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“Vegemite on toast for breakfast is the best. 

No, it’s not! Peanut butter on toast is the best for breakfast, clearly. 

Nuh uh, it’s vegemite, it’s obvious. Vegemite, salty, yum vegemite. 

You can’t be serious…peanut butter has that wonderful little mixture of the 

saltiness, the peanutty, a little touch of sweetness in there. It is so superior. 

Wait a minute, both of you are wrong, it’s muesli. Muesli is clearly the best! 

 

Ok so what am I getting at? 

I’m getting at the idea that conversations with differences of opinion are difficult. And 

conversations about differences in faith ideas are even more difficult, even more    

complicated. So much so that pretty much these days, we avoid even having those 

discussions when we have these differences of opinion, differences of point of view. I 

think its related to even broader issues about why people don’t talk about faith in  

general in our various Australian cultures. We’re scared of conflict, we’re scared that 

because these ideas go to the core of our being, people do have different points of 

view that could cause arguments. We want to avoid arguments.  

The problem of course is that it’s actually healthy for us to talk about our differences, 

to talk about our different theological ideas. That’s how we learn from others, that’s 

how we learn to appreciate others, its often how we often learn to understand our 

own point of view more clearly if we have to think about how we would say it to some-

one else. In fact, you know Paul was pretty clear on this isn’t he? He talks about the 

idea that we should be able to make a good account of our faith. We should be able to 

talk about our faith.  

I do remember as a young person, you know, doing evangelism training, and working 

out my 3-minute testimony I could slip into conversations wherever it would fit. I guess 

I’ve kind of moved on from that these days because you realise that sharing your faith 

is not about having some practiced little chunk of knowledge that you download on 

people when they least expect it. Instead we think a little bit about once again St Paul, 

preaching at the Areopagus and his sermon where he uses the example of the         

unknown god, of the statue that was there in the square. Now there are a lot of things 
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we can learn from the way Paul does that but one of the things that sticks out to me is 

just the idea that how we talk about our faith is not just a matter about how we want to 

put it but its always helpful to think about who we are talking to and think about how 

they will hear what we are saying. Not just what we are saying itself.  

Ok so if we take that as read, that talking about faith involves not only talking about the 

thing that we want to talk about but also think about how it will be heard by other   

people then there are some things to take account of. One of the things that I’ve      

noticed in my time around the Church, and especially working on the edges of the 

church – working with high school students for 25 years or so teaching RE - was that 

often it’s not the content of faith that’s the problem when you have these                  

conversations. The people that I would share about faith with, they were actually     

interested in what faith was all about and the content of faith. What could sometimes 

be a problem was not the content of the faith, but how some people talk about their 

faith – how they talk about faith – how they share about faith can get in the way of 

good faith conversations. And I think that has relevance for whenever we talk about 

faith, not just with people who are learning about it for the first time but also when we 

have differences of points of view on theological issues 

Ok so what can we do about this? Well one simple thing to begin with is to be aware of 

the jargon that we use when we talk about our faith. Now Christians have a lot of     

jargon – a lot of technical language, you could call it that, that’s a nicer way of saying 

jargon. Jargon sounds like a negative thing. We have a lot of technical language, there 

are particular things we talk about – whether its grace or sacraments or whatever it 

might be we have a lot of jargon. Now the problem of that can be when I use a          

particular word whether it is grace, or whatever it might be, the person that I’m talking 

to , they might know that word, but they might actually  have a kind of a different    

understanding of it a different perspective on that word. So thing number 1 to be care-

ful of is just to take the chance when we are using this technical language (which is  

important to our faith, it describes important things) but we should take time to make 

sure that we kind of get on the same page so that when we talk about a particular thing 

we ask in the group or the other person we are talking with what they understand by 

that word.  

This comes home to me in the good old RE days with year 11 students. That was the 

group that I taught most often in those 25 years. We would do that old activity where 

you would get students to draw God or to draw the God that they didn’t believe in. So 

everyone would have to do something. Anyway, have a look now at a few of these   

pictures that students drew. Now I’ve grabbed a random selection of pictures these 

aren’t unusual pictures, its just a random selection, and have a look at the kinds of ways 

that God is pictured by these students. There are some more traditional ideas, influ-

enced by, well we don’t know – their family background, actual attendance at church 

possibly but most, by far most are pictures that draw on all kinds of other imagery, 

whether from movies or tv, whether from imagination whether from discussions these 

young people have had wherever they might be. Ultimately the point is we can’t take it 

for granted that even when we use the word, something as central to our faith as 

“God”, that the people we are talking with have the same idea as we do.  

Now if we are talking within the Christian community you might think “I can make some 

assumptions there,” and surely you can, there are some central things that just about 

all Christian people would hold in common about God, but it’s helpful to acknowledge 

even from the start that there may be differences here. It’s just good to acknowledge 

that we are not talking about faith just to impose our view on someone else, but that 

we are actually talking so we can hear from other people – and this dialogue idea is an 

important and crucial part of good conversation about faith. It doesn’t mean we think 

Issue  #1: Jargon or at least technical     

language.  What I’m thinking of when I use a 

particular word may not be what you think 

of when you hear it.  Our experiences and 

theological perspectives influence how we 

use and hear faith words! 

The dialogue idea underpins everything 

here. Faith conversation should always be 

two-way, not monologues intended to  

manipulate.  In fact, it can be argued that 

a dialogue approach enhances the      

chances that the ideas we suggest will be             

considered more thoroughly 

Paul’s sermon at the Areopagus, recorded in 

Acts 14:15-17, is an interesting example of 

an attempt to make a sermon relevant to 

the culture of the people hearing it.  Paul’s 

use of a local statute marked “To an Un-

known God” as a sermon illustration 

demonstrates his willingness to think about  

the world of his audience, in order to  in-

crease the chance his ideas will be ‘heard’. 

Problems can be created by dogmatic 

absolute assertions like “We know God 

made the world” . Such statements are too 

easy to reject because of how they are put.  

“We know…? I don’t know or believe that!” 

There’s a kind of false assumption here, 

which tries to force the hearer to agree by 

suggesting this is the only possibility.  It’s a 

false inclusion, forcing the hearer to be 

included in the belief statement. This just 

gets people’s backs up! But there is a way 

to share such a belief  more helpfully.  

Keep reading! 
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that our point of view will automatically be changed just because we hear someone 

else’s point of view but maybe we should firstly be willing to learn from another person, 

appreciate their point of view and maybe acknowledge that God might want to change 

us through the conversations we have with another person. 

Ok - thing number one - be aware of jargon. Be aware of getting on the same page as 

the other people we are sharing with when we do that – that could be a useful learning 

thing all in itself. 

Thing number two, actually thing number two and three are two simple language tech-

niques that once you grasp really, in my experience, improve discussions about faith 

whether that’s with people who are new to faith things or with people who are         

experienced in the world of faith too. 

Ok so the first of these two things is this thing called “owning”. Now you may have 

heard me talk about his thing before, its so simple. When I own a statement I simply 

use a sentence starter like “I believe” or “it seems to me”…or “in my experience”. Even 

maybe “I think”. I do think the “I believe” one is kind of more significant. Its more     

significant to say “I believe” than “I think”. Anyway, when we own our theological   

statements, our beliefs, by using those kind of sentence starters it does something   

significant. Suddenly, if I hark back to my breakfast example, it’s not about two people 

talking about their opposite points of view but doing it in a dogmatic way as if vegemite 

is the only possibility. Vegemite IS the best breakfast food. Peanut butter IS the best 

breakfast food. Instead, once we own statements like that.  

“I think that vegemite is the best food to have on toast.” 

And someone else says “I think peanut butter is the best.” 

You might think we are still having an argument here but when you have begun your 

sentences with “I believe”, “I think” and so on, what you’ve actually done is 

acknowledge that your point of view is not the only possible point of view. You step 

back from the dogmatic position that says there’s only one way to think about these 

things and that’s important, that’s really crucial. 

Now that might be hard for us to get our head around. We might think “Well my      

particular belief about baptism is the only point of view” - is the best point of view and 

so on. Infant baptism, believer baptism, adult baptism, whatever it might be. But      

ultimately we’ve come to a particular belief about those things based on our reading of 

scripture and our understanding of tradition and our grasp of reason too – to mention 

all parts of the Anglican kind of stool idea but that’s just where we’ve been brought and 

its possible that someone else has been brought to a different place by reading       

scripture, and by thinking through the tradition of the church and by using their reason 

as well. Maybe we don’t like to acknowledge this but generally on these theological 

issues there are other positions. For each of these positions, generally speaking, people 

are able to justify these on the basis of scripture and tradition and the use of reason 

and so on. 

So owning… “I believe”, “I think”, “It seems to me”, “In my experience”… we own a par-

ticular point of view and as soon as we do that we acknowledge the other person or 

other people in the group have other points of view too and it almost automatically 

invites other people to say “Oh that’s what you believe, well here’s what I believe,” and 

then someone else can do that back to us. And suddenly we are having a dialogue, we 

are learning from another person about what they think. We’ve had the chance to 

share our ideas. We can think through what we are doing and so on. This is owning. 

Yes, I said there were two language techniques, owning is the first one. The second one 

is similar but different. It’s called ‘grounding’. Now if owning is the kind of personal  

Skill #1: Owning!  

We claim a belief as our own by starting 

our belief-based sentence with “I       

believe”, “I think”, “It seems to me,” “In 

my opinion” etc 

You could say that in using ‘owning’, space is 

made for the other person’s point of view to 

be shared, or for agreement. “That’s what 

you believe? I agree with you!” Or “Oh, my 

angle on that is this…” 

Food choice is not a terrific corollary  for 

belief statements. Belief is a little more 

significant! But the underlying point is 

valid: In many ways, beliefs are opinions. 

Like opinions religious beliefs cannot be 

proven. That’s their very nature! Note 

Archbishop Phillips comments about this 

in  video 1.1. 
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version of this “I believe”, grounding is the more macro point of view - when we attach a 

belief statement to the group of people who believe it or to the source for that belief. So, 

we might say “Many Christians believe” “Most Christians believe” or “Some Christians 

believe” depending on what the particular statement is that we then complete the      

sentence with.  

And as I said, we can use grounding to attach a particular belief to its source which might 

even just mean “In First Corinthians 13, it says blah blah blah”. So grounding is helpful 

too in a different way because it enables significant learning because you know where a 

belief has come from, where an idea, where a particular part of scripture a verse comes 

from and that’s helpful too. 

Some people have said, “How do you know which to do - whether to own or ground?”  

Once you have a go at it, it starts to become quite obvious what’s appropriate in any    

given moment  

So, what does using owning and grounding do? 

Well I’ve already said it encourages dialogue. I’ve already said it allows for other points of 

view. It means we’re learning from each other. It means we can actually put these words 

out on the table, we can actually talk about them and get into the nuance of them rather 

than having this us vs them dichotomy where we never talk about these things because 

we couldn’t do it peacefully. Owning and grounding means we can talk about our      

different points of view and do it peacefully too.  

Now I do want to mention just a couple of problems that can come up with these two 

things to be careful of. I have heard before someone say (you might have heard this too) 

“The Bible teaches… blah blah blah”. Now there are various things that most    Christians 

will say are central to what we believe as Christians. You might think it’s valid to say “the 

Bible teaches…” Generally though when I hear people say that, generally it seems to me 

(oh look, I’m owning this) it seems to me that people say “the Bible   teaches” when they 

are actually talking about a particular point on which there are other points of view      

possible. So, it might be more appropriate to say “the Bible teaches me that…” and then 

share what we were going to share. “The Bible teaches me…”, rather than “the Bible 

teaches that…”, as if there’s only one possible reading of this.  

By the same token the other potential problem is a thing I’ve heard where someone says 

“most Christians believe…” and then they finish that sentence with a particular belief and 

what’s actually happening is they are talking about once again, a thing on which there are 

potentially other points of view and its not necessarily the case that most Christians (if we 

want to get into the maths of this) believe that particular thing. 

We don’t want to get into quibbling too much about exact numbers of how many people 

believe this or that. We should just be aware of the thing that sometimes can be behind 

that, which is that, well  it’s possible that some people might want to back up their own 

agenda by suggesting that most Christians believe a particular thing when that’s not    

necessarily the case. I’m sure we don’t want to be doing anything underhanded like that. 

I’d suggest refraining from that where there’s some doubt about it. 

Ultimately though, I have found the use of this owning and grounding is super useful. I’ve 

found it super when you want to share your faith with people who have got not much 

idea about faith and stuff…partly because it just calls you into dialogue with someone else 

who can then say “Yes I agree with you or “I’ve got this issue, I’ve got this question” and 

so on. So, in a sense, owning and grounding and thinking about the    jargon idea too, it’s 

a kind of evangelism training if people are shy about sharing their faith because they are 

worried about feeling like they’ll be perceived as brainwashers or Bible bashers or so on. 

If you use owning and grounding it’s almost impossible to be perceived as a Bible basher, 

Skill #2: Grounding!  

We attach a belief to the group who 

believes it, or to its source by starting  

sentences with “Christians believe”, “For 

Anglicans”, “In Mark’s gospel, Jesus is 

quoted as saying” etc 

It’s wise to avoid claiming a belief for all 

Christians when it’s actually just the belief 

of a subset. 

Suggesting that any bible passage teaches 

only one thing is proved incorrect by a 

quick trip to a theological library, or even 

just asking the person next to you in the 

pew what they think! 
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as a brainwasher because you’re just trying to enter into a dialogue with another      

person, not using kind of dogmatic assertions that suggest there’s only one way to think 

about a particular thing. It’s our fear of that reaction, that we’ll be perceived as Bible 

bashers and so on that turns some people off sharing their faith at all, and yes it means 

we have this silence in various Australian cultures about religion because we don’t want 

to be perceived in that way. 

So I think this owning and grounding stuff is great. It enables us to have these            

conversations and do so just as a natural part of the unfolding of relationships that we 

have with people and that’s in terms of people who aren’t part of the Church. But with-

in the Church, using this owning and grounding means that we actually can learn from 

each other. It might be a thing that could go some way to even dismantling some of the 

(what would you call it?) factionalisms that sometimes seems to rear its head in the 

church. I’d love to see that stuff go. I’d much rather a church where we learn from each 

other, where we acknowledge that we have different points of view but we see the 

ways in which God has led us to these different points of view. We see the ways in 

which these different points of view have their strengths that we can learn from, and 

we see that our own points of view might be softened by this dialogue. Or as I said, we 

might even learn more about our own point of view because we discuss our points of 

view with other people.  

So I affirm the owning and grounding. You can see that I’m sold on this stuff. Can I    

suggest that you give it a go? Just experiment with using owning and grounding – “I 

believe”, or “some Christians believe”, “many Christians believe”. 

At first it can feel unusual but if you just get into the habit of doing it, it becomes easy, 

second nature. Ultimately I think it just feels to me like a kind of a thing that’s part of 

how the kingdom works. Different people being faithful to God, different points of view 

on some things, but valuing each other, learning from each other, all towards doing 

God’s mission in the world. 

Thanks. If you have any questions about the ideas that I’ve shared in this video feel free 

to send me an email here.  

Thanks for your time, I hope this has been helpful. Let’s chat more, I’ll see you at 

formedfaith.org. Thank you. 

Remember, I’m not suggesting there are 

no absolutes. On the contrary, I’m just 

suggesting a way you can express them 

that doesn’t automatically annoy, switch 

off or alienate the hearer, whether that’s  

someone in your congregation,  a friend 

or work/study colleague. It really works! 

You can email me at  

jonathans@ministry education.org.au 

I’d love to chat more with you about this 

stuff!! 

You can find more about this content at 

www.formedfaith.org under the Training 

tab. 

And remember, all St Francis Short Cours-

es  can be found at 

www.stfran.qld.edu.au 


