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In just about every conversation I’ve had over the last few weeks, someone has admitted
that they usually have no idea what day it is. Time is weird these days.

So let me start of by saying that even though I’m about to start this sermon with a 
Thanksgiving joke – I do know that’s not the holiday we just celebrated. Happy 
Independence Day – and don’t you go worrying about me.

There’s a Thanksgiving cartoon, where the family is gathered at the table around huge 
bowls of salad and mashed potatoes and what looks like a literal jug of gravy. And the 
caption says: “Edna Fernwacker skillfully turns table discussion away from politics at 
the family Thanksgiving Dinner…” and that’s when you realize that Edna has taken the 
entire turkey and crammed it down over Uncle Jim’s head.1

We’ve all been there, right? You’re having a nice dinner and then suddenly – POLITICS.
Or RELIGION. Or BAD STUFF FROM THE PAST. And you either want to stuff the 
turkey over someone else’s head or hide in the turkey yourself.

It seems like those kind of conversations are coming up more and more these days. First 
came the pandemic, which somehow has gotten turned into an issue that people can take 
sides over. And then came this uprising around issues of racial justice – which has 
always been a painful issue for our country. 

And of course we’re going to talk about these things together, right? I mean, how do we 
not talk about the things that are causing us to stay away from people, wear masks, lose 
jobs? How do we not talk about huge changes being proposed in our society? How do 
we not talk about the reasons people are sick or dying? We need to talk about these 
things so that we can process them together, sort things out, get it off our chests.

But, man, can it get uncomfortable. A therapist I know recently said that it’s like 
everybody is walking around without skin on. We’re all extra-sensitive these days, 
because we are dealing with so much. We’re dealing with our own fears and losses, and 
then the main topics of conversation poke us right where it hurts. And I’m sure it’ll all 
amp up as election season really kicks into gear. (Oh yeah, that’s coming too.)

When sensitive topics come up, how can we discuss them in a way that is less painful, 
less prone to triggering fight-or-flight? Can we have these conversations in a way that 

1 Cartoon by Paul Fell, found online: https://www.cartoonstock.com/cartoonview.asp?catref=pfen1354



will actually build up our relationship with the other person – and still allow us to be 
honest about what we believe?

Because these questions keep coming up, I’ve finally taken the time to read the book 
Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking when the Stakes are High.2 It’s been around for
at least 20 years, and I think it made a big splash in the business world, so I bet some of 
you have read it, too.  Based on lots of research, the book tries to teach the habits that 
help make sensitive conversations go more smoothly. 

One of the main techniques the book teaches is to make the conversation feel safe, 
instead of either person feeling like they’re being attacked, insulted, or not-listened-to.  
And there are two main things we can do to help the conversation feel safe.

One is to have a shared reason for having the conversation at all. If each person comes in
with the goal of convincing the other person they’re stupid, that’s not going to go well. 
But if we can start with “Hey, we both really want to get a better understanding of 
what’s going on in the world,” the conversation has a better chance of being productive 
– even if it is still tough.

The second thing we can do to make a conversation feel safe is to make clear that both 
people respect one another. If someone senses that I don’t respect them, the conversation
immediately starts to feel unsafe – and then they might get angry or shut down. So 
respecting one another is super important. 

I bet some of you out there are thinking the same thing right now: “Can you respect 
people you don’t respect?” If you’re trying to be respectful, but the other person is 
taking cheap shots at you – how can you keep up respecting them? Why even try? Do 
they even deserve it? Or if the other person’s views go against all the facts you know – 
how can you respect that person when they seem so willfully wrong? Or what if the 
view that other person is arguing is harmful – to themselves, or to others? Is it even right
to respect them then?

First, let me say that boundaries are so important. If someone is treating you 
disrespectfully you have every right to end that conversation. Respecting someone else 
does not require you to let them disrespect you. Being polite or kind or Christian does 
not mean letting someone else treat you badly.

And we don’t have to take every chance to respond to somebody that comes up. I know 
that many of us are working on speaking up when people say things that are harmful. 
And we should be pushing ourselves outside of our comfort zones.

2 By Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al Switzler (McGraw Hill, 2011).



But that still doesn’t mean we have to respond to every single Facebook post. It doesn’t 
mean we have to re-hash the same topic with Cousin Sally for the twentieth time. It’s 
important to have a solid idea of why you want to have this particular conversation with 
this particular person. 

“To let them know that what they just said was inappropriate or wrong,” or to “to clarify 
what the ‘other side’ thinks or means” can actually be really good reasons – but we can’t
let them devolve into “making Cousin Sally realize what a stupid jerk she is.” 

But when you do want to have a conversation with someone you disagree with, then the 
key is showing healthy respect. And if you’re having a hard time getting there, the book 
suggested praying this short prayer: “Lord, help me forgive those who sin differently 
than I.”3

And with that prayer, all of a sudden we remember: Whoa. We all are sinners. I can look 
back at my past self and say, “Ugh, how could you ever have done that? Or thought 
that?” and I’m sure in another ten years I’ll have some things to say about who I am 
today.  And those kind of thoughts help us relate to even someone we think is wrong. 
Because we recognize that we’re all in the same big boat. We are all sinners in need of 
God’s grace and one another’s forgiveness and the mercy of patience to grow and 
change (Luke 13:6-9).

Now we have to watch ourselves, because we can’t come at the conversation like, “Oh 
honey, I used to think some stupid things, too.” We have to come with actual humility 
that says no one is perfect, but we all have good intentions of doing right, thinking right.

When we try and think of examples of people who can stay true to themselves and to the
truth while still being humble and knowing that they are not perfect...who might we 
think about?

I’m thinking about the Apostle Paul. A few minutes ago you saw Emily reading his 
words to us. He said: “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, 
but I do the very thing I hate...I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do 
the good that I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” 

Part of what he’s doing here is making a big point about the law and God’s grace. But 
he’s also sharing really honestly about his own struggles with sin. And we have evidence
that this was something Paul did a lot in his preaching. He talked openly about the fact 
that he used to persecute Christians (Acts 22; Gal. 1:13ff), even calling himself the 
“worst of sinners” because of it (1 Tim. 1:15). He talks about “a thorn in his flesh,” 
which is a confusing passage, but definitely points to something that kept Paul feeling 
3 Crucial Conversation, Chapter 5.



humble and even weak. He calls talking about these sorts of things “boasting about 
weaknesses,” and he says he does it because God said to him: “My grace is sufficient for
you, for power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:7-10). God uses even our 
weaknesses to do powerful things.

Maybe one of those powerful things is helping us be more understanding of our fellow 
sinners relying on the grace of God and the forgiveness of others.

Paul’s humility did not turn him into a doormat. This is the same guy who convinced 
thousands of people of the truth of the Gospel message – in a time and place when it was
a really out-there coocoo-sounding idea. This is the same guy who stood his ground 
among other Christians when they were having arguments about what exactly becoming 
a Christian meant  (Gal. 2).  The same guy who said, “If I were still [worrying about] 
pleasing people, I would not be a servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10).

When we read his instructions to those early congregations, we see that  he often made 
no room for ifs- ands-or-buts about what he’s saying. That’s when we see him sticking to
the truth of the Gospel and how we ought to live together because of it. 

But we do see his humility and understanding, too.

Like when there was this big question about whether Christians could eat meat that had 
been sacrificed to pagan idols. And he basically says, Look, I know that you and I both 
now that those gods aren’t real and we don’t have to worry about it. But some other 
people in the Church don’t see it that way – so for the good of the group, maybe let’s just
try not to eat it, ok? (1 Cor. 8)

Paul is not a perfect model by any means...but he does give us an example of how to 
balance speaking truth with being humble and understanding.

Maybe that’s why Jesus appeared to Paul and called him to be an apostle – because his 
past as a persecutor would help check his pride as he planted churches.

Maybe that’s why Jesus hand-picked Peter to be the rock on which he built the church – 
because Peter would deny Jesus, and that could help keep him humble and 
understanding.

Our Christian story teaches us to be humble. When we approach each other with 
humility and understanding, it creates a place of safety for powerful conversations to 
happen. 



In that place of safety, we might be more willing to let down our walls, make a 
confession, and ask for help in changing. In that place of safety, we might be more 
willing to really think about the new ideas being offered. We might be more willing to 
talk about what we think and feel.

And most importantly: in that place of safety, we all might be more able to pick up on 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit working in the midst of us imperfect humans – the Holy 
Spirit opening up a new way for us. Amen.


