkward situations.

Consider this passage from Mark 3:1-5:


Another time Jesus went into the synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Some of them were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath. Jesus said to the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.”

Then Jesus asked them, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” But they remained silent.

He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, . . .



You likely want to point out that I am missing the last one and a half verses of this story, in which Jesus heals the man. That’s right. We often read this passage and rush to the happy ending.

Consider, though, what it would have felt like in the minutes before that resolution, especially when you did not know what was going to happen:


The air was thick with anticipation as Jesus stepped to the front of the synagogue. He was already famous as a rabbi and a healer. However, the anticipation was tinged with uneasiness. A group of Pharisees who had challenged Jesus over his teachings was gathering along with the congregation. It was clear they were ready for a showdown. The anger almost radiated off them. It was hard not to feel the tension stretching across the room.

Caught between the two, by no fault of his own, was the one man everyone knew on sight. He was nice enough when you met him around town, but he clearly wanted to hide his hand as much as possible. Most of the time he kept it tucked inside his sleeve, out of sight. On this day, perhaps sensing how his presence could feed the tension, he tried to find an unobtrusive spot. He wanted to be invisible.

It didn’t work. As Jesus arrived at the front of the synagogue, he surveyed the crowd, taking in the room, including the group of Pharisees, who glared back at him. He then looked right at the man and said—really commanded—that the man should come join him in front of everyone.

To say the man was embarrassed would be a vast understatement. He did not want to be obvious in daily life. He certainly did not want this level of visibility and vulnerability in the synagogue. But what was he to do? Awkwardly, blushing hard and keeping his eyes lowered, he shuffled to the front and stood next to Jesus, trying with all his might to draw as little attention to himself as possible.

Secondhand embarrassment spread across the people in the congregation as they shifted their gaze away from the man, hoping he would be left alone. Their hope was not fulfilled, though, when Jesus began to teach. His teaching clearly was targeted at the Pharisees and was making the presence of the man even more prominent. Challenging the Pharisees with a clear question about healing and the Sabbath, Jesus waited for an answer.

The silence was deafening. The seconds dragged like hours as the people in the synagogue waited for the Pharisees, Jesus, or anyone to speak and dispel the mounting tension in the room. The situation had long moved past being socially awkward to being painful now. The man standing next to Jesus looked like he was getting dizzy. Several people in the congregation glanced at one another helplessly, pained expressions on their faces. Others just stared at the ground, hunkering down and waiting for the situation to end.

Jesus did not help. He kept waiting, and as he waited he was getting angrier. This was no delightful rabbi who told short stories about the kingdom of God. This was a prophet who had shattered the congregation’s comfort and challenged their leaders to a public contest that demanded one of the most unassuming men in the town be completely vulnerable and visible. Everyone who had shown up that morning hoping to hear some good teaching from the Torah by an up-and-coming young rabbi now felt trapped between two rival factions.



Jesus made the situation awkward for everyone, especially for the man he called to stand up front. Yes, the man would be healed in the end, but he did not know that. In the minutes leading up to his healing, he was put on display with the very feature he would likely most have wanted to hide made as visible as possible. If he had known that was going to happen, would he have attended synagogue that Sabbath? If it had been you, would you have? Maybe going through the social awkwardness was worth it to be healed. But I know some people who would rather forgo the healing to avoid that level of public embarrassment.

This brings us to the question of evangelism. How much social awkwardness would you be willing to face to be a public witness for Jesus? This man did not have a choice in the matter, but most of us do.

The early 2000s saw a huge increase in the resources that denominations and parachurch organizations put into equipping Christians to evangelize. Conferences, seminary classes, training, coaching, and assessments have proliferated, all meant to help individual Christians and congregations take the next step toward sharing their faith with their neighbors. There are no overall statistics on how much has been spent, but as just one example of this, the Foundation for Evangelism, an organization that supports evangelistic work by those within the Wesleyan/Methodist theological stream, increased the amount it gave in grants to small and medium-sized congregations by over $350,000 between 2019 and 2024. Beginning in 2025, it partnered with the Lilly Endowment to provide even more training and grants to congregations. And certainly God has prospered this effort with some amazing local results.2

Yet, for all this, the number of Christians in the United States who are willing to share their faith in Jesus and invite others to claim that faith has dwindled.

In March 2024, Pew Research dropped a bombshell statistic on those who advocate for the practice of evangelism. Nestled within a longer report about the waning influence of religion in the United States was this passage:


There is relatively little appetite for trying to change someone’s mind about religion among any of the religious groups analyzed [in early 2024].

 

• 41% say it’s best to just avoid discussing religion altogether, up from 33% who said this in 2019.

• 53% say it’s best to try and understand the other person’s perspective and agree to disagree, down from 62% who said this in 2019.

• 5% say the best approach is to try and persuade the other person to change their mind. This is virtually unchanged since 2019.3



The truth is, we don’t need the statistics to tell us this. We already know it. We see evidence of it in the declining membership, attendance, and giving in many of our congregations. We see it in how each succeeding generation is more comfortable choosing not to identify with any religion or to claim they are “spiritual but not religious.”4 Even the children in our congregations are not becoming followers of Jesus Christ, and in large part it is because those of us who are Christians are not sharing our faith with them.

This discomfort extends beyond practicing evangelism to studying it. A survey of evangelism professors in seminaries and theological schools conducted by the Academy for Evangelism in Theological Education in 2019 found that most professors say their students are unenthusiastic about having to take a course on evangelism.5 I can attest to this from my own experience of teaching evangelism in seminaries and local churches for over two decades. I once was asked to lead a daylong seminar on faith sharing at a local church, but the organizer asked whether I could please avoid using the words evangelism and salvation since those were difficult for the congregation to hear.

What causes this disconnect? It is clearly not a lack of resources or training related to evangelism. More likely it is part of how Christians are formed in their faith. As I and others have argued elsewhere, it points to many Christians not being convinced the gospel is good enough to share.6

That is an enormous and controversial accusation: that for many Christians the gospel is good enough to believe privately but not to share with others. Is this because we think there is another belief system that is better than the gospel? No, not for most of us. The number of Christians leaving for other belief systems is quite low. What, then?

This book’s contention is that Christians don’t share the gospel because of fear. The gospel is good, but for many of us it is not good enough to get us past the amount of fear that attends sharing it. Like the man in the synagogue, we are afraid that being a witness for Jesus will leave us exposed and vulnerable to the judgment of others, including those who are already hostile to the Christian faith. Better to hide in the back of the synagogue if we can.

Our fear is not just for ourselves. To our credit, we also fear the discomfort we will place other people in by their having to endure our gospel presentations. Many of us have been on the receiving end of having someone share their faith with us in a harmful way. This episode is often seared into our memories, sometimes with a level of trauma still associated with it. Why would we want to inflict that on someone else? Doing so would seem to violate Jesus’ teaching that we are to treat others the same way we want to be treated.

Armed with these dual fears of the pain we may personally endure at the hands of others and the pain that we may cause others, the logical move is to avoid evangelizing entirely. It’s fine for the professionals and those who have gifts for it, but for most of us it is best to bypass evangelism altogether.

The longer we avoid sharing our faith and the potential discomfort that comes with it, the more we normalize seeing evangelism as an unwanted and even unnecessary practice. A loving God would never want us to engage in something that could bring so much social awkwardness, right?

The problem is, convincing ourselves that evangelism is not part of what God wants us to do leads to further complications. Not least of these is a faulty view of what it means to follow Jesus. Jesus offers us abundant life, but that is not the same as a life without pain. As we will see later, there is no pain-free path through life. The question, then, is not whether we can avoid the pain we fear, but whether we will be faithful to Jesus in how we endure that pain. If we want to be faithful, we have to become socially awkward for Jesus (1) by overcoming our fear and enduring whatever pain comes from others judging us and (2) by witnessing to our faith even when it is uncomfortable for others, like the man Jesus had stand with him in the synagogue.7

Dealing with fear is no minor issue. The Bible speaks to this extensively, and many Christian teachers throughout history have addressed it. In my own denominational tradition, John Wesley dedicated substantial time to working through his personal fears and helping others understand how part of God’s salvific work involves overcoming fear.

Overcoming the fear to evangelize—especially when we are afraid of either receiving or causing pain—cannot just happen through being inspired. We have all had those moments when we got excited about being a witness for Jesus only to have that excitement give way to fear when we had to practice it in real life. Overcoming fear requires a much longer process that engages us not just intellectually and spiritually but psychologically.

This book considers evangelism through the lens of psychology. This is not to suggest that feeling awkward about evangelism is a psychological disorder. It certainly is not! However, recent developments in understanding mental and emotional health provide powerful new insights for exploring how both evangelists and those who are evangelized feel, especially in addressing fear.

These psychological insights do not replace the other training we have but work with it. We still should learn to articulate our faith authentically, faithfully, and in contextually meaningful ways. We can do this, however, bolstered by a new array of psychological tools to help us engage ourselves and others with dignity.




Two Parts to This Book and a Recommendation on How to Read Them

There are two parts to this book, corresponding to the two broad fears related to evangelism. Part one, chapters one through six, deals with our own anxious thoughts about evangelism based on the fear of being shamed by others. Part two, chapters seven through nine, deals with our fear of harming others. A downloadable document with appendixes offers several psychological and spiritual exercises connected to what we cover in the chapters.

Chapter one surveys the reasons we have for being afraid of what others will think of us. In this chapter, we will narrow our broad discussion of fear to consider how our discomfort with evangelism parallels some of the same concerns related to social anxiety. We will also consider how our anxious feelings about evangelizing are related to feeling both stigmatic shame and internal shame.

Chapter two introduces the metaphor of the fork in the road between choosing to evangelize or not. Assuming we have chosen not to evangelize, this chapter uses behavioral psychology to provide a framework for how we can build a bridge back to the path on which we do evangelize. It does this by introducing acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), which is one of the most effective forms of therapy for helping people deal with anxious feelings. We will especially consider psychologist Joshua Knabb’s approach of infusing ACT with Christian contemplative practices.

Chapters three through six examine the six processes of ACT that can improve our psychological and spiritual states related to evangelism, helping us address our fear and build the bridge to the path on which we practice evangelism. Chapter three discusses how we can use mindfulness to recognize our whole self (body, mind, heart, and soul) and to distinguish who we are from the negative feelings that come from taking the path away from evangelism. Chapter four gives us the means to lay a foundation for the bridge toward practicing evangelism through helping us identify the specific events and faulty beliefs we use to justify our practice of avoiding evangelism. It then introduces spiritual disciplines as a means of jettisoning our faulty beliefs and claiming our authentic selves in Christ.

Chapter five uses the call to form our authentic selves in the biblical virtues to help us finish constructing the bridge as we learn new beliefs about evangelism to replace the problematic ones. It then helps us work out a new approach to practicing evangelism that is authentic, faithful, meaningful, and creative, using the evangelism equation. Chapter six completes the process by prompting us to walk across the bridge, helping us envision our practice of evangelism going well with the support of a Christian community.

Part two of the book begins with chapter seven and shifts our focus to how we can avoid harming those we evangelize. Using social psychology, it explores how the power of persuasion gives the evangelist greater influence over others than we may expect. Drawing on the teachings of Vanessa Bohns and Robert Cialdini, it reflects on both the practices and ethical implications of persuading others to do or believe something.

Chapter eight considers what we can learn by recasting evangelism as a form of feedback. Feedback is common in our culture today, yet most people are very uncomfortable receiving it. Psychologists have done extensive research on ways feedback can be presented so people will welcome it because they trust it is offered for their benefit. This chapter will look at the different aspects of feedback and how they can help us practice evangelism.

Chapter nine focuses specifically on how to address those who have experienced the trauma of church hurt. It is important for us to understand what trauma is and how we can be sensitive to those who are suffering from it, especially when evangelism triggers it. We will conclude this chapter by looking at evangelistic practices that encourage offering dignity to those who have been hurt by the church through a nurturing relationship that helps them reconnect to other Christians and to God.

You will notice that a central theme throughout the chapters is linking who we are to how we practice evangelism. The practice of evangelism starts not with specific knowledge or skills but with the formation of the evangelist. This is a chief reason for the online appendixes. The appendixes give you several exercises to consider your formation as you process the information from the book.

A note on reading this book: A comment I have frequently received from readers is that one part of the book resonates with their experience of evangelism more than the other. Those who are in heavily secular settings, especially ones in which people have ongoing negative feelings toward the church, often identify more with the fear of being shamed by others, addressed in part one. As one student of mine said about growing up in a city on the West Coast of the United States, “I often felt like I had to apologize for being a Christian.” However, those who either are in environments that are more accepting of Christianity, or have a strong Christian community supporting them so that they are not as dependent on cultural affirmation, connect more to the fear of harming others, described in part two. They are not afraid of being shamed for their faith but are afraid they will not present the faith in a way others can accept or—worse yet—will make people less open to Jesus.

Depending on your experiences with evangelism, your formation in the Christian faith, and the relationships you have inside and outside the Christian community, you likely also will identify more with one of the book’s two parts. For this reason, I suggest that you start by reading the introduction to each part as well as chapters one and seven. These introduce the core ideas in each part of the book. Depending on which one connects more with your experience, continue reading the chapters in that part. For those who decide to start with part two, I highlight concepts I introduced and discussed in part one so you can quickly find and familiarize yourself with them.

Once you have completed the part you resonate with the most, I encourage you to read the other part so that you have a greater appreciation for the struggles your fellow Christians are having. While you may not have the same fears they do, you can learn how to edify others for evangelism. Moreover, you will grow in your own faith. Those who do not fear stigmatic shame can still benefit from the introspective work in part one, and those who do not fear harming others can still become more ethically persuasive and trauma-informed using the tools in part two.

What if you do not feel any fear related to practicing evangelism at all? Again, minimally you can learn about the difficulties other Christians are facing and how to support them. But, more importantly, this book will give you the tools to examine your approach to evangelism. Chapters five and six particularly look at the framework we use to understand and practice evangelism. Even the most confident evangelists I know—including people who face imprisonment or worse for sharing the gospel in the countries where they live—have found the evangelism equation helpful for reflecting on how they share their faith. The chief reason for this is that the equation moves them past using specific scripts or rituals in favor of linking their authentic self in Christ with their practice of evangelism, which opens them to be more mindful of the Spirit’s movement as they evangelize.




A Word of Encouragement

Let me offer a word of encouragement at the outset to help you anticipate the freedom and joy that come from dealing with and overcoming the way anxious feelings have caused you to avoid evangelism.

A local coffee shop used to employ several students from the seminary where I teach. Some of these students were in my class one semester, and they confided in me how nervous they were because they felt like the Spirit was prompting them to be more evangelistic in their public workspace. They were not certain how to do this, though. They had to work through their own discomfort with evangelizing and with the potential of harming people who just wanted to get their coffee. It didn’t make it any easier when a local newspaper ran an article calling the coffee shop the “Sneaky Jesus Café” because the journalist learned about all the seminarians working there even though none of the seminarians had tried to share their faith at that point.

One day, a new customer came into the coffee shop and began talking to one of the seminarians. He explained that he was an international student who would be studying engineering at a local university for the next year. He became a regular and over that year would converse with the same seminarian. She shared with him that she was in seminary and studying to become a Christian pastor. He told her he had no use for Christians because he found them rude and hateful. When he was a young man, a group of Christians came to his village and told everyone they were going to hell for worshiping pagan gods. The Christians tried to convert a few people, turning families against each other, and then they left. His anger at this was still raw. In spite of all this, he continued to interact with the seminarian every time he saw her, and she did her best to be gracious toward him and share about her faith when it was appropriate. At the end of the year, on his last day coming to the coffee shop, he said to her, “You know, I used to think that the people who came to my village were Christians. Now I know they were not. You are what a real Christian looks like.”

To be clear, the engineering student did not say he wanted to become a follower of Jesus or make a profession of faith. The seminarian also did not feel she had reached a point where he was ready for her to ask whether she could pray with him. However, the quiet, gentle, consistent, virtuous character the seminarian maintained opened the door for a mutual relationship that made him receptive to the Holy Spirit healing his anger toward Christianity. When she told the story at the seminary, we celebrated and prayed that the Spirit would continue to work in the student’s life and bring him to know the love of Christ fully.

While there is much to be said about this story that can help calm our fears, one point worth highlighting is this: It rejects the idea that evangelism must be confrontational. If we understand evangelism only as a confrontational activity, it is little wonder we develop the belief that we will face severe reactions for practicing it. If, however, we understand evangelism as a practice that develops over time and within a relationship, it gives us a new vision of what an evangelist is, and it gives those we evangelize a new vision of what being a follower of Christ looks like. For both groups, it lessens anxious feelings about entering an evangelistic encounter because it trusts that God is the one who will bring the transformation in God’s timing and allows for a gracious relationship to grow in the meantime. As a different student who worked at the coffee shop explained, his experience proved to him that he could share his faith in normal conversations without being forced to act like someone he was not or offending the person with whom he was sharing.

Even with this encouragement, many of us still feel apprehension about engaging in socially awkward evangelism. In the passage from the Gospel of Mark we looked at earlier, there were four kinds of people in the synagogue who felt this social awkwardness: Jesus, the man with the shriveled hand, those attending the synagogue service, and the Pharisees. Only Jesus entered the awkwardness out of a living faith. The rest all entered with fear: The man with the shriveled hand was deeply afraid of being stigmatically shamed, the attenders were afraid of causing harm by getting involved, and the Pharisees were afraid of their longstanding, traditional practices and beliefs being challenged. Jesus had a message for all of them: healing for the man, an example of being a public witness in a way that transformed awkwardness to joy for the attenders, and a challenge to know life instead of their faulty—though popularly accepted—beliefs for the Pharisees. I pray the Spirit will work through this book to offer the same kind of assurance for you and for those with whom you will share the gospel regardless of where you are with evangelism right now.











Part 1
Overcoming Our Anxious Thoughts About Evangelism



IN PART ONE, we focus on overcoming the fear we may feel when facing the possibility of evangelizing. In doing this, we follow cognitive-behavioral psychological models to explain why we feel that way and how we can address those feelings to move past our fear and commit to evangelizing. This includes clarifying how we understand ourselves and what we think evangelism is. If you want a sneak peek of the whole structure we will be using, you can check out the diagram at the end of chapter two.

There are many reasons we can feel fear related to evangelism, and there are a couple of items we touch on briefly in this part but do not develop. This is not because they are unimportant but to stay focused on the primary issue of dealing with the potential for stigmatic shame coming from those we evangelize. (Stigmatic shame is defined in chapter one.)

First, it may be that we are anxious not just about the stigma related to sharing our faith but also because people in our context stigmatize something else about us, such as the color of our skin or the accent we speak with. When multiple stigmas intertwine, it complicates the process of becoming confident in our evangelism. For those who anticipate dealing with these other forms of stigmatization, I encourage you to check out the work of Brenda Salter McNeil, who deals extensively with evangelism and reconciliation across social boundaries.1

Second, evangelism carries not just the potential of our being stigmatically shamed by those we evangelize. We can also be stigmatically shamed by our churches. This can happen in multiple ways. In some congregations, the stigma is associated with sexism. Women are not allowed to evangelize because it is a teaching role reserved only for men.2 In other congregations or parachurch organizations, it has to do with not evangelizing properly. There is a clear script or set of rituals we must follow to evangelize, and we are shamed within our church if we do not follow these exactly. In still others, it is the stigma of not generating enough converts. Regardless of the form it takes, the pressure from within the Christian community itself can convince us that we are abject failures related to evangelism and, over time, make the practice of evangelism so painful we do not want to touch it. (If this is you, you may want to skip ahead to chapter nine, where we look at how the church can cause trauma to people.)

While we will not be dealing with all of this in detail, I want to acknowledge these feelings and experiences. I hope that, in considering how anxiety operates in relationship to stigmatic shame, you will also find helpful ways to apply it to your specific situation. I also encourage you—along with all readers of this book—to reach out to people you trust to walk with you as you reflect on your painful experiences. Research has shown that when those who have been hurt by the church are able to experience a “healing imagination” that allows them to differentiate between the pain caused by the church and the gracious nature of God, they eventually are able to share about the good they have experienced from God.3






1
Evangelism, Anxiety, and Stigmatic Shame




Moses answered, “What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, ‘The LORD did not appear to you’?”

Then the LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?”

“A staff,” he replied.

The LORD said, “Throw it on the ground.”

Moses threw it on the ground and it became a snake, and he ran from it. Then the LORD said to him, “Reach out your hand and take it by the tail.” So Moses reached out and took hold of the snake and it turned back into a staff in his hand. “This,” said the LORD, “is so that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has appeared to you.”

Then the LORD said, “Put your hand inside your cloak.” So Moses put his hand into his cloak, and when he took it out, the skin was leprous—it had become as white as snow.

“Now put it back into your cloak,” he said. So Moses put his hand back into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was restored, like the rest of his flesh.

Then the LORD said, “If they do not believe you or pay attention to the first sign, they may believe the second. But if they do not believe these two signs or listen to you, take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground. The water you take from the river will become blood on the ground.”

Moses said to the LORD, “Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.”

The LORD said to him, “Who gave human beings their mouths? Who makes them deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say.”

But Moses said, “Pardon your servant, Lord. Please send someone else.”

Then the LORD’s anger burned against Moses. (Exodus 4:1-14)



Moses was a realist. He knew he was not a good speaker. He stumbled over his words and was not convincing or impressive. One even gets the sense that he might have avoided public speaking whenever possible because of this. He also did not have any credibility among the Israelites, much less the Egyptians and Pharaoh, who knew him as a murderer. He had not even lived in Egypt for the past forty years, setting down roots in Midian as a shepherd instead. Moreover, he was not spiritually mature. Many of the signs he asked God for seem as much to convince him as to convince his future audience. This was not the job for him!

Moses was anxious. He could foresee the dangers ahead, he knew his limitations, and he wanted no part of the entire endeavor. He was even willing to risk God’s wrath just to avoid the social awkwardness that awaited him.

Moses was not wrong. The Israelites did doubt him, and Pharaoh and the Egyptians dismissed him even after seeing several miraculous signs. Things got awkward quickly, with everyone judging Moses while he was trying to share the message God had given him.

While we know the rest of the story, Moses did not know what the outcome would be as he was going through it. All he knew was the crushing pain and social scrutiny he was being forced to endure on God’s behalf. He could not foresee when it would end or whether he would come out of it safely. Moses had genuine reasons to be anxious.

We do too, especially when we consider what Jesus is asking us to do as evangelists. For Christians in some parts of the world, the danger is extreme, including the possibility of imprisonment or martyrdom. Others of us do not face such terrible consequences, but the cultural and social realities still induce anxiety about sharing our faith.


The Growing Presence of Anxiety

While being uncomfortable with evangelism is not an anxiety disorder, learning about anxiety can help us understand what we are experiencing when we are afraid of sharing our faith and why we are experiencing it.

The American Psychological Association describes anxiety as “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes like increased blood pressure.”1 All people feel anxiety at some point, though the stimuli that cause the anxiety can change from person to person. One person may find giving a speech anxiety producing, while another may be completely at ease. However, the non–public speaker may love going to parties and making small talk, while the public speaker becomes anxious at the thought of doing so.

According to Bunmi Olatunji, the director of the Emotion and Anxiety Research Laboratory at Vanderbilt University, anxiety can be associated with both fear and disgust.2 It is not just that we are afraid of what might happen to us; we feel icky about it. The spider on the wall, for example, raises my anxiety level not just because I am afraid it will bite me but because it’s creepy!

Under normal circumstances, Olatunji explains that, while unpleasant, it is good for us to feel anxious. This is because it motivates problem solving, helping us become more adaptive to our situations.3 It is especially effective at keeping us safe. If we encounter something that makes us feel anxious, that anxiety generates the energy to respond in a way that protects us from whatever is producing that anxiety.

Perhaps the best-known example of how anxiety motivates us is the fight-flight-freeze response. When we experience this, the amygdalae, two small clusters of cells near the top of the spine used by the brain to process information and emotion, send signals to release adrenaline and other hormones that engage the sympathetic nervous system. The sympathetic nervous system operates automatically, without requiring rational reflection. This makes it ideal for reacting to immediate danger by doing things such as shutting down digestion, tensing our muscles, and increasing our heart rate and blood pressure. In this state, we are primed for action in response to the danger we face, such as jumping out of the way of a car coming toward us.

Anxiety does not occur only when we are in danger. It is also present when we are dealing with something that is important to us, requiring us to shut out distractions to do our best. Whether playing in the big game, studying for an exam, or preparing to ask that special someone out on a date, anxiety heightens our capacity to do well and demonstrates to us that we care about what we are going to do. When it operates this way, anxiety is a gift because it allows us to give our undivided, best effort to the situation we are facing.

There is theological support for the idea of God granting us anxiety as a protective gift. John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, reflected extensively on the negative and positive aspects of fear, which would not have been distinguished from anxiety in his day. He was especially interested in the anxiety people feel in the face of death. In a letter John sent to his father, Samuel Wesley, he considers the positive outcome of the “evil” experience of anxiety, concluding that God uses anxiety to protect us: “But if pain and the fear of death were extinguished no animal could long subsist. Since therefore these evils are necessarily joined with more than equivalent goods, the permitting these is not repugnant to, but flows from, infinite goodness.”4 In other words, while we do not want to be caught in a perpetual state of anxiety related to death, the fact that we—and all animals—instinctively react with anxiety when facing potentially deadly situations demonstrates God’s goodness to us by preserving us from a great many dangers that might otherwise harm us.

Heather Heinzman Lear, who served as the director of evangelism for the United Methodist Church, suggests that this positive form of anxiety can even be used by the Holy Spirit to prompt us to action. In those moments when we become aware that God wants us to speak, engage, or get involved, it can often feel like anxiety.5 Perhaps this is what the prophet Jeremiah was describing when he complained, “If I say, ‘I will not mention his word or speak anymore in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot” (Jeremiah 20:9). The experience may be uncomfortable, but the way it prompts us to focused action is good.

As beneficial as anxiety can be for us, it becomes a problem if we begin experiencing it outside these situations. When this happens, anxiety can go from being a welcome means of protecting and motivating us to a disorder that hinders our ability to participate in daily life. This is especially the case when our anxiety is caused by something we encounter on a regular basis that is not a real danger.

Far from being uncommon, “anxiety disorders are among the most common of all mental health disorders, affecting an estimated 15% to 20% of people at some point in their life.”6 This is a large enough number of people that everyone reading this book either has experienced an anxiety disorder or knows someone who has.

Of the many anxiety disorders, one of the most prolific is social anxiety disorder. Social anxiety disorder is the fourth-most diagnosed psychological disorder, found in about 7 percent of the adult population of the United States. It is defined as a disorder in which

the individual is fearful or anxious about or avoidant of social interactions and situations that involve the possibility of being scrutinized. These include social interactions such as meeting unfamiliar people, situations in which the individual may be observed eating or drinking, and situations in which the individual performs in front of others. The cognitive ideation is of being negatively evaluated by others, by being embarrassed, humiliated, or rejected, or offending others.7


The danger of losing status in front of other people is far more important than just saving us from possible embarrassment. As therapist Jennifer Shannon explains, it is tied directly to our sense of survival: “We have always hunted and housed ourselves together in packs, so we can watch out for each other. Your ancestors’ social status within their families and tribes was crucial to their survival. . . . These two ever-present possibilities—death, and losing social status or being kicked out of the tribe—are universal.”8 Even if we are not as immediately dependent on others for physical survival today, thousands of years of human history have shaped us to care deeply about how others view us. We feel the impact of others’ judgments in a visceral way, and for some of us the weight of this becomes excruciating.

Along with the 7 percent of adults in the United States who have been diagnosed with social anxiety disorder, up to an additional 10 percent of the population experiences subthreshold social anxiety, meaning they can still suffer severe distress in social situations, just not at the level that tips over to being a psychological disorder.9

The percentage of youth and young adults who struggle with social anxiety disorder is even higher than the overall adult population. The National Institute for Mental Health estimates that approximately 8 percent of thirteen- to fourteen-year-olds and approximately 10 percent of fifteen- to eighteen-year-olds struggle with it. It is far more prevalent among teen females (11 percent) than teen males (7 percent).10

In the case of social anxiety, the fight-flight-freeze response becomes “avoid-or-escape.”11 Avoidance is self-explanatory. We try to avoid interacting with other people, such as by turning down invitations to meet other people or refusing to answer our phone. Escape occurs when we cannot avoid the people and so try to be as invisible as possible around them. We do this either by staying quiet or, if forced to speak, by being submissive and agreeing to what everyone else says.12 In one of the largest studies of its kind, including over 1.3 million participants, researchers showed conclusively that this submissive behavior was on the rise from 2000 to 2020, with many more people refusing to state or defend their personal beliefs so they would not be seen as unique or be forced to disagree with others.13 All of this is meant to make a person as small a target as possible for others’ judgment and disapproval.14

Does any of this sound familiar? A desire to avoid-or-escape interacting with other people because of a high level of anxiety that we will say or do something to draw the negative judgment of others?

It sounds like how many of us treat evangelism.

To be clear, I am not pathologizing a lack of willingness to share one’s faith. I am also not saying it is bad to be introverted. All personality types have authentic ways of sharing their faith with others. Rather, I am recognizing that the same patterns of behavior that appear in those who are socially anxious often appear when we are faced with the possibility of claiming our faith publicly regardless of how we might do that.

A primary reason for this is that all forms of anxiety trace back to intolerance of uncertainty.15 Like the man with the shriveled hand in the introduction and Moses speaking to God, we don’t know what is going to happen next, and that uncertainty makes us extremely uncomfortable. Couple this with negative experiences we may have had with evangelism or negative views people in our context have about evangelism, and it becomes easy for us to have anxious feelings when we have to display our faith publicly. We don’t know what is going to happen, but it seems likely whatever it is will be bad.
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