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Speaking Your Audience’s Language: 
How to Avoid ‘Christianese’

by Rusty Wright

When you seek to com-
municate the mes-
sage of Jesus to those 

outside the faith, do you ever 
feel like you’re not getting 
through? There can be many 
reasons for this, including 
their own resistance, spiritual 
blindness, spiritual warfare, 
ego, personal pain, anger with 
God, disappointment with God 
or Christians, etc. But a major 
reason might be that you just 
aren’t speaking their language. 

We are offering people a gift 
that is infinitely more valu-
able than a million dollars, 
the gift of peace with God and 
eternal life. But too often, we 
don’t speak their emotional 
and intellectual languages. I 
don’t know about you, but at 
the end of my life I don’t want 
to look back with regret on 
the people who didn’t appreci-

ate Christ because I didn’t 
make the message clear. I 
want to speak their language 
so clearly that they see how 
attractive my Jesus is, so they 
run to him to receive him. 

In communicating with 
non-believers, seek to avoid 
Christian jargon. Consider this 
example: 

 “The Bible says all you sin-
ners need to repent and trust 
in the finished work of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, 
who, through his propitiatory 
sacrifice on Calvary’s cross, 

made atonement 
for you so you 
could be justified, 
redeemed, sancti-
fied and gloriously 
saved!” 

 That is all true, 
but will the unbe-
liever understand 
it? How about this 

instead? 
 “The biblical documents 

explain that humans have an 
emptiness, an inner void, a 
longing to love and be loved. 
Jesus of Nazareth said he 
came to fill that void, to offer 
hope and genuine purpose. He 
died a physical and spiritual 
death to pay the penalty hu-
mans owed for their flaws and 
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imperfections. Then he returned 
to life to offer people the op-
portunity to plug into God both 
now and forever. 

 “If I had a traffic fine I could 
not pay, you could offer to pay 
it for me, as a gift to me. Just 
as I would need to accept your 
gift to pay my fine, so we need 

Continued on page 2 k

You can make the Gospel 
very clear — just use 
language that relates to your 
listeners and their situation.

Prayer Requests 
We believe “The prayers 

of the righteous availeth 

much.”  We invite you to 

pray with us about various 

aspects of The Amy Foun-

dation Ministry.

Amy Prayer List:
•	 Amy Writing Awards —
	 increased number of
	 submissions in 2010.
•	 Christian writers mobi-

lized and equipped to

	 use their skills in obedi-

ence to Christ’s call to 

make disciples. 

•	 Amy Internet Syndi-

cate—new users this 

year.
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es. In both cases, jargon-free 
language can add freshness 
and clarity that helps minimize 
these potential communication 
barriers. 

 Here are some suggestions 
for translating ‘Christianese’ 
into language that can better 
connect with the non-believers 
you seek to reach. No item in 
the table below is inviolate, but 
ask God to give you wisdom 
to apply these suggestions 
as appropriate for your situ-
ation. Trust Him to give you 
words and thoughts that will 
help people understand God’s 
truth. Remember, you are not 
seeking to compromise God’s 
message, but simply aiming to 
communicate it using language 
and concepts your audience 
can understand, relate to, and 
digest. 

This article was first published at 
www.InternetEvangelismDay.com/
christianese. 
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to accept Jesus’ free gift of for-
giveness to enjoy a friendship 
with him.” 

 Depending on the situation, 
you may wish to use either 
the more direct second-person 
or first person-plural (“you” 
or “we”) or the more indirect 
third-person plural (“humans,” 
“people,” “they,” etc.). You can 
make the Gospel very clear. 
Just use language that relates 
to your listeners and their situ-
ation. 

 Consider a few additional 
suggestions for connecting 
with your audience.

 Aim to contextualize your 
words and examples for your 
listeners or readers, and to 
paint memorable ‘word pic-
tures.’ Jesus took examples 
from the surrounding soci-
ety and culture to fill out the 
content of abstract concepts. 
For instance, the Prodigal Son 
story illustrates repentance. 
The Lost Sheep story conveys 
God’s heart for someone whose 
life is a mess. Redemptive par-

allels from familiar stories that 
resonate with your audience 
can be vital. Popular culture is 
one very valuable source for 
such material. 

For evangelism in a non-
Western or non-Christian cul-
ture, careful use of language is 
equally important, because the 
words may carry entirely dif-
ferent connotations from those 
that Western Christians intend. 
Many non-Western societies 
are also shame cultures and 
view modes of behavior in dra-
matically different ways than 
Westerners do.  

 Another audience that your 
“secular-friendly” language 
may help is those who are 
familiar — even overly familiar 
— with Christian terminology. 
Some may let Christian jargon 
simply wash over them without 
attaching much meaning to the 
words, having been somewhat 
immunized to their truth. For 
others, ‘Christianese’ may trig-
ger memories of negative or 
hurtful past church experienc-

k Audience’s Language, cont’d from p.1

Christianese Jargon

the Bible says 

saved, salvation 

hell, damnation 

sin(s) 

sin nature, depravity

 

witness, evangelism 

pray/prayer

 

gospel 

saving faith 

you need to receive Christ 

propitiation

 

God’s view is ... 

Normal HumanSpeak: examples of equivalents

• a biblical perspective would be that ... 

• made safe (rescued) from separation from God 

• separation from God forever 

• separation from God 

• missing the mark of divine perfection 

• fallen nature 

• to use a philosophical term, humans are deeply fallen 	

• communicating the basic message of Jesus 

• talking with/communicating with God 

• expressing your thoughts/views/heart to God 

• Jesus’ message of good news 

• place trust in Jesus as the means of one’s forgiveness 

• a biblical perspective of how anyone becomes fulfilled and

complete is that it involves developing a relationship with one’s

creator. 

• Jesus, through his sacrificial death on the cross, paid the

penalty we owed for our rebellion/disobedience/alienation 

• a biblical perspective would indicate ... 

Spread 
the 

Word! 

The  Pen  & 
Sword is now 
published on-
line only. If 
you or some-
one you know 
would like to 
receive a no-
tice when the 
next issue is 
posted, along 
w i th  a  l ink 
to the online 
edition, send 
your e-mai l 
a dd r e s s  t o 
amyfoundtn@
aol.com 
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The explosion of the In-
ternet has created many 
new options for Christian 

writers. In this opportune time, 
a writers’ conference is an ex-
cellent way to hone your skills, 
pitch ideas to editors, network, 
and be inspired by other writ-
ers. 

The American Christian 
Writers (ACWriters.com) hosts 
dozens of conferences nation-
wide with the express interest 
of providing writers with the 
training and resources they 
need to produce noteworthy 
work. The conferences are 
taught by journalism profes-
sionals who will help you learn 
the elements of the craft and 
launch new ideas effectively. 
Mark your calendar for the 
next ACW conference near you. 

Submit Today!

The Amy Foundation Writing Awards program recognizes writers who 
skillfully and creatively present the biblical position on issues affecting the 
world today in a sensitive and thought-provoking manner. Qualifying non-fiction 
entries must have been published in a mainstream non-religious publication.

Winning entries will be re-published in an annual collection of 
prize-winning entries.

For rules, sample articles and submission forms, visit www.amyfound.org
or call 877-727-4262.

15 writers will receive
$34,000 in cash prizes

The Amy Foundation
Discipling Our Nation in this Generation

2010 American Christian Writers’ Conference Schedule:  

March 12-13, Dallas, TX

March 19-20 Oklahoma City, OK

April 9-10 Nashville, TN 

April 16-17 Fort Wayne, IN

May 1 (Saturday) Memphis, TN

May 14-15 Charlotte, NC

May 21-22 Atlanta, GA

June 5 (Saturday) Columbus, OH

June 11-12 Grand Rapids, MI

August 6-7 Minneapolis, MN

August 14 (Saturday) Des Moines, IA

August 21 (Saturday) Springfield, MO

September 11 (Saturday) Louisville, KY

September 24-25 Spokane, WA

October 22-23 Phoenix, AZ

November 20 (Saturday) Orlando, FL

November/December 27-4 Caribbean Cruise

Hone Skills at a Writers’ Conference

Writer’s Toolbox

Having 
writer’s 
block? 

Here’s help 
on the Web:

Find the word 
you’re look-
ing for with 
the use of a 
d i c t i o n a r y, 
thesaurus, or 
encyclopedia 
at www.dic-
tionary.com

Inves t i ga te 
the original 
meaning of a 
word or phrase 
a t  w w w .
etymonline.
com, an on-
line etymology 
dictionary. 

Read statis-
tics and cur-
rent studies 
compiled by a 
Christian re-
search group 
at www.bar-
na.org

Note: 

George Barna, 
founder of The 
Barna Group, 
w i l l  be  the 
guest speaker 
at this year’s 
M i c h i g a n 
Prayer Break-
fast in Lansing 
on May 12th, 
2010. 

Call (517)323-
6233 for res-
ervations.
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Thank You Linda and Shaunna!
Please join The Amy Foundation in offering sincere thanks and ap-
preciation to Linda Wacyk and Shaunna Howat for the wonderful 
job they have done for more than 15 years in producing the Pen & 
Sword newsletter.  This has been a labor of love on their part, and 
we thank them for their dedication, as well as for the encourage-
ment, mentoring, helpful hints and challenges they provided to our 
readers. 

On behalf of the Russell family, The Amy Foundation and its Board 
of Advisors, many thanks to you, Linda and Shaunna, for a job well 
done!

 “His master replied, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant! You 
have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of 
many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!’”   

								        Matthew 25:21 NIV

tively with our readers. We will 
produce our best written work 
when we find our unique voice. 
Researchers are increasingly 
acknowledging that those who 
love what they do are 
more likely to succeed. 

“The kind of commit-
ment I find among the 
best performers across 
virtually every field is a 
single-minded passion 
for what they do, an unwaver-
ing desire for excellence in the 
way they think and the way 
they work,” said Jim Collins, 
corporate researcher and best-
selling author.

The digital age we have 
come into provides us with 
new avenues to use writ-
ing as a discipling tool. Short 

vignettes on topics ranging 
from local politics to gardening 
can be compiled, edited, and 
turned into a viable Web site 
or blog. 

We often get overwhelmed 
with lofty goals when it comes 
to our passions, yet God’s way 
of building is “precept upon 
precept, line upon line,” (Is.  
28:10). Consider utilizing the 
media to encourage others to 
excellence and godliness in an 
area you are passionate about. 

If money were not an ob-
ject, what would you do? 	
This simple question can 

help you discover what you are 
passionate about. Would you 
produce travel guides? Would 
you write a cookbook? Would 
you start a parenting maga-
zine?  

Perhaps your ideas are not 
exactly lined up with God’s 
plans for your life. However, 
our interests, heritage, talents, 
and passions — unless rooted 
in an ungodly or evil desire 
— are God-given. Psalm 37:4 
says, “Delight yourself in the 
Lord and He will give you the 
desires of your heart.” 

As writers, our passions can 
provide us with clues as to how 
to communicate most effec-

Find Your Passion — Then Write About it
By Mary Jackson

Discipling Journal

We will produce our best 
written work when we find 

our unique voice. 

Tell us a 
discipling 

story

Do you have an 
interesting  dis-
cipling story to 
tell? Send a vi-
gnette (200-400 
words) about a 
situation or in-
teraction that led 
to your discipling 
another  per-
son—or group 
of people—in an 
unusual or unex-
pected way. How 
was God faithful 
in supporting, 
reinforcing or 
extending your 
obed ien t  ac-
tions?

Send stories to: 
Pen & Sword 
Editors,  
Amy Founda-
tion,  
P.O. Box 16091, 
Lansing, MI 
48901; 

or email  
amyfoundtn@ 
aol.com. 


