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Greetings,  
 
D. L. Moody Center is excited to partner with and help in sponsoring The Shine Bright 
Project’s Go Dark, Shine Bright campaign in 2022.  In addition to the digital aspects of the 
campaign, several prayer events will be hosted at D. L. Moody Center’s Northfield property 
and other locations in the New England region.   
  
The Go Dark, Shine Bright campaign was created out of the conviction that the church 
needs to step away from the world of social media to pray and study.  It is not intended to 
suggest that God’s people should abandon social media altogether.  Rather, the campaign 
is designed to remind us, as Christians, that we are to be strange in the right ways 
wherever we are.   
  
Between now and the 2022 campaign, this set of previously published articles offers some 
perspectives on social media and, more importantly, on the way Christians think about the 
world around them.   
  
We hope that these articles will help you think well about what it means to be a disciple of 
Jesus in this age or any other.  In addition to the articles, there is a suggested Bible 
reading plan and set of guidelines for interacting on social media.   
  
Please pray for the 2022 Go Dark, Shine Bright campaign.  We have organizational reasons 
for wanting the campaign to be successful. Still, our true desire is to see the church come 
together in prayer across denominational lines and despite disagreements about 
theological or political matters.  God’s people are to demonstrate His “manifold wisdom” 
(Eph 3:10), having been brought together to be one unified entity.  Pray with us for revival, 
for the salvation of the lost, and the witness of the church. 
  
Finally, as you feel led, please refer others to the Go Dark, Shine Bright campaign.  Share 
this guide or ask them to visit www.godarkshinebright.org to sign up for the 2022 
campaign. 
 
Blessings, 
 
 
 
 
James Spencer, PhD 
VP and COO | D. L. Moody Center
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PRACTICAL TIPS FOR BEING A 
CHRISTIAN IN A DIGITAL WORLD

2

1. Create an offline outlet-  Social 
media tempts us to respond in 
the moment.  It prompts us to 
react, speak, and pile on even if 
our opinions aren’t particularly 
informed (Prov. 8:8; 10:11; 15:18; 
29:9; James 1:19-21).  Rather than 
responding in the moment, it 
can be useful to create an offline 
outlet to write down and reflect 
on your thoughts, sort through 
your emotions, and decide 
whether you should post your 
comment or not.

Create an offline outlet- 

2. Break the rules- Every social 
interaction, whether online or 
face-to-face, has implicit and 
explicit rules.  One of the 
expectations of social media is 
that you will engage.  When 
Facebook and Twitter added 
“like” and “retweet” functions 
that would measure post 
engagement, they changed the 
rules of the platform to 
encourage a response.  You are 
under no obligation to respond.  
You can read posts or check out 
pictures without liking them or 
sharing them.  Break those rules.  

3. Know the limits- Can you
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imagine sitting in the middle of a 
rock concert to read a book?  
There is a reason libraries are 
generally quiet.  The 
environment matters.  Social 
media is no different.  Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram are 
environments that are more 
conducive for certain activities 
and less conducive for others.  
Stretching the platforms beyond 
their limits isn’t likely to produce 
great outcomes.  Understanding 
that these platforms aren’t 
designed to cultivate robust 
discourse or to have reasoned, 
well-thought-out discussions is 
important.  It can help you set 
your expectations about how to 
use social media platforms.

4. Be intentional- Time fillers can 
quickly become time wasters.  
Recently, I’ve been taking steps 
to ignore my phone.  I leave it on 
silent, set specific vibrations for 
text messages from my wife and 
kids, turn off all notifications for 
email and other apps, and leave 
my phone at home whenver I’m 
going to dinner or planning to 
spend time with my family.  I’ve 
also muted or unfollowed posts 
that were tempting me to react 
in ways that would have been 
less-than wise.  The point is that 
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social media can have some 
utility.  I, for instance, enjoy 
getting new workout ideas on 
Instagram.  That’s basically all I 
do on the platform, so I’ve 
intentionally limited my feed so 
that I only get what I want when 
I want it.  Being intentional with 
your social media means you’ll 
need to reflect on how you want 
it to be part of your life.  What 
purpose does it serve and is it 
serving that purpose?  Beyond 
that, how is social media keeping 
me from doing other activities 
that might be more crucial for 
your spiritual growth?  These are 
important questions.  Answering 
them and setting controls on 
yoru social media platform is a 
great way to begin being 
intentional about your social 
media use. 

5. Take Stock- It can be easy to 

more time with them.  They will 
allow the distraction, so it seems 
ok. . .until its not.  Take a minute 
and really consider how 
interacting on social media 
changes who you are and how 
you think.  Take stock of how you 
are loving God with all you are 
and have and loving your 
neighbor as yourself.  If social 
media isn’t adding to one of 
those two things, why are you on 
it?  Why not engage in activities 
that will make you a more 
faithful disciple of Christ? 

6. Learn to Resist- Many years ago
I wrote an unpublished essay on 
resistance as a form of Christian 
formation.  The general idea is 
that if we are to be conformed to 
the image of Christ, we have to 
resist being conformed to 
anything else.  That doesn’t 
mean we are to become uniform 
robots without any unique 
character.  We are unique.  
Christians conform to Christ in a 
context.  We adapt to our 
environment. Still, we have to 
resist being formed into people 
who diminish God or refuse to 
interact with others in ways that 

assume that life is good enough.  
We can put off for tomorrow 
reading God’s word, picking up a 
theology book, or spending time 
In concentrated prayer.  Our 
spouses and kids understand 
that we are busy and can’t spend
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are God-honoring.  We must 
ensure that our loyalties to 
organizations, families, local 
churches, denominations, don’t 
overshadow our loyalty to Christ.

7. Carry a Physical Bible- This 

because we have the “peace of  
God that surpasses all 
understanding” (Phil 4:7).  We 
can be calm because our fate is 
sealed with Christ not with the 
nations and institutions of the 
world.

8. Stay Calm- There are many 

out at the grocery store a few 
days ago, I was asked to round 
up for a charity that cared for 
families who need assistance 
over the holidays.  There is 
nothing wrong with rounding 
up, but there is something 
wrong if rounding up at the 
register becomes an excuse not 
to do anything else.  There may 
well be a place for liking, sharing, 
re-tweeting, and posting, but 
interacting on social media can’t 
become an excuse not to “visit 
orphans and widows in their 
affliction” (Jam 1:27).  Social 
media can become a way for us 
to engage in “cheap 
participation.”  We can express 
our outrage with a tap on our 
screens or a few strokes on a 
keyboard, but what does that 
really accomplish?  Put another 

piece of advice might seem 
strange when thinking about 
how to interact on social media.  
Carrying a physical Bible offers a 
tangible reminder that God’s 
word matters.  As we increasingly 
access information and interact 
with others on-screen, it can be 
impactful to carry and flip 
through a physical Bible.  

things wrong with the world.  In 
the internet age, there always 
seems to be room for a new 
crisis.  While the things of this 
world will ultimately fall apart, 
Christians belong to an 
unshakeable kingdom (Heb 
12:28).  We can wade into the 
challenges of this world with a 
sense of confidence and calm 
that God is with us.  Being calm 
isn’t the same as being callous.  
Instead, as we wade into the 
suffering and brokenness of the 
world, we do so without anxiety 

9. Don’t Settle for Cheap 
Participation- When I checked
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way, does your latest Tik Tok  
video or support for a change.org 
petition fulfill or even contribute 
to your practice of “religion that 
is pure and undefiled before God 
the Father” (Jam 1:27)?  We were 
not commissioned to build an 
influential network or to throw 
our support behind one digital 
cause after another.  We were 
commissioned to be and make 
disciples “baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all I 
[Christ] have commanded you” 
(Matt 28:19-20).

are do love our enemies (Matt 
5:43-48), to be subject to the 
governing authorities that God 
appoints (Rom 13:1), and to offer a 
defense for the hope that is in us 
with “gentleness and respect, 
having a good conscience, so 
that, when you are slandered, 
those who revile your good 
behavior in Christ may be put to 
shame” (1 Pt 3:15-16).  So, before 
championing a cause, consider 
your integrity and the testimony 
you are offering to our Lord and 
Savior.

10. Consider Integrity- What we say
is a reflection of our hearts (Lk 
6:45). We don’t get a pass 
because we are on social media.  
Consider what it says about our 
faith when we become obsessed 
with the politics of the day rather 
than attending to the politics of 
the Kingdom.  What does it tell 
others about the importance of 
Christ and the difference he 
makes for how we can live in the 
world when we are willing to do 
damage to those who oppose us 
by attacking their character or 
competence online.  In Christ, we 



hile pursuing my Master of Divinity in the early 2000’s, I 
worked as a personal trainer. It was the perfect job for a 
seminary student. Not only did my work schedule leave the 
middle of my day free for classes and study, but I also had the 
opportunity to interact with clients one-on-one and to W
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DISCIPLESHIP AND 
THE OLD TESTAMENT
James Spencer, PhD

develop relationships with them over several years. As I went about my job, I was 
able to be a living witness.  
 
Being a witness didn’t mean that I was in constant evangelism mode. I wasn’t 
passing out gospel tracks at the end of every workout or doing altar calls 
between sets. Instead, I sought to live faithfully and to be honest about my beliefs 
day in and day out. My faithful, yet flawed, witness meant being odd in ways that 
would demonstrate the difference Christ makes in the lives of his people. My 
speech, my reaction to the problems and challenges of the world, and my actions 
toward others conveyed God to my co-workers and clients. 
 
Our interactions on social media are similar to my interactions as a personal 
trainer.  Our evangelistic efforts online can’t be limited to proclaiming the 

CAN YOU LIVE 
YOUR FAITH ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA?



message of salvation. Posting a 
never-ending steam of gospel 
memes without also developing a 
faithful digital presence will not 
create a compelling, living witness. 
We can’t offer a faithful witness to 
Christ if we post in ways that are 
not full of “integrity, seriousness, 
and soundness of speech that 
cannot be condemned” (Titus 
2:7-8). In the digital mission field, 
we have to live out our faith by 
conforming our digital selves to the 
image of Christ. 
 
Even as we speak about our “digital 
selves,” we must recognize that 
who we are online can’t be isolated 
from who we are offline. We don’t 
live separate lives.  The whole of 
who we are and what we have is to 
be fully dedicated to God. The 
point is not to suggest that our 
digital lives are somehow 
disconnected from our physical 
reality, but to emphasize the 
importance of our digital selves 
and the need for faithful witnesses 
to Christ on digital platforms. 
 
As we enter social networking 
spaces like Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter, or TikTok, it is crucial for us 
to recognize that each of these 
platforms has a wonderful plan for 
our lives. They are not neutral 
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spaces.  They exert an influence on 
us and seek to form and shape us 
in ways that advance their 
particular agenda. As Jaron Lanier 
notes in the Netflix documentary 
entitled The Social Dilemma, “It’s 
the gradual, slight, imperceptible 
change in your own behavior and 
perception that is the product…
Changing what you do, how you 
think, who you are.”  We are 
consistently in danger of becoming 
the “product” of the digital 
platforms on which we interact. 
When we enter the digital mission 
field, we should be aware of the 
influence the digital mission field 
exerts on us. 
 
So, what can we do to resist the 
“gradual, slight, imperceptible 
change” in our behavior that forms 
us into “social media animals”? 
What can we do to ensure that we 
offer faithful testimony on the 
digital mission field? First, we can 
step away from the mission field to 
gain perspective. The “Go Dark, 
Shine Bright” campaign is 
designed to help you do just that. 
Take a break from social media, 
reconsider how you interact on it, 
and get ready to shine bright 
within your particular social 
network. As Dwight Moody said, “In 
the place God has put us he 
expects us to shine, to be to be a 
bright and shining light. While we 

are here our work is to shine for 
him…” 
 
Second, and perhaps most 
importantly, we have to enter the 
social media space with God’s 
agenda firmly in mind. As I argued 
in Thinking Christian, “when we 
have not offered a faithful digital 
presence, it is, in part, because we 
did not have a good idea of what it 
meant to offer a faithful ‘analog’ 
presence.”  
 
We have always been shaped and 
formed by our environment. 
George Will points, for instance, to 
the influence of the state in his 
introduction to The Pursuit of 
Happiness and Other Sobering 
Thoughts writing, “Men and 
women are biological facts. Ladies 
and gentlemen—citizens—are 
social artifacts, works of political 
art. They carry the culture that is 
sustained by wise laws and 
traditions of civility. At the end of 
the day, we are right to judge 
society by the character of the 
people it produces. That is why 
statecraft is inevitably, soulcraft.” 
While the state and social media 
may use different mechanisms to 
change our behaviors, we need to 
focus on our Christian mission. 
Without that focus we will be far 
more susceptible to the purposes 
and plans of others that seek to 

The Social Dilemma

First,

Thinking Christian

Second,

1

2

3

The Pursuit of
Happiness and Other Sobering 
Thoughts
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conform us into something other  
than Christ. 
 
When we accept Christ, we 
become members of his body and 
commit ourselves to contributing 
to the corporate witness of Christ’s 
body.  In bringing us together, we 
are to demonstrate the manifold 
wisdom of God as one people.  We 
coordinate together moving in 
harmony as we proclaim the 
gospel and offer faithful testimony 
to the Lord’s work among and 
within us. 
 
Third, even with our mission 
established, we can’t be naïve. Our 
best intentions can be disrupted if 
we don’t inform ourselves. Watch 
Fake Famous  on HBO, read 
Lanier’s Ten Arguments for 
Deleting Your Social Media or 
Holiday’s Trust Me, I’m Lying: 
Confessions of a Media 
Manipulator, or listen to Tristan 
Harris’s discussion of the media on 
TED Tech’s podcast episode 
entitled “How Better Tech Could 
Protect Us from Distraction.” None 
of these resources offers a 
definitive treatment of social 
media, but each provides 
frameworks that will help you 
navigate the social media space in 
a more faithful manner. 
 
Finally, agendas and information 

won’t help if we are running on our 
own power. No amount of smarts 
or will power will offer us the 
resources we really need to glorify 
God in the digital (or physical!) 
world. We need to be praying that 
the Holy Spirit will guide us and 
press us to obey God’s word.  
 
When we depend on God, we open 
ourselves up to new possibilities. 
Seeking to chart our own course 
without his wisdom and guidance 
is a fool’s errand. In truth, it is no 
better for us to determine our own 
path than for us to submit 
ourselves to the influencers on 
social media platforms. Left to our 
own devices and limited by our 
own resources and strength, we 
will not only fail to love God with all 
we are and have, but we will also 
fail to love our neighbor as 
ourselves. 
 
Let’s prepare to proclaim the 
gospel by spending time in prayer 
and asking God to guide and use 
us to show the world what it 
means to live in his presence. Let’s 
commit to being living witnesses 
wherever God has placed us. Let us 
pray, as Paul did for the 
Thessalonian church: “To this end 
we always pray for you, that our 
God may make you worthy of his 
calling and may fulfill every resolve 
for good and every work of faith by 

Third,

Fake Famous
Ten Arguments for Deleting Your 
Social Media Accounts Right Now

Trust Me, I’m Lying:
Confessions of a Media 
Manipulator,

Finally,
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Lord Jesus may be glorified in you,  
and you in him, according to the 
grace of our God and the Lord 
Jesus Christ” (2 Thess 1:11-12).

1

http://www.netflix.com/watch/81254224

The Social Dilemma,  

Thinking Christian: Essays 

(Self-Published, KSP, 2020), 

James Spencer,

directed by Jeff 

Christian Mind

Orlowski (Netflix, 2020), 

2

on Testimony, Accountability, and the

chap 11, Kindle.

3 James Spencer,The Pursuit of Happiness
and Other Sobering Thoughts (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1978), 3.



hile doing some research for an essay on comedy and 
theology, I ran across an article entitled “The Idiot Culture” 
written by Carl Bernstein (of Woodward and Bernstein) in 
1992. In the article, Bernstein laments the decline of 
journalism to the “lowest common denominator” noting, W

12

“Good journalism is popular culture, but popular culture that stretches and 
informs its consumers rather than that which appeals to the ever descending 
lowest common denominator. If, by popular culture, we mean expressions of 
thought or feeling that require no work of those who consume them, then 
decent popular journalism is finished. What is happening today, unfortunately, is 
that the lowest form of popular culture—lack of information, misinformation, 
disinformation, and a contempt for the truth or the reality of most people’s lives—
has overrun real journalism.” He goes on to assert, “We do not serve our readers 
and viewers, we pander to them.” 
 
Why should it matter, as Bernstein suggests, that “speed and quantity substitute 
for thoroughness and quality, for accuracy and context”? Why should it matter 
that “The really significant trends in journalism have not been toward a 

BERNSTEIN’S ‘THE 
IDIOT CULTURE’



commitment to the best and the 
most complex obtainable version 
of the truth, not toward building a 
new journalism based on serious, 
thoughtful reporting”? According 
to Bernstein, it matters because as 
we set aside the hard work of 
getting to the “best and the most 
complex obtainable version of the 
truth” we pave the way for “the 
spectacle, and the triumph, of the 
idiot culture.” 
 
While there is certainly reason for 
Christians to be concerned with 
the state of journalism and media, 
we must also be concerned with 
our own forms of media and public 
conversation. To what extent has 
Christian media stopped “serving” 
its audiences in order to “pander” 
to them? How has Christian media 
promoted anxiety rather than 
awareness about the political 
movements of our day by 
surrendering the search for the 
“best and the most complex 
obtainable version of the truth? To 
what degree has “speed and 
quantity” been privileged over 
“thoroughness and quality, 
accuracy and context”?  
 
When I ask questions like this, I’m 
often asked to offer examples 
about what I mean. In some of my 
more recent work, I’ve offered 
critiques and counterarguments 

that (I hope) correct and/or add 
nuance to the perspectives of 
particular individuals and their 
views on a given topic.  
 
For instance, in Thinking Christian. 
There I analyze MacArthur’s answer 
to Ben Shapiro’s question about 
Christians and voting.  I would 
point to MacArthur’s answer 
(which begins at around 6:30) as a 
good example of a narrow, less-
than nuanced discussion that does 
not represent the “best and the 
most complex obtainable notion of 
truth.” It was a terribly simple 
answer to a complex question. In 
the book, I take pains to note the 
areas in which I agree with 
MacArthur, yet I also attempt to 
demonstrate the ways in which his 
logic closes off important 
theological realities and makes it 
seem as though the matter is 
clearer cut than it actually is. 
 
Finally, I would point to any 
number of those who report on 
Christian scandals. I won’t mention 
names here as I have little interest 
in drawing attention to such 
writers. I will say that if you find 
yourself reading and listening to 
those who seem to benefit from 
some current crisis or are 
consistently telling Christians that 
the sky is falling, you may want to 
consider whether you really need  

Thinking Christian

2
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to read or listen to them any 
longer. 
 
On the one hand, there are surely 
misdeeds that need to be brought 
to light. My desire is not to silence 
those who might otherwise shed 
light on the sins occurring within 
Christian institutions.  We have a 
responsibility to hold one another 
accountable though I have my 
doubts bloggers and social media 
activism offer more than a pseudo-
accountability driven by the thirst 
of social media mobs. 
 
At the same time, I am concerned 
that a cottage industry has grown 
up around exposing Christian 
scandals. Simple stories that 
polarize the Christian community 
by creating an ‘us versus them’ 
mentality have become the norm. 
By seeking to drive pageviews 
(and, often, revenue), what we 
often end up reading is a “red 
herring” that distracts us from 
reforms that might begin 
changing the fundamental 
constitution of our organizations 
(e.g., hiring and performance 
management practices, networked 
relationships that largely 
determine who the next 
institutional leader will be, oddities 
in reporting and accounting 
practices, or board governance 
concerns). Stories are released 

without sufficient evidence, 
research, or substance so that we 
end up with something less like 
Woodward and Bernstein’s 
Watergate reporting and more like 
the he said/she said musings of 
former royals. Rooting out sin in 
the church is something about 
which we should all be concerned. 
As such, we would do well to 
ensure that we are not becoming 
blood thirsty onlookers in a 
modern-day colosseum where 
violators are thrown to the lions for 
our entertainment. Such a 
community is not a sufficient 
alternative to our flawed Christian 
community. It lacks imagination 
and risk in so much as it also lacks 
a deep discernment of the Holy 
Spirit’s movements. 
 
We can’t satisfy ourselves (let alone 
entertain ourselves) by outsourcing 
accountability to self-proclaimed 
prophets, truth seekers, or warriors 
for justice. To do so is to create a 
complacent, detached culture 
whose contribution to the purity of 
Christ’s bride entails little more 
than liking, sharing, or 
commenting. We will not become 
more faithful disciples by picking 
up the weapons of the world in 
order to shape the church into an 
image we find more palatable.  
 
We need to be wary of Christian 

3

4
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media that panders to us rather 
than serving us. We need to do our 
best to read and listen to 
substantive accounts that have 
done their best to offer the “best 
and the most complex obtainable  
notion of the truth.” How might we 
go about doing that?  
 
First, commit to reading and 
listening at a different pace. 
Today’s media environment is, to 
some degree, dependent on page 
views. Advertisers look at page 
views and other volume-oriented 
metrics when determining where 
to spend their marketing dollars. 
Donors and supporters often look 
at “reach” as a key indicator of 
impact. As such, media outlets 
need a steady stream of content to 
keep “eyes on” pages. 
Unfortunately, the push for content 
doesn’t always produce quality, but 
reinforces a sort of journalism “that 
leaps out ahead of the evidence, 
that is surer than it has reason to 
be sure, that pontificates, spouts, 
hazards guesses, or “tells” when it 
is indeed “too soon to tell” (Mitchell 
Stephens, Beyond News).  
 
We need to do our best to avoid 
that sort of journalism. If we are 
honest with ourselves, the news 
with which we interact everyday 

Beyond News
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(or every hour or minute) isn’t 
particularly crucial for us to offer a 
faithful testimony to Christ on a 
daily basis.  
 
I’m not advocating for a news free 
life, but for a different cadence. We 
don’t need to be “in the know” on a 
daily or even weekly basis. So, step 
away from those who are living on 
page views and pushing out 
content daily to capture your 
attention. Start checking in on 
what’s happening in the Christian 
world on a monthly or even bi-
monthly basis. Set a pace that will 
allow stories to develop to a point 
that they have sufficient 
substance. Don’t settle for the 
sizzle without the steak. 
 
Second, read and listen outside of 
time. Christians have a rich, 
compelling intellectual history. 
Don’t ignore it. Do some historical 
research. Consider what great 
thinkers and great ministers have 
written.  
 
The value of digging into history 
isn’t about feeding nostalgia for 
some past “golden age” but about 
gaining a different perspective on 
the conversations we are having 
today. Augustine, Barth, 
Bonhoeffer, Luther, and a host of 
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other writers offer a number of 
relevant discussions that can help 
us evaluate modern-day topics in a 
different way.  
 
By reading “out of time” we allow  
ourselves the opportunity to 
escape the narrower positions 
taken by our contemporaries. We 
will likely begin to see that may be 
presented as an “either…or” choice 
is far more multifaceted. We will 
begin to see that there are often 
more possibilities available to us 
than those who tell stories today 
might like us to think.  
 
Finally (but likely most 
importantly), read the scriptures 
and works with theological rigor 
more often than you catch the 
nightly news, read about the latest 
scandal, or listen to your favorite 
radio personality. Part of the reason 
I have decided to write fewer posts 
is that I don’t want to contribute to 
the noise that can too easily 
distract us from immersing 
ourselves in God’s word and 
wrestling with theology. This blog 
will never offer the sort of wisdom 
found in the biblical text. While you  
can certainly overdose on the latest 
Christian devotional material or 
commentary on daily events, God’s 
word is always worthy of our 
attention. 

Don’t get me wrong, informed 
discussion is an essential activity 
for the church. But it seems to me 
that we must admit our tendency 
to have less-than informed  
discussions that do not conform us 
to the image of Christ but make 
God seem more like us.  
 
May we be a people that refuse to 
accept anemic notions of truth as if 
they are robust, replace service 
with pandering, and to so neglect 
the scriptures that the words of 
men begin to supplant the word of 
God.

17

1 Carl Bernstein, “The Idiot Culture,” 

https://thewholestory.solutionsjournalism.org/
complicating-the-narratives-b91ea06ddf63 

The New
Republic June, 8, 1992.

2 Thinking Christian: 

(Self-Published,

James Spencer,
Essays on Testimony, Accountability, 
and the Christian Mind
KSP, 2020), chap 8, Kindle.

3 See Spencer, Thinking Christian, chap 9, 
Kindle.

4 See Amanda Ripley, “Complicating the 
Narratives,” Solutions Journalism, Jan 11, 
2019.  Retrieved from 



eflecting on Psalm 119:165 (“Great peace have those who love your law; 
nothing can make them stumble”), D. L. Moody notes, “Sometimes I 
am amazed to see how little it takes to drive all peace and comfort 
from some people. Some slandering tongue will readily blast it. But if 
we have the peace of God, the world can not take that from us” R

(Secret Power, 88) He goes on to suggest, “wherever there is a Bible-taught 
Christian, one who has the Bible well marked, and daily feeds upon the Word by 
prayerful meditation, he will not be easily offended (Secret Power, 88). 
 
As much peace as we receive from loving God’s law and having a strong rooting 
in Scripture, nothing stings quite like ungenerous speech. If you’ve never had the 
(dis)pleasure of reading or listening to an account in which you are assigned 
inappropriate motives or have your intelligence or integrity questions, I hope you 
never do. I agree with Moody. The more rooted I become in the Scriptures and in 
the community of faith, the more peace I feel despite such “slandering tongues.” 
Yet, ungenerous speech is, in my estimation, one of the most unloving activities 
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Secret Power

Secret Power

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF GENEROUS 
SPEECH



 
“Contrary to the rules of 
philosophers of science, who 
advise testing hypotheses by 
trying to refute them, people 
(and scientists, quite often) 
seek data that are likely to be 
compatible with the beliefs 
they currently hold. The 
confirmatory bias of System 1 
[the more intuitive work of 
the human mind] favors 
uncritical acceptance of 
suggestions and 
exaggeration of the 
likelihood of extreme and 
improbable events…you will 
be prone to overestimate the 
probability of disaster.”    

in which a person can engage. 
Because ungenerous speech 
interprets a set of words or actions 
as deviant or deficient in some 
way, it can diminish an  
individual’s character in the eyes of 
others and call their motives and/or 
competence into question. 
 
Generous speech seeks to avoid 
defaming others by committing to 
faithful testimony. Generous 
speech is not naive. It doesn’t deny 
evidence or shy away from 
discussing bad acts. Generous 
speech does, however, exercise 
restraint. It allows ambiguities to 
stand recognizing them as 
avenues for further exploration 
rather than opportunities to fill in 
gaps with less-than truthful 
portrayals. Generous speech has at 
least three characteristics: (1) it 
seeks to be thick, (2) it commits to 
asking questions, and (3) it adopts 
discourse and conversation as its 
overriding goal. 
 
 
Generous speech doesn’t just 
advance a single interpretation as 
if it is the only way to construe the 
facts. Even if one ends up arguing 
for a particular interpretation, 
generous speech recognizes 
alternatives. In reality, there are 
always times when we have to fill 
in gaps. We seldom have all the 

information needed to come to a 
firm conclusion about what is 
happening or why (note my post 
entitled “What Happens When We 
Assume Why“).  When we advance  
a single option in our portrayals of 
individuals or groups, we limit our 
thinking. Arguably, we create our 
own blind spot by telling a story 
that supports a hypothesis to 
which we have already committed.  
As Kahneman notes,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Generous portrayals need to be 
thick so that no single hypothesis 
comes to dominate one’s 
understanding without at least 
some recognition that there are 
other feasible, if not probable, ways 
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2

Generous Speech is Thick-

1



of construing the evidence. 
 
 
In generous speech, asking  
questions becomes an alternative 
to making assumptions. Obviously, 
a phrase that ends in a question 
mark can be more accusation  
than inquiry.  As such, an honest 
question seeks truth, not 
confirmation. Questions are 
vehicles for conveying and 
cultivating intimacy. In asking a 
question, we convey our desire to 
know and understand another 
person. We request that they trust 
us with information we don’t 
already know because we desire to 
have a trusting relationship. 
Generous portrayals use questions 
to identify gaps in knowledge. 
Rather than hazarding a guess or 
making an unfounded claim, a 
question can be a vehicle for 
deepening understanding. 
 
 
 
Generous speech does not 
demand submission to a particular 
narrative. It does not bend every 
word or action into some sort of 
nefarious deed.  Generous speech 
is careful with words. It is observant  
before it is interpretive. Generous 
speech can afford to be patient 
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Generous Speech Asks Questions-

Generous Speech Engages in 
Discourse-



because the primary goal is to 
engage in discourse with another 
not to win an argument. 
 
So, why is it that generosity is so  
important? First, from a 
theological perspective, all humans 
are made in the image of God. As 
such, there is no room for 
demonizing or diminishing others 
in any way. To demonize and 
diminish may not rise to the legal 
definitions of slander or libel, but 
Christians are held to a higher 
standard than the law of the land. 
“Revilers” are listed alongside 
idolaters and several other groups 
in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10. It seems to 
be something we should take 
pains to avoid.  
 
One could also point to various 
comments about speech in 
Scripture. For instance, what does 
ungenerous speech say about who 
we are if it is really the case that 
“out of the abundance of the heart 
the mouth speaks” (Matt 12:34). 
Being Christian involves speaking 
Christian. When we opt to advance 
an ungenerous portrayal of people, 
we are, at best, lazy (sloth is also a 
problem; cf. Prov 19:15; Eccl 10:18; 
Rom 12:11) and, at worst, 
misrepresenting what it means to 
be dedicated to a risen Christ.  Our 
speech is not violence, but it can  
 

do harm.   
 
Second, one could make the case 
that ungenerous speech is a form 
of false testimony. To the extent 
that it makes accusations and 
assumes motives, ungenerous 
speech demonstrates a lack of 
commitment to the truth.  As  
Christians, we need not fear truth 
even when the truth hurts. 
Confession, for instance, is a mark 
of the community of faith because 
in confession we demonstrate a 
radical commitment to truth by 
admitting our own failings and 
shortcomings (1 John 1:9).  
 
We need to remember that it is 
just as easy to promote falsehood 
when we misconstrue facts to fit 
our own narratives or fill in gaps 
that accord with a reality of our 
own making. To some degree, we 
must take seriously the 
opportunity we have for 
misrepresenting others in the 
public square. To be a community 
committed to the truth does not 
mean that we are a community 
that always has the answers. 
Rather, it may well mean that we 
practice restraint in interpretation. 
 
Finally, generosity is important 
because without generous speech, 
we will more likely end up divided. I 
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First,

Second,

Finally,



have noted my reticence for 
“naming names” in my various 
writings in other posts. While I 
have interacted  with ideas and 
offered judgments elsewhere (note 
for instance my interaction with 
Stanley’s book entitled Irresistible 
in “Discipleship and the Old 
Testament“),  I do attempt to stay 
focused on the ideas rather than 
attacking the person who wrote 
them. As someone who has put 
ideas out into the world (many of 
which, I’m quite sure, need more 
development if not revision), I 
appreciate criticism that helps me 
see my own errors in thought and 
to strengthen or revise my work. I 
trust that other authors feel the 
same. When we engage in 
ungenerous portrayals, we create 
division. In the church, we are 
supposed to be together. In my 
estimation, generosity extends 
even to moments when we need 
to correct one another. Boldness 
without generosity can be brutal, 
particularly as we live in a world 
where creating a mob seems 
(unfortunately) easy. 
 
As you write, read, or speak, I would 
encourage you to consider what it 
means to be generous. That may 
mean rethinking the way you 
speak to or about others. It may 
mean that you stop reading or 

listening to those who are not 
generous in their speech. While I  
can’t say just what you should do, I 
can urge you to fight to stay 
generous. Let’s remember that, as  
Christians, we are to be a people 
whose generosity aspires to match 
the gift we’ve been given in Christ  
Jesus. We never need to regret 
being generous because through 
generosity we tell the story of 
God’s redemption and proclaim 
what it means to “walk in newness 
of life” (Rom 6:4) with our Lord and 
Savior.

22

1 https://crazydifferent.org/267/

2 Thinking, Fast and 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

Daniel Kahneman,
Slow 
2011), 61.

3 https://www.worthwhiletheology.com/
magazine/article-template-
ctchg-948kx-7ff5z

3


