


Ours is an age in which it is so easy to talk past or about each other, 
and yet so hard to talk to each other. Talking to each other doesn’t 
mean agreeing with one another. But it does mean seeking and 
recognizing what we have in common. End the Stalemate offers a 
knowledgeable and helpful resource for individuals and groups who 
want to recover, not only the lost art of meaningful conversation, 
but perhaps even our very humanity.

KAREN SWALLOW PRIOR, PhD

Author of The Evangelical Imagination: How Stories, Images, and Metaphors 
Created a Culture in Crisis

Tim and Sean have written one of the most important books I’ve 
read this year. End the Stalemate needs to be read, digested, and 
implemented by a wide range of Christians—from those who are 
pastoring churches to those parenting kids. Or by anyone who finds 
themselves trying to navigate the difficult tension of maintaining 
relationships with people they disagree with or just trying to make 
sense of why everyone everywhere seems to be divided on everything 
these days. This book is packed with sound research and practical 
insights and is written in a fluid prose that makes it hard to put down.

PRESTON SPRINKLE, PhD

Bestselling author and host of the Theology in the Raw podcast

Sean and I disagreed on some really important things from our very 
first meeting, and yet he has always managed to approach me with 
kindness, grace, and curiosity. It turns out, that’s not an accident. 
In this book Sean and Tim describe how they think about difficult 
conversations where disagreement is likely, what we can do better 
when we engage in them, and why this skill is so important in our 
world today.

JON STEINGARD

Former lead singer of Hawk Nelson

End the Stalemate takes some of the principles I have advocated on 
interracial communication and applies them to our Christian walk in 
general. How much more powerful a witness would the church be if 



we learned how to have dialogue in healthy and productive ways with 
each other and with nonbelievers? In a society where hyperpolarization 
is, unfortunately, the norm, End the Stalemate provides a needed 
antidote to the screaming and yelling past each other that occurs too 
often. If Christians take the advice offered in this book, we will be 
in a superior position to produce a meaningful presence in a post-
Christian world.

GEORGE YANCEY

Professor of sociology at Baylor University and author of Beyond Racial Division: 
A Unifying Alternative to Colorblindness and Antiracism 

For people like myself, who are inclined to dive headlong (and 
sometimes recklessly) into intellectual debates, McDowell and 
Muehlhoff offer an important reminder that relationships matter. As 
Christians, we don’t merely build relationships as a tactic to facilitate 
persuasion but as an end unto themselves. We are called to balance 
biblical conviction with gentleness, honesty with kindness, and candor 
with compassion. In a culture dominated by outrage, bitterness, and 
cancellation, Christian grace, charity, and forgiveness stand out. End 
the Stalemate shows you how to approach challenging conversations in 
a way that showcases these virtues.

NEIL SHENVI

Author of Why Believe? A Reasoned Approach to Christianity and 
Critical Dilemma: The Rise of Critical Theories and Social Justice Ideology

Two of our favorite thinkers and communicators are Tim and Sean. 
And those two coming together to write this book is a perfect balance. 
We have all struggled to navigate cancel culture and have often done it 
wrong. This book gives us a healthy and practical guide for honest yet 
honoring conversations that can be healing for both parties.

DAVE AND ANN WILSON

Hosts of FamilyLife Today

Stalemates these days are not only a problem in our general culture; 
they are also heartbreaking realities in many of our personal 
relationships. This wonderful book gives us wise practical steps for 



keeping the necessary conversations going when we thought we had 
come to the end!

RICHARD J. MOUW, PhD

President emeritus, Fuller Theological Seminary, and  
author of Uncommon Decency: Christian Civility in an Uncivil World

During my almost forty years of work in national politics, I’ve 
witnessed a steady decline in civility and heightening demonization 
of political opponents. Sean McDowell and Tim Muehlhoff are spot 
on: Christians must rise above the polarization and seek to truly 
understand and respect our opponents without compromising our 
deepest convictions. This balancing act requires concerted effort, 
and it reflects our Lord’s example in dealing with opponents. End 
the Stalemate is an important antidote to the disease affecting our 
civilization.

BILL WICHTERMAN

Board president, Faith and Law

The pairing of this unique dynamic duo—a communication scholar 
and a theologian—provides a fresh approach and offers hope for 
faithful and hospitable engagement in a post-civil culture characterized 
by ideological division and despair. Understanding apologetics from 
a ritual communication perspective sharpens our focus. It helps us to 
see the other not as an object to be converted but as a neighbor to be 
loved and welcomed into a loving community.

ROBERT H. WOODS JR., PhD, JD

Executive director, Christianity and Communication Studies Network (theccsn.com)

As a left-wing atheist who is a proud member of the media elite, 
I disagree with Sean on almost every political, religious, and cultural 
issue. And that’s exactly why I think you should read this book. Sean 
has become, for me, the model of how to deeply, truly engage across 
the widening gulf between us all. He is so curious. He is so kind. If 
more people—on all the different sides—were like Sean, we would 
not have the problems we have right now. This book shows that 
engaging disagreement can strengthen your own faith (or lack of 



it). By understanding “the other,” we don’t give up who we are. We 
strengthen it. This book is thoughtful, practical, useful.

ADAM DAVIDSON

Cofounder of NPR’s Planet Money; economics writer, The New York Times Magazine 
and The New Yorker; technical adviser on The Big Short and other movies 

End the Stalemate makes a crucial contribution to the field of bridge-
building and pluralism. Tim and Sean know the importance of being 
true to your values and still extending yourself to others. This is a 
balance that too many miss and will be vital to moving beyond today’s 
disdainful argument culture. Importantly, their deep commitments to 
Christianity lend a much-needed perspective on, and set of solutions 
for, the divisive and polarized times we find ourselves living in.

SIMON GREER

Founder, Bridging the Gap

Sean and Tim offer something very important in this book: a model 
for how to have meaningful conversations with those who see the 
world differently, but without compromising on convictions. Readers 
will come away from the book not necessarily agreeing on everything 
written (even Sean and Tim disagree on important things), but 
knowing that it is possible to hold truth and love, conviction and 
respect together.

JOHN STONESTREET

President of the Colson Center and host of Breakpoint 

Sometimes we find ourselves in the middle of something so pervasive 
we can’t see it. But we can’t unsee the division, the rancor, and the 
vitriol so common today. How do Christians respond? Too often, 
just like the world. That’s why I’m so grateful for my colleagues Sean 
McDowell and Tim Muehlhoff for End the Stalemate. Written with 
a robust theological understanding while approachable in style, this 
book is invaluable for any believer who wants to do something about 
our broken society.

ED STETZER, PhD

Dean, Talbot School of Theology
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We’d like to dedicate this book to our wives,  

who are always in our corner cheering us on and  

listening to countless drafts as our thoughts crystallize.  

Stephanie and Noreen,  

we are indebted to you and profoundly thankful.
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Foreword

One of the greatest compliments I occasionally received 
while hosting the Unbelievable? show over seventeen years 
was when a new podcast listener would get in touch to 
say, “It took me several episodes to work out if you were a 
Christian or not.” It wasn’t that I purposefully hid my faith, 
but as the moderator of a show bringing Christians and non-
Christians into conversation, I felt it was my job to facilitate 
rather than dictate the discussions. That meant giving space 
for each side to make their case without constantly forcing 
my own convictions into the conversation.

Likewise, another encouragement I occasionally received 
was when listeners reflected that they had found my inter-
jections helpful as a host. Specifically, if one guest had made 
a lengthy point or given a complex response, I would often 
try to summarize the substance of what had been said and 
then formulate a follow-up question for the other speaker to 
respond to. I hadn’t developed this technique on purpose; it 
simply felt natural to do so. But many listeners said that my 
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clarifications and questions helped them to grasp the to-and-
fro of the conversation more easily.

It was only in the course of reading End the Stalemate 
(the book you are holding in your hands) that I fully real-
ized why those two habits were helpful. Giving space for 
people to share their perspective in a way they feel heard 
rather than harassed and “steelman-ing” your conversation 
partner’s case by restating it as fairly as possible are just two 
of the many practical suggestions made by Sean McDowell 
and Tim Muehlhoff to help their readers embark on more 
fruitful conversations.

Sadly, we have been losing the art of good conversation 
in our culture. I began the Unbelievable? show in 2005 in 
order to model what a civil dialogue between people of dif-
ferent faiths (or none) could look like. As the years went on 
and social media became a commonplace way for people to 
engage in religious, political, and cultural conversations, it 
quickly became apparent just how important (and rare) civil 
conversations were becoming. 

The anonymity of the Internet led to vitriol and insult 
as people no longer saw each other as fellow human beings. 
Profit-driven algorithms exacerbated our differences and 
amplified the most controversial voices. We have been driven 
into echo chambers that demonize our opponents, cancel 
those we disagree with, and polarize our society. The culture 
wars are in full swing, and there have been many casualties.

The irony is that many people seem to have been duped 
by the false notion that shouting the other side down will 
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somehow convince them to change their mind. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. After hosting hundreds of 
conversations (most of them civil, some of them less so!), 
I have become convinced that being confident in our faith 
has very little to do with how quickly we can close down an 
opponent’s argument. Instead, true confidence is evidenced 
by our ability to sit and listen to the people we disagree with, 
giving them the space to share their views and perhaps even 
asking questions that help us better understand their perspec-
tive before offering a response. In my experience, those kinds 
of conversations have a much deeper impact than the hit-
and-run technique applied by some apologists and debaters.  

I believe that it is only by recapturing the art of good 
conversation (carried out with “gentleness and respect,” to 
quote 1 Peter 3:15) that we will have a chance of seeing actual 
transformation of hearts and minds. Tim and Sean’s book 
is an incredibly helpful guide to doing so. Here you will 
find thoughtful reflection on why good conversations mat-
ter and practical wisdom for conducting such conversations 
with grace and truth, born from years of personal experience 
doing so themselves.

The importance of this book cannot be overstated, espe-
cially given the fractious and tribal culture we are increasingly 
creating for ourselves. Simply arguing with each other will 
not do. This was one of the greatest lessons I learned from 
hosting the Unbelievable? show. You can win an argument 
but lose a person in the process. 

In the end, I have seen the value of the many years of 
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conversations I hosted, not only in the fact that the Christian 
faith was represented and defended over many years, but 
perhaps more importantly, that these conversations fostered 
a respect for Christians who dealt fairly, honestly, and gra-
ciously with their dialogue partners. How we present our case 
matters just as much as what we say.

Of course, we will all fail at some point. Now that I find 
myself increasingly in the protagonist rather than moderator 
seat, I sometimes find myself arguing in ways that I later 
regret. But we are all works in progress, all in need of grace, 
and sometimes the best way of working out how to have a 
good conversation is to just go ahead and have one. 

Justin Brierley
Broadcaster, speaker,  
and author of  
The Surprising Rebirth  
of Belief in God
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Introduction

Differences of opinion have always been part of life. Spouses, 
family members, coworkers, neighbors, and even church 
members have always had spirited conversations about poli-
tics, theology, social issues, and even sports. When college 
students were asked to keep a journal of how many argu-
ments they’d had with friends in a week, the average was 
seven. A leading expert in family communication recorded 
dinnertime conversations of fifty-​two families and identified 
an average of 3.3 occurrences of disagreements or arguments 
during every meal. Some research finds that competition, 
differences of opinion, and even conflict can enhance a 
relationship.

There are two interesting facts about the studies you’ve 
just read about. First, while the individuals in these studies 
had regular disagreements, they continued to talk. They may 
not have liked what a friend or coworker said, but they didn’t 
sever ties. Second, the studies were all done between 1987 
and 2011.1 How times have changed.
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In today’s argument culture, we handle disagreements dif-
ferently. Consider these sobering trends:

•	 Since the 2016 presidential election, nearly a third of 
people report they have “stopped talking to a friend 
or a family member” due to political disagreements.2

•	 Nearly two-​thirds of Americans say they stay 
quiet about their political beliefs due to the fear of 
offending coworkers or managers, resulting in losing 
their job. They have good reason to worry. In the 
same study, nearly 31 percent of respondents favored 
firing business executives if it became known they 
donated to the Trump campaign, and 22 percent if 
to Biden.3

•	 In a comprehensive survey of college students, 
a large number of students “believe it is acceptable to 
act—​including resorting to violence—​to shut down 
expression” of opinions “they consider offensive.”4

•	 A nationally syndicated cartoonist argues it’s “okay 
to be white” and labels Black people as a hate group. 
The solution? It’s time Blacks and whites permanently 
separate.5

•	 A member of Congress argues differences are too 
great between Americans and calls for a “national 
divorce.”6

Sadly, there’s evidence that silencing and division have 
affected the church:

2
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•	 Practicing Christians (47 percent) fear being shamed 
for expressing religious beliefs and thus are afraid to 
speak up.7

•	 When surveyed, 42 percent of pastors have seriously 
considered quitting. When asked why, a top answer 
is bitter division within the church, where factions 
believe the congregation would be better off without 
the other group.8

What’s happened? Why have we decided to cancel each 
other or separate rather than talk? It’s not that the past was 
some idyllic time where no relationships were severed, but 
it seems there was a different attitude. Could it be that 
what changed is we are angrier? According to Harvard 
researcher Arthur Brooks, “We don’t have an anger prob-
lem in American politics. We have a contempt problem.”9 
Brooks has spent years researching and interviewing experts 
trying to answer the what happened question. His answer 
is that recently contempt has entered our communication, 
which he describes as anger mixed with disgust. What’s the 
difference between anger and contempt? As the older stud-
ies indicate, we can be angry or disagree with a spouse, 
coworker, or church member but still want to protect the 
relationship. Families may not see eye to eye at the dinner 
table, but they still eat dinner together. Contempt is say-
ing not only “I am angry” but also “I no longer care if the 
relationship ends. I’ll state my position and then shake the 
dust off my feet as I leave.”
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It’s important to note that the sobering facts you’ve just 
read don’t mean we are no longer talking. Ironically, we are 
talking more than ever. In fact, researchers have coined a 
term—talkaholism—​to describe our propensity for extreme 
overtalking.10 The problem is, we are only talking to people 
with whom we already agree, our insulated in-​group. Those 
outside the group have been mocked online or excluded 
altogether.

AN ALTERNATIVE

What if you don’t want to end the relationship? The person 
with whom you disagree is a family member or boss, and you 
can’t simply end it. Yes, you want to share your views, but 
you don’t want to ruin the relationship. And you don’t want 
to isolate from those with differing opinions; you just want 
to end the uneasy stalemate that keeps you fearful or silent. 
What now?

Three areas provide hope. First, you are not alone in 
wanting to both speak your mind and preserve the relation-
ship. Scholars have identified an exhausted majority who are 
tired of canceling or shouting down each other. They want 
to find productive ways to engage that don’t ignore differ-
ences but rather seek to address them with charity. Second, 
communication experts provide invaluable insight into what 
derails our conversations. They note that we mistakenly 
think of communication as existing on merely the content 
level (our convictions, beliefs, and opinions). For sure, what 
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we believe is an important part of who we are and what we 
value. However, communication also exists on the relational 
level (amount of respect, compassion, and empathy between 
people). Here’s the key insight: if you violate the relational 
level, then people don’t care about your content.

Last, the balance between the content and relational level 
was articulated long before being noticed by communication 
gurus. The apostle Paul asserts we should always speak truth 
(content) with love (relational) to those inside and outside 
the church (see Ephesians 4:15). Peter commands all of us to 
be ready to give an explanation of what we believe (content) 
but to root it in the relational, which will be evidenced by a 
“gentle and respectful” answer (1 Peter 3:15-16).

Today’s argument culture provides Christian commu-
nicators an opportunity to model how to hold firm to 
convictions while still engaging others with compassion, 
empathy, and perspective-​taking—​ideas that form the bulk 
of this book. Paul informs believers at Philippi that if they 
set aside arguing and an overly critical spirit, they will shine 
“like bright lights” in a broken world (Philippians 2:14-15). 
Sadly, we may be missing this opportunity to be different. 
Remember, one of the top reasons pastors want to quit is 
observing how bitterly divided fellow Christ followers have 
become.

We hope End the Stalemate will provide a blueprint not 
for avoiding conflict but for approaching difficult conversa-
tions by speaking truth in love. Here are several features of 
this book we think you’ll find helpful:
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•	 Readers will be exposed not only to communication 
insights that explore how we can better approach 
differences, but also to how these insights are 
powerfully undergirded by biblical truth.

•	 The authors are not merely educators but practitioners. 
We have traveled to high schools, universities, and 
organizations in the United States and abroad engaging 
diverse perspectives. Sean is the host of a popular 
YouTube channel where he interacts with atheists, 
liberal Christians, and those who have walked away 
from the faith.11 Tim cohosts the Winsome Conviction 
podcast designed to explore divergent views inside and 
outside the church.12 You’ll read both the successes 
and failures that have shaped our approach to 
communication.

•	 We focus on spiritual formation. We aren’t called to 
merely tolerate our neighbors but to love them as 
expressed in the second great commandment (see 
Matthew 22:39-40). End the Stalemate takes seriously 
this command and provides ways to address our 
communication at the heart level. “What you say,” 
asserts Jesus, “flows from what is in your heart” 
(Luke 6:45).

•	 There are many ways to cowrite a book. Sometimes 
authors hire a ghostwriter, and sometimes one of the 
authors carries most of the load. For this book, we 
decided to split up the chapters so you know exactly 
who is speaking. While we maintain continuity 
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through the book, this will allow you to recognize our 
individual voices.

•	 There are two chapters at the end of the book in 
which we ask one another tough questions from each 
other’s chapters. We even flesh out our differences on 
the use of preferred gender pronouns. But don’t skip 
ahead! The earlier chapters lay vital groundwork.

•	 You have access to the End the Stalemate interactive 
website (endthestalemate.com). Where can you go 
to practice addressing potentially explosive issues 
without the risk of damaging a relationship? After all, 
once you have a conversation, you can’t take it back. 
This website gives you a safe place to explore complex 
issues and also allows you to engage in perspective-​
taking exercises.

GETTING STARTED

“I am so tired of waiting, / Aren’t you, / For the world to 
become good / And beautiful and kind?” These words, writ-
ten by poet Langston Hughes, express the weariness many 
of us feel in today’s divisive world. We long for communica-
tion to be kinder. While they could easily apply to our cur-
rent communication climate, they were penned at the height 
of the racial tension and segregation of the 1930s. Hughes’s 
solution was to advocate for a type of collective introspec-
tion as we cut open our world to see what “worms are eating 
/ At the rind.”13 That’s good advice for today. How did we 
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arrive at the conclusion that no longer talking is the best 
option? What current worms are eating away at civility and 
community? Our journey begins by considering the perfect 
storm that gave rise to our disagreements, how it’s influenced 
our approach to communication, and how we, as Christ fol-
lowers, can hold to our convictions yet productively engage 
others.

We applaud Hughes’s call for introspection and the insight 
it would certainly yield. Understanding the social factors that 
shape us is key if we want to make lasting change. Yet, as 
Christian communicators, we place our ultimate confidence 
in a wisdom from above that is “peace loving, gentle at all 
times, and willing to yield to others” ( James 3:17). With 
the Spirit to guide us and with communication strategies 
rooted in the Scriptures, let’s adopt Paul’s confidence that 
despite extreme differences and the desire to pull away from 
each other, God is able “through his mighty power at work 
within us, to accomplish infinitely more than we might ask 
or think” (Ephesians 3:20).

8
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Section 1

SETTING THE 
STAGE



We are about to explore how to engage the perspectives of 
people with whom we disagree. This can often lead us to 
think or say things like “How in the world did they come 
to that conclusion?” “I don’t get how we both read the same 
Bible yet come up with different convictions.” “We can’t even 
agree on the facts surrounding this issue!” “I don’t mean to 
offend, but your take on things seems crazy!” When engaging 
viewpoints that differ from or are contradictory to our own, 
perhaps the place to start is understanding how people come 
to create their worldview. What factors have shaped how we 
see the people and issues around us? Is there more than one 
way to communicate? Most importantly, how can we tem-
porarily enter someone else’s view to gain understanding and 
perhaps empathy?
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1

DIVIDED AND ANGRY:  
HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Sean

In 1991, the Andrea Gail disappeared off the coast of Canada’s 
Grand Banks. The fishing vessel was in its fortieth day of an 
extended commercial swordfishing venture when three mas-
sive storms coalesced to form a megastorm with waves as 
high as 100 feet and winds reaching ninety-​two miles per 
hour. The six-​man crew never made it home.1 The Perfect 
Storm movie was made in 2000 to chronicle the tragedy.

According to Merriam-​Webster, a perfect storm is “a critical 
or disastrous situation created by a powerful concurrence of 
factors.”2 Similar to the physical storm that sank the Andrea 
Gail, our culture is experiencing a “perfect storm” of cultural 
factors that foster anger and division.
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Think about it: If you were going to describe American 
culture today, what words might you use? While there are 
undoubtedly some remarkable things about America that we 
cherish, words like angry and divided would likely come to 
mind. We see it in the news. We see it on social media. We 
encounter it at work. We experience it in our personal lives. 
There is little doubt that our culture is increasingly angry and 
divided. “Angry American” seems to be a real phenomenon 
in our personal lives and in the broader culture.

As the anger and division increase, our ability to understand 
and engage one another decreases. As a result, we struggle to 
have meaningful dialogue and relationships with people who 
see the world differently. And the division grows wider.

The first step to changing today’s toxic communication 
climate—​and to learning how to meaningfully engage our 
neighbors—​is to understand how we got here. How have we 
become so angry? Why are we so divided? Once we under-
stand the “storms” that contribute to our angry and divided 
culture, then we can begin to explore the tools that will help 
us end the stalemate and engage one another meaningfully. 
While we will consider four individual “storms,” don’t lose 
track of their collective force.

STORM #1: PEOPLE ARE HURTING

Loneliness. Depression. Anxiety. Stress. Fatherlessness. Divorce. 
It’s no secret that people are emotionally and relationally hurt-
ing today. And this is true both inside and outside the church.

12

END THE STALEMATE



In iGen, one of the first books written about Generation Z 
(those born between 1995 and 2012), psychology professor 
Jean Twenge describes a generation on the precipice of the 
greatest mental health crisis in decades. She describes how 
this generation looks happy online, but if we peer under the 
surface, they “are on the verge of the most severe mental 
health crisis for young people in decades.”3

Twenge wrote this book before the COVID-19 pandemic.
While the pandemic certainly didn’t cause the current 

mental health crisis, it undoubtedly exacerbated it. Over the 
past few years, as I’ve traveled and spoken, I have heard a 
common theme from youth pastors, camp directors, high 
school principals, and other leaders who work closely with 
students: young people today are experiencing a mental 
health crisis unlike any recent generation. And the data backs 
this up. One study found that 42 percent “have a diagnosed 
mental health condition.”4 In another study, 42 percent of 
high school students felt so sad or hopeless daily for at least 
two weeks in a row that they stopped normal activities.5 
According to the CDC, while the increase in depression has 
been particularly steep for girls, this trend cuts across racial 
demographics.6

And yet the mental health crisis is not just among 
young people today. Loneliness, depression, anxiety, and 
other mental health issues affect all generations. Whether 
personally or with those we love, mental health concerns 
touch each one of us. There is also a relational health crisis. 
Divorce. Fatherlessness. Rampant pornography. All of these 
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negatively affect our ability to be in healthy relationships 
with one another.

How does this contribute to the anger and division in 
our culture? This famous aphorism perhaps captures it best: 
“Hurt people hurt people.”7 When people are hurting rela-
tionally or emotionally, it is natural for them to react from 
that hurt and (intentionally or not) act in a way that can hurt 
others. When we are in an unhealthy emotional state, or in 
an unhealthy relational state, we are at a disadvantage to truly 
love others. Why? When our own needs aren’t being met, we 
lack the strength to focus sacrificially on caring for others. It 
is difficult to love others when we have our own emotional 
and relational deficits.

Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to love God 
and the second is to “love your neighbor as yourself ” (Mark 
12:31). The apostle Paul commanded husbands to “love 
their wives as they love their own bodies” (Ephesians 5:28). 
Interestingly, neither Jesus nor Paul command us to love our-
selves. They assume we already do it. We naturally operate in 
our best interest and need to learn to extend our self-​interest 
into others-​interest.

But here’s the reality: while we are wired to operate in our 
self-​interest, we don’t always care for ourselves as we ought. 
Because of addictions, hurt, and sin, we often act in ways that 
are contrary to our own good. And if we are not loving our-
selves, it becomes difficult (if not impossible) to genuinely 
love others as Jesus commands.
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Although this may seem like a trivial example, please bear 
with me. The word hangry has recently worked its way into 
common vernacular. Combining hungry and angry, hangry 
captures the commonsense idea that people are not them-
selves when they’re hungry. In a humorous Snickers com-
mercial, Elton John performs an off-​key rendition of his hit 
“Don’t Go Breaking My Heart,” capturing just how much 
hunger can affect us.8 We are not ourselves when we are hun-
gry, and we are not ourselves when we lack sleep. I tend to 
get anxious and short-​tempered when my physical needs are 
not met. I am confident you do too.

This same principle is true for our emotional and relational 
needs. Just as we are not ourselves when we are hungry or 
sleepy, we are not ourselves when we are emotionally or relation-
ally hurting. When I see people unjustly responding in anger 
to others, whether in person or online, I often wonder what 
hurt that person is acting from. And I also wonder how that 
person learned that it’s okay to treat another human being that 
way. While it is not always true, many times people lash out in 
anger from their own hurt or because they have adopted ways 
of acting from how others have mistreated them.

Knowing that people often act angrily because of their 
own hurt should shape the way we respond to them. For 
example, Proverbs 15:1 says, “A gentle answer deflects anger, 
but harsh words make tempers flare.” But let’s not get ahead 
of ourselves. For now, it is important to realize that one con-
tributing factor to our cultural perfect storm of anger and 
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division is the depth of hurt and brokenness in our emotional 
and relational lives. Hurt people hurt people.

STORM #2: CLASHING WORLDVIEWS

In 2018, I had a public dialogue with Hemant Mehta, a pop-
ular blogger and YouTuber who calls himself the “Friendly 
Atheist.” The dialogue took place in Portland, Oregon, and 
was hosted by Justin Brierley for the podcast/YouTube show 
Unbelievable? Justin had each of us come up with two mis-
conceptions we think the other side embraces and needs to 
correct and then, without forewarning, debate them together 
on stage. It was a fun, substantive exchange.

One of the misconceptions Hemant raised was in regard 
to the idea that atheists are intolerant of Christianity. Rather 
than trying to eradicate Christianity or favor secularism, 
he argued, atheists want the government to be neutral. 
According to Hemant, it’s Christians who interpret neutral-
ity as opposition to their views.

As the discussion progressed, I shared how I aim to show 
charity to others who I think are wrong on very significant 
issues. For instance, even though some people have a different 
view of the nature of marriage than I do, I don’t demonize 
them for their views. In fact, I think many who embrace 
same-​sex marriage are sincere and act consistently with their 
worldview. I just think they’re mistaken about the nature of 
marriage, and as a result, misguided in their policies. Yet in 
contrast, many people on the progressive and secular side 
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don’t extend me the same courtesy. I regularly get called 
hateful, bigoted, and intolerant. In my experience, secular 
and progressive thinkers are often intolerant of conservative 
Christian views.

Unsurprisingly, Hemant saw it differently. In response, he 
argued that same-​sex couples who want to marry aren’t deny-
ing opposite-​sex couples the right to marry, but those who 
favor traditional marriage are passing laws denying same-​sex 
couples the same right. And then he summed up his position: 
“People can smile and end up doing some really horrible 
stuff. It’s not that I think everyone who believes this stuff is 
hateful, but the end result is the same.”9

I agree with Hemant that people can smile and do some 
really horrible stuff. Yet the heart of our disagreement is over 
a single question: What is marriage? If marriage is a sexed 
institution by its nature, then it is not hateful or bigoted to 
define marriage as the union of one man and one woman 
because that is what marriage is. On the other hand, if mar-
riage does not require sexual difference, then it is hateful to 
limit marriage to male and female because such restrictions 
discriminate against deserving couples.

The government can’t be neutral on the nature of mar-
riage. Either it defines marriage as a sexed institution, or 
it doesn’t. And this is true for other issues too. Either the 
unborn are protected as valuable members of human society, 
or they are not. Either biological males are allowed to com-
pete in sports with females, or they are not. Either race can 
be a factor in university admissions, or it can’t. There is no 
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“neutral” ground on these kinds of issues because policies 
are necessarily made from one position or the other, and the 
positions are mutually exclusive. Both Hemant and I think 
we are right about marriage (and a host of other issues) and 
that the other side is drastically wrong. Given how much is 
at stake with each of these issues, can we see why our culture 
is so angry and divided?

This division clearly exists between Christians and non-​
Christians. But clashing worldviews also exist within the 
church.

Not long ago, I interviewed a friend of mine on YouTube 
to discuss racial reconciliation.10 Like me, Derwin Gray is an 
evangelical Christian committed to living out the teachings 
of Jesus in the Bible. But unlike me, he played in the NFL 
and he’s Black. I interviewed him largely to hear how, as a 
pastor, he has grown one of the largest multiethnic churches 
in America.

Although I was somewhat hesitant, I asked him how he 
navigates sensitive racial issues, such as “taking a knee.” This 
gesture originated in a 2016 NFL football game, during 
which Colin Kaepernick and his 49ers teammate Eric Reid 
chose to kneel during the US national anthem to call atten-
tion to the issues of racial inequality and police brutality.

I started by sharing the example of my grandfather, who 
served in World War II. As a high school student, I supported 
the right to burn the American flag. After all, it’s just a piece 
of cloth, right? But to my grandpa, the flag meant so much 
more. He risked his life for America. He had friends die in 
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the war. To him, the flag itself stood for freedom. To burn 
it was to insult the country it represents. It was personal for 
him. Can you see why I was reluctant to embrace the move-
ment to take a knee?

When I shared this story with Derwin, his answer sur-
prised me. First, he expressed his thanks to my grandfather 
for his service and that he understood why it would shape my 
views so deeply. But then he asked me to consider a different 
perspective. Derwin shared how 1.2 million Black GIs also 
fought in World War II, yet the promise of college educa-
tion for veterans offered by the G.I. Bill became an illusion 
to these soldiers. They came home to segregation, Jim Crow 
laws, and racism. He asked if I could understand why some 
might view taking the knee differently. He didn’t ask me 
to take the knee myself. He didn’t tell me I was wrong. He 
simply asked me to consider a different viewpoint.

You may have strong convictions on either side of this 
issue. My point is not to settle it here. Rather, it’s to highlight 
the personal and significant differences that exist within the 
church. My views stem from the experience of my mom’s 
dad, whom I loved and cherished. And Derwin’s come from 
his experience as a Black man today, which can’t be sepa-
rated from the way other Black people have been treated in 
America. Quite obviously, these issues go deep.

Can we see why our culture (and many times, the church) 
is so divided and angry? If we don’t take the time, like 
Derwin did, to appreciate how others see the world differ-
ently, and invite them to consider another perspective, such 
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conversations will often descend into name-​calling and vit-
riol. (As Tim discusses in the next chapter, the manner in 
which Derwin approached this conversation is what we mean 
by the ritual form of communication.)

My point is not that we shouldn’t have strong convic-
tions. And my point is not that all views are equally valid. 
The point is simply that our culture is divided and angry, 
and one contributing “storm” is the clashing experiences and 
worldviews both within and without the church. If we are 
not wise and empathetic in how we approach others (as we 
hope to help you do in this book), the cultural storm will 
only grow stronger.

STORM #3: SOCIAL MEDIA

I love my smartphone. And I love social media. Whether for 
research, entertainment, or sharing ideas, I use social media 
almost every day. My high school self from the nineties would 
be stunned at how social media connects us.

As wonderful as social media is, though, we are only fool-
ing ourselves if we don’t think it has a downside as well. The 
Netflix documentary The Social Dilemma brought attention 
to some of the harms of social media. Although the docu-
mentary uses fictional narratives to advance its thesis and has 
been criticized for being dystopian,11 it rightly points out that 
social media algorithms are built to create distraction and 
addiction through manipulation. While social media may be 
morally neutral, it is not worldview neutral. It is not simply a 
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passive tool we use to connect with friends. Like many other 
technologies before it, social media actively shapes how we 
see the world and how we treat others.

Interestingly, some early social media creators were san-
guine about how it would be a positive force in society. For 
example, Justin Rosenstein, who led the team that built the 
“like” button on Facebook, believes the team was motivated 
by a desire to “spread love and positivity in the world.”12 Has 
this come true? The answer to this question is obviously no. 
Arguably, it has done the opposite.

How so? One reason is that social media allows people to 
communicate without being face-​to-​face. Lacking physical 
presence, people often say things through social media they 
would never say in person. Social media can encourage us to 
dehumanize others by reducing them to images on a screen 
rather than flesh-​and-​blood people. Rather than encouraging 
us to love our neighbors as fellow human beings in the man-
ner Jesus taught, social media fosters the opposite impulse. 
And one big reason this happens is because many of us don’t 
have genuine relationships with people of different religions 
and political parties. If we are not in genuine relationships 
with atheists, Democrats/Republicans, Muslims, people 
from the LGBTQ community, or any others outside our 
tribe, then it is much easier to treat people as “others” who 
are obviously different from us.

Second, social media offers everyone a microphone. 
While it is undoubtedly a good thing that anyone can use 
social media to highlight abuses of power, such “leveling 
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of the playing field” encourages competition for views and 
subscribers. What is the best means to get attention? Shock. 
Surprise. Ring the alarm. Rile up your base. Offend. Attack 
your opponent. Do something unprecedented. Because 
communications platforms are no longer finite (television, 
books, radio, and newspapers) and everyone has a platform 
to share their ideas, there is an increased competition for 
clicks and subscribers. If people want others to pay atten-
tion to them, then they have to say or do something that 
draws attention to their message. Sadly, this often involves 
playing to their tribe and demonizing those from another. 
If they can insult the other side effectively, tons of people 
will share their post. They will get an audience. And they 
will feel important.

What happens to our relationships as a result? They suf-
fer. Long before the term “Angry American,” the ancient 
writers who comprise the book of Proverbs said an offended 
person “is harder to win back than a fortified city” (18:19). 
As the anger, offense, and volume increase, our ability to 
understand and engage each other decreases.

I wish I could say that I have never given in to this temp-
tation. But that would not be true. I have had to take down 
a number of social media posts because, in retrospect, they 
were not motivated primarily by love. They offended people 
and pushed them into fortified cities rather than building 
bridges of understanding. I wish I hadn’t made these mis-
takes, but all I can do is learn from them and commit to 
doing better moving forward.
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In reality, social media is not the primary cause of divi-
sion and anger in our culture. Anger and division have been 
issues since Creation.13 In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul 
is concerned with unjustified anger and division within 
the church.14 According to Jesus, the ultimate problem in 
the world is the fallenness of the human heart (see Mark 
7:14-23). Yet rather than limiting the effects of sin, social 
media often exacerbates them. Rather than encouraging us 
to use our tongues with wisdom and self-​restraint, as James 
advises (see James 3:1-12), social media pushes us toward 
self-​aggrandizement and tribalism.

Given that we have such a hurting culture (storm #1), a 
clash of worldviews (storm #2), and the platform of social 
media to express ourselves (storm #3), it makes sense that we 
would have such an angry and divided culture. But there is 
one more storm we must not overlook.

STORM #4: COMMUNICATION BREAKDOWN

One of my favorite presentations at schools, churches, and 
conferences is my “atheist encounter.” Rather than speaking 
as a Christian, I role-​play an atheist and respond to questions 
from the audience. After about thirty to forty minutes of 
interaction, I step out of character and debrief the experience 
with the audience.

Rather than starting my debrief by answering their tough 
questions—​which are typically about God, morality, science, 
purpose, and the Bible—​I take off my “atheist glasses” and 
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ask a simple question: “How did you treat me as your athe-
ist guest?” To put it mildly, this is not the question people 
expect. And the response is often palpable. Audiences quickly 
realize (and I can see it on their faces!) that they did not treat 
me with Christian love. Some do, but many don’t. When I 
ask audiences for individual words that capture how they 
treated me, the most common are hostile, aggressive, and 
defensive. One girl even said depersonalizing. In other words, 
she felt that the audience treated me as a project to fix rather 
than a person to engage.

I have done this in small youth groups, in big stadiums, 
with students and adults, and with various kinds of spiritual 
leaders. In fact, you can watch one exchange online that has 
gone viral.15 And yet after doing this a few hundred times, 
there are some general observations I can make about how 
Christians typically treat their “atheist” guest. First, people 
often express assumptions about atheists that are not true. 
Rather than asking me what I believe and why, they engage 
me with assumptions about beliefs I may or may not hold. 
Second, people ask loaded and gotcha questions. Rather than 
asking questions to create dialogue and clarity, many ques-
tions are meant to prove me wrong. Third, many carry an 
attitude of superiority and condescension, which is clear in 
their body language, tone, and questions. Lastly, few listen 
well to what I believe. The biblical advice to be quick to listen 
and slow to speak is often forgotten (see James 1:19).

I often end my debrief with a simple question: If there 
were atheists or other nonbelievers here watching, what 
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would they think about us Christians? Would they feel val-
ued, understood, and invited into conversation? Would they 
feel challenged and loved? Probably not.

Much more could be said, but here’s the bottom line: 
I rarely encounter a Christian who can thoughtfully and 
graciously engage me in conversation. Some ask thoughtful 
questions but lack tact. Others are gracious but fail to ask 
good questions. After I did my atheist role-​play at a student 
event, a young woman asked how I deal with discourage-
ment. I honestly wasn’t sure what she meant. When I asked 
for clarification, she said, “It must be discouraging to do this 
exercise over and over again and see the lack of Christian 
charity towards atheists.” Yes, it can be discouraging. But it’s 
also motivating. And in a moment, I will explain why.

But first, it should be obvious that a failure to commu-
nicate well is not unique to Christians. I pick on Christians 
partially because I love the church and I want to see us do 
better. And it’s not unique to public interactions. It’s true 
online. It’s true interpersonally. We don’t know how to com-
municate well, so the division and anger in our society grows.

THE GOOD NEWS: ANOTHER WAY

Here’s the good news: most people want to have meaningful 
conversations about issues that matter. That’s true of you, or 
you likely wouldn’t be reading this book. Do you believe it’s 
also true of others? In my experience, most people are hungry 
for civil engagement with those who see the world differently. 
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But we just don’t know how to do it. And when we fail to 
communicate well, the anger and division grow.

But there is another way. When I started developing my 
YouTube channel in 2020, some popular content creators 
told me that my charitable approach would not work on 
YouTube. Rather, I needed to be edgy and controversial in 
order to get views and subscribers. They were wrong. My 
channel has done well. Now, could I get a bigger following if I 
decided to be more shocking, controversial, and edgy? Almost 
certainly. Yet I have found a significant audience of people 
from different religious, political, and moral backgrounds 
who are hungry for meaningful and civil engagement.

Why is it important for Christians to lead the way in these 
efforts? For one, we will learn from others. It is often those 
with a different worldview who help us see our own blind 
spots. Second, for evangelism. We want to see nonbelievers 
become followers of Jesus. But there is one big reason that is 
particularly pressing in today’s cancel culture. In the Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus said, “God blesses those who work for 
peace, for they will be called the children of God” (Matthew 
5:9). Moving beyond cancel culture, by engaging others in 
meaningful dialogue and relationship, is one vital way to be 
a peacemaker.

That’s what we hope to motivate and equip you toward 
in this book. Regardless of the platform, we can all learn how 
to end the stalemate and move beyond cancel culture into a 
posture of meaningful engagement. In the next chapter, Tim 
is going to lay out a fresh, biblical model for doing that today.
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