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workers. Why is this worth talking about? Because life is spiritual.
If the people you know hardly ever talk about spiritual things, then they’re missing an important part of life. And ’'m not
just talking about life in the future, I'm talking about life now. For instance, say you have a friend who is unhappy in
relationships, but all they ever pay attention to is the physical side: where to meet people, what they look like, how
much money or what kind of job they have, physical intimacy, etc. If your friend never pays attention to spiritual things
like the meaning and purpose of relationships, the emptiness they are trying to fill, issues in their family of origin, then
they’re never going to find real happiness in their relationships.

Let me give you a concrete example. My great-great-great grandfather abandoned his wife and children for another
woman. My great-grandfather abandoned his wife and children for another woman. My grandfather abandoned his wife
and children for another woman. Now, | didn’t know the first two men in this chain, but | did know the third (my
grandfather.) He thought the reason he was unhappy was because of the physical conditions of his family life and
marriage: the house was too small, his job didn’t pay enough, the kids were too much trouble, his wife wasn’t attractive
enough anymore, etc. So he made the mistake of thinking that by changing the spiritual circumstances of his life — i.e.,
running off with a floozie — he would be happy. Wrong. He was more miserable than ever.

Fortunately my father was wiser. All his life he has paid attention to the spiritual aspect of relationships. | think he’s
probably the happiest guy | know. | don’t mean he’s a touchy-feely guy. He’s an engineer! | just mean he gets it that to be
happy in relationships you have to pay attention to the spiritual side. Is it any wonder that out of all these ancestors of
mine, he’s the one who is an active member of a church?

OK, so spiritual stuff is important. And if you don’t start spiritual conversations with your friends, neighbors, fellow
students, and co-workers, who will? They may be depending on you to help them navigate the spiritual rivers of life. God
may be depending on you to help them navigate the spiritual waters of life. God gave them to you as friends, didn’t he?
That’s why it’s important to start spiritual conversations. And why is it important to start spiritual conversations now, in
June 2007 instead of sometime in the future? Because that’s what a new church is for. New churches — like Charles
River Church — exist in order to reach out to people who don’t already have a spiritual home. Otherwise we should
just go to one of the other 600 churches in the Boston area. | think most of you know that this church is supported by a
$100,000 grant from Trinity Church of New York City. They’re not sending us 100 grand so we can think about starting
spiritual conversations sometime. They’re sending us 100 grand so we can do it now! Consider yourself warned.

So how do you do it? In talk #| of this series | said you first have to identify how following Jesus makes a difference
in your life. The first thing you’ve got to do is be able to speak from your own experience about the spiritual side of life.
Now | don’t mean you need to have any mystical experiences. | certainly don’t want you to start using churchy language.
But what do you get out of following Jesus, no matter how small or personal it may seem? If you can’t think of anything,
then ask, what would | like to get out of following Jesus? What do | need in my life? Either way, before you start a
spiritual conversation with someone else, figure out why being on a spiritual journey in your on life is worth doing,
worth talking about maybe..

Secondly, remember that God is in charge. That’s what | said in talk #2 in this series. God always gets there ahead of
you, so when you do start a spiritual conversation, you don’t have to “convert” someone by your own brilliance. You're
not there to win any spiritual arguments. You don’t have to prove that God exists, or that Jesus is the only son of God,
or that the Bible is the word of God, or anything else. You absolutely don’t have to prove that you are a good Christian
or a good person. Better to acknowledge that you are a spiritual idiot, or a sinner, and that the main thing you get out
of following Jesus is not being any worse off than you already are. In particular, never judge anybody. Your job isn’t to
point out how bad they are so that they’ll have a reason to try to be like you. People are just great at judging
themselves, even though you might not realize it.

This is a good time to look at today’s episode from the Bible. Jesus is on a journey — sort of like all of us, if you
think about it — and he meets a woman at the rest stop. He starts a conversation: “Please give me a drink.” It’s a
completely non-judgmental thing to say, but her response is kind of interesting, “You are a Jew and | am a Samaritan
woman.” She assumes he’s judging her, because a) Jews considered themselves better than Samaritans, and b) men
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considered themselves better than women. So what’s up with asking for a drink? she wants to know. In reply Jesus
shows that he doesn’t want to judge her, but to help her, if possible. God has great gift for you, if you only knew it. If
you would ask me, | would give you living water. (Here’s where he turns from the physical aspect — water — to the
spiritual side of the same thing — living water. He’s started a spiritual conversation.

| want you to notice what he did first. He cared. He cared about this woman. If you want to make a difference in
anyone’s life, start by caring about them. Otherwise they’re just an extra in your movie. How much should you care
about someone before starting a spiritual conversation with them? You should care enough to pray for them. | know
Jesus doesn’t pray for this woman — or if he does, the Bible doesn’t tell us about it — but when you get to be the Son
of God, maybe you can skip over the basics too. Until then, pray for people you are thinking about starting a spiritual
conversation with.

Praying does two things for spiritual conversations. First it signals to God that you are actually ready for a significant
spiritual conversation. Remember God already got there first. He’s waiting to make sure you are really there too.
Second, it opens a channel for you to receive guidance from God. And what kind of guidance do you need from God
before starting a spiritual conversation? Mostly you need guidance to listen accurately to what your friend, or neighbor,
or fellow student or co-worker is actually saying.

Aha, this brings us to step 2: listening accurately. Step one was caring. Caring how much? (Enough to pray.) And how
much do you have to listen? Until you know what they really need. Before you have anything to say spiritually, you need
to listen long enough to hear what they actually need spiritually. Let’s see how Jesus does it.

First Jesus listens to the woman’s run around about him not having a rope or bucket. Physical stuff. Extremely typical
first response to the beginnings of a spiritual conversation. If you say something that’ even the tiniest bit spiritual, you're
likely to get a totally physical response, as Jesus does when the woman talks about the bucket. Maybe you say, “| wonder
why it’s so hard to get into a good relationship?” and your friend says, “Well if | had a better job (or clothes, or hair, or
friends, or ivied in a better city), it would be a lot easier to meet the right kind of people.” As it.

So what does Jesus do, refute her? No. He tells the truth — without judgment — and he keeps listening. He doesn’t
judge her, like, why did you come to the well without a bucket (even though she is sort of accusing him of the same
thing). He just tells the truth, “Anyone who drinks this water will soon become thirsty again. I'm talking about something
deeper.” OK, she says. But Jesus still hasn’t figured out what she really needs, so he keeps the conversation going. Let’s
talk about your husband. “l don’t have a husband,” she says. When she says that, now Jesus knows what she needs.
“You’re right,” he says, “You don’t have a husband — for you’ve have had five husbands, and you aren’t even married to
the man you’re living with now.” How did Jesus know all that? Because he was a prophet! If you don’t happen to be a
prophet, you might have to listen for a lot longer before you understand someone else. Maybe for weeks. Maybe for
years. It might take more than one conversation. The point is, Jesus kept listening for as long as it took for him to
understand why she had so many relationship problems. You have to keep listening until you’ve heard it all too.

Notice, by the way, that Jesus still isn’t judging her. When he says, “you aren’t even married to the man you’re living
with now,” he’s stating the truth. It’s a spiritually crucial truth, in the circumstances. It’s a negative truth, even an
embarrassing truth, and you could certainly say it as a way to judge her. But Jesus doesn’t say it in a way that judges her.
You can tell that because of the way he follows it up with an affirmation., “You certainly spoke the truth!” You can tell
she doesn’t feel judged by what he says, because she keeps talking and even opens up to deeper spiritual matters, namely
racism against Samaritans by Jews.

Do you see what Jesus does in this conversation. On the one hand he refuses to judge against her, even when she
tells him something embarrassing, something sinful — that she isn’t married to the guy she was living with. Is that part
clear?

On the other hand he refuses to judge for her by buying into some system of denial on her part. That part might be
hard to see in this episode because she doesn’t actually try to get him to by into a false view of reality. She doesn’t say
something like, “Well if you knew the louts | married, you would have divorced them all, too.” (Which would have been
a false statement twice over, since Jesus would have never married 5 louts in the first place, and if he had married one,
he probably would have stayed married.) A lot of the art of listening — spiritually listening, | mean — is to simply refuse
to get sucked into someone’s system of denial. How many times have you felt like someone is giving you their version of
events — and you have no way to check on the “facts” they’re telling you — and then subtly demanding that you give a
judgment in favor of them? | know you can recognize when someone is doing this to you, because you know exactly
how to do it someone else. Everyone | know uses this technique when they’re trying to avoid the reality that they are
facing a spiritual issue.



| did it myself this week. | went to Denver on Monday and Tuesday, My flight home was delayed by 3 hours, and
when | called Kim to let her know, | had my story all lined up to make United Airlines look like the bad guy. They were
the ones whose plane was late getting in from Jackson Hole so that when it was further delayed by hail in Denver the
flight crew had to come off duty because of FAA limits on hours worked in a row, etc., etc. | controlled all the “facts” in
our conversation, and | arranged them all to try to force Kim to give a judgment in my favor, namely that it was all
United Airlines’ fault. What deeper spiritual truth was | trying to hide? Maybe that my life is too busy right now, and that
| need to start saying no to some of the people who ask me to do things. Whoa, that hits hard. If | say no to someone, |
might disappoint them, and that’s getting into dangerous spiritual territory for me. See, it wasn’t really about hail in
Denver, was it?

How do you deal with the pressure to make a judgment while listening? You deal with your own pressure to make a
judgment against the other person by remaining curious. “| wonder why,” rather than, “That was wrong.” Remember,
God got there first, and he is fully capable of whatever judgment is needed. You're there to help. You deal with the
other person’s pressure for you to make a judgment in favor of them by always sticking to the truth. Say, “l can imagine
you hated that,” which is true, rather than “United Airlines ripped you off,” which you have no idea whether is try or
false.” The most important thing you have to offer is telling the truth without being judgmental. It’s amazing how
powerful that is, how wonderful, how unexpected. Truth without judgment. It’s what people fear the most. It’s what
people need the most.

Let’s go back to Jesus. Once he understood the spiritual heart of the situation — the racism this woman
experienced, and the self-destructive way she handled it, by getting in and out of crummy relationships with men, he had
something meaningful to offer her. “Jews, Samaritans, it doesn’t make any difference. What makes a difference is
experiencing the love of God.” “| know that,” she says, “and it will become real whenever the Messiah comes.” “That’s
great,” Jesus says, “because the Messiah is here, and you’re looking at him.” All she needed was to know that God loved
her despite all the bad things society said about her, all the bad things she had done in response;. All she needed was
Jesus. Not Jesus as the answer to someone else’s problems. Not Jesus as an intellectual proof. Not Jesus as an
evangelization program. Just Jesus in the broken places of her life.

Isn’t it interesting how she finds the answer for herself? The last part of the spiritual conversation is opening up the
idea that following Jesus might be the path forward. When you start a spiritual conversation with someone, eventually
you get to the point where you bring up the idea that following Jesus might be the way to get from where the person is
to where they want to go. First you have to care about them. How much? (Enough to pray for them.) Then you have to
listen to them in truth and without judgment. How long? (Long enough to understand their real need.) Then you have to
open the idea that Jesus could meet their real need. But in this case the Samaritan woman brought that up herself! She
was the one who brought up the Messiah. All Jesus had to do was agree.

| don’t know whether that will happen to you. It happens a lot actually, that when you get to a point in a spiritual
conversation where you talking about the real truth, the deep need, the other person might bring up God or Jesus. If
not, then you need to bring it up. Eventually it needs to come up, and if you have already figured out what difference
following Jesus makes in your life, you’re the one with the experience need to take the initiative, if necessary.

Either way, whether they bring up following Jesus or you do, all you need to de then is to sell your own experience.
“Yeah, following Jesus turned out to be the way forward for me.” Don’t apply your experience of God to their life. Apply
your experience of God to your life. You’re not solving their problems. That’s their job — that’s God’s job. Your job is
just to bear witness to the hope that is within you.

If you do that, can you be guaranteed that they will respond, that they will have an amazing experience of God? No,
you can’t guarantee that. You might even have to go back to listening more. You might have to bring up God again
sometime. You might have to be a friend.

OK, so that’s three steps of starting a spiritual conversation. 1) Care enough to pray. 2) Listen in truth without
judgment long enough to learn what’s going on. 3) Have courage enough to bring up Jesus when the time is right. Rinse
and repeat. Now it’s up to you.

Questions
I. Who is someone you care enough about to pray for.
2. Has someone ever listened to you long enough for you to bring up the spiritual truth?

3. Can you imagine knowing when is a good time to open up the idea of following Jesus? What would that look
like?



