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Across the Divide:
A How-To for Having 

Tough Conversations with 
Conservative Evangelical 

Christians (and surviving!)

A liberating approach to the Bible that transforms 

scriptural weapons into sources of power.



A Note from the Editor.

When folks come to Soulforce asking for help on how to talk 
to their adversaries about oppression in the face of Biblical 
Literalism and Christianity, some of the questions we get are: 

“Why are evangelicals so concerned with my LGBTQI love/

sex/body/family? Why can’t they just live and let [us] live? 

Doesn’t the Bible say ‘Judge not, lest ye be judged?’” 

Or, they ask: 

“How do I push back on spiritually violent theologies and 
policies while respecting my conversation partner’s faith 
and humanity?”

A good start to answering these questions is to understand 
what is at stake for our conversation partners. This resource is 
based in our understanding of some of the basic faith tenets 
and culture of U.S. evangelicalism, edited by our Spiritual 
Strategist–a former conservative evangelical Christian! 

It is meant as a broad overview and as an offering to activists 
who struggle to have one-on-one conversations with those 
who believe deeply and earnestly in the Christian 
fundamentalist narratives that perpetuate violence against 
LGBTQI people, Women, People of Color, and other 
marginalized peoples. 
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At the end of this resource we offer up some of our best tips 
for navigating (and surviving) those hard theological 
conversations that are often so painful, because we understand 
that sometimes we encounter our opposition across the protest 
line, and sometimes they are right across our family’s dinner 
table.
 

Many blessings on the journey,

Rev. Alba Onofrio
Spiritual Strategist for Soulforce 



The Big Picture: 
A Conservative Evangelical Worldview

The theological and political stance of a conservative 
Evangelical Christian (from a former Southern Baptist) might 
sound something like this: 
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I am on the right side of the cosmic battle between 
good and evil: God’s side. My “rightness” is my 
righteousness, and it means life eternal for us and 
[unfortunately] eternal damnation for everyone 
else. So, meeting in the middle or conceding 
anything to those who are still ‘lost’ does not make 
any sense, because it would mean walking away 
from God and toward Satan.

As a conservative evangelical Christian, it is my 
duty to follow God’s commandments rather than 
my own [sinful] desires. It is my top priority to 
win souls for the Kingdom of God. Love = 
salvation. I must love (i.e. convert souls) because 
God first loved me (i.e. saved my soul); it is the 
only appropriate response to undeserved grace. 

Not only that–when I die and stand before the 
Lord on Judgement Day, I will be held in account 
for my own salvation and experience the death 
(or life) of those lost souls I encountered along the 
way. I am saving up my reward in Heaven, and 
I do not want to disappoint God.

“

“
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Key Concepts Within Conservative 
Evangelical Traditions

The Bible is the Literal & Inerrant Word of God.

 Foundational questions as to the rightness or 
 wrongness of the text or its consequences on the lives  
 and bodies of people/Creation in this “temporary” 
 earthly plane are mostly considered irrelevant. All 
 things will be made right in Heaven. 

 

 The entire cosmos is comprised of clear binaries which 
	 are	dualistic	in	nature	and	constantly	fighting	against	
 each other: white-black, male-female, saved-lost, right-
 wrong, etc. There is no gray space in between and no 
 “both/and” thinking.
 
 God made order from chaos. Everything can be judged 
 as either working toward order (i.e. God’s way) or 
	 toward	chaos	(i.e.	Satan’s	way).	Anything	that	is	fluid	or	
 non-binary is dangerous and antithetical to God’s plan.

 “You are either for us or against us”–if you do not 
 conform to God’s Will, which is your set position and 
 role within the order of the heteropatriarchy, you are 
 against God and therefore, you are the enemy (or you 
 need to be saved).

The Universe is Divided Into Two Opposing 
  Forces: Good and Evil.



Damnation and Salvation.

 The human body is prone to sin after the Fall of Adam 
 and Eve. Humans are inherently sinful, and therefore 
 everyone deserves eternal death (Romans 6:231). 

 By faith alone: The only way to escape eternal 
 damnation is through a personal confession of faith that 
 Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior (John 3:162) and the 
 believer’s baptism.

 Therefore, individual salvation (rather than collective 
 liberation) is the most important thing in this life. It is 
 literally a matter of life or death, and it is urgent 
 because death (or rapture) could happen at any 
 moment (Matthew 25:133).

 Thus the focus is on eternal [individual] salvation and   
	 bliss,	rather	than	fixing	this	broken	“temporary”	earthly	
 world (justice and liberation happens in Heaven) (2 
 Corinthians 4:184).

 Jesus commands all those who follow him to go into 
 all the world and preach the gospel of salvation to 
 sinners through the Great Commission (Mark 16:15-
 165). This world will end very soon [and Christians will 
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1 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.
2   For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes 
in him may not perish but may have eternal life.
3   Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.
4   because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen; for what can be 
seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.
5   And he said to them, “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the 
whole creation. The one who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one who 
does not believe will be condemned.”



 go to Heaven] with the Second Coming of Christ, but 
 that cannot happen until the entire world has been 
 evangelized (Matthew 24:146).

The Church as Herald.

 The role of the Church is that of a herald, an evangelist 
 witnessing to the “lost” in order to “save” them from 
 Hell (a real place). Service to the “lost” world is a way 
 to show God’s love, so that ultimately sinners will be 
 saved. 

 However, it is God, not humans, who converts or 
 ”saves” souls. God is omnipotent and active in daily 
 life. Humans are merely His instruments (Acts 1:87).

 Therefore, the sole obligation of Christians is to 
 proclaim the “good news” of salvation always and as 
 perfectly as it has been handed down from God 
 through the Bible. What happens after that is up to 
 God’s Will. (Hebrews 13:20-218).
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6   And this good news of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a 
testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come. 
7   But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.
8   Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, the 
great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete 
in everything good so that you may do his will, working among us that which is 
pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. 
Amen.
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This World is Evil.

 The world is ruled by evil (1 John 5:199); God’s reign is 
 in Heaven (a real, physical place). Christians are 
 “citizens of Heaven”, and are ordered not to be “of this 
 world” (Philippians 3:2010). 

    Thus, Christians are inherently a 
    “displaced,”oppressed and hated 
         people (John 15:1911).

          Suffering (as Christ 
             suffered) is to be 
      expected as a 
        Christian living in   
           an evil world 
       (Matthew 10:2212).

            Persecution because of 
               your faith is 
                   experienced as 
	 	 	 	 	 								salvific,	purifying,	
          and/or a test of your 
     faith (Matthew 5:11-1213).

9   We know that we are God’s children, and that the whole world lies under the power 
of the evil one. 
10    But our citizenship is in Heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a 
Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.
11    If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because you do 
not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world—therefore the world 
hates you.
12    and you will be hated by all because of my name. But the one who endures to the 
end will be saved.
13    Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 
evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 
heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.



An Identity in Christ.

 “Christian” is the singular identity of a true believer, 
 because all other identities and distinctions melt away 
 once one becomes part of the “body of Christ” 
 (Galatians 3:2814).

 Reconciliation [even after the generational injustices 
 of colonization, genocide, enslavement, etc.] is 
 expected and assumed within the unity of faith, 
 because all have sinned [no sin greater or lesser than 
 any other] and all have been (individually) forgiven by 
 Christ (Romans 3:23-25a15). 

Now that we have gotten a feel for the conservative evangel-
ical priorities and theological outlook, let’s move on to some 
of Soulforce’s best practices in how to engage in fruitful dialog 
with people who come to the conversation with a worldview 
based in Biblical Literalism & Inerrancy.
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14    There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no lon-
ger male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.
15    For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective 
through faith.



 Tips & Tools for Engaging in Conversations 
about Bible-Based Violence

Take the Bible—and other people’s faith—seriously.

Go into conversations understanding the critical importance 
of the Bible for the people who understand it as the literal and 
inerrant Word of God. 

While it might be easy for some to discard it entirely or
 ridicule those who believe this way, it does nothing to change 
hearts and minds; usually it just makes your conversation 
partner shut down or become defensive. 

Many times these Christians believe that their hands are tied, 
and even though they might otherwise support justice, 
equality, and inclusion, they believe their faith (and God) will 
not allow it.

Don’t jump into their “frames.”

There is something to meeting people where they are, but be 
careful not to jump all the way into their line of reasoning. It is 
designed to reinforce their own logic and may lead you into a 
debate	you	can’t	find	your	way	out	of.	

If	you	are	well-versed	in	Christian	Scripture,	definitely	use	it,	
but don’t dabble if you are inexperienced with speaking and 
debating through the Biblical text. That is a set-up for disaster.
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Take YO UR faith seriously. 

Whether or not you have individual religious convictions, 
we all believe in something (from an informal life mantra to 
a	strict	doctrinal	creed).	So	find	your	own	place	in	the	work.	
Pull from your own beliefs and experiences to develop your 
personal approach to the conversation on ethics and beliefs.

No cherry picking.

Take great caution when pulling a random verse out of context 
to bolster your arguments. This strategy is often temporarily 
effective when speaking with Christians who believe every 
word/verse in the Bible is of equal weight and import, but it 
just winds up leading to a tit-for-tat ping-pong match to see 
who knows more Scripture. And it rarely changes anyone’s 
mind. This is more of a last-resort defensive strategy when 
necessary to stop a Bible-based attack. 

Similarly, be careful in how you project scripture onto modern 
contexts. For example, while many of us LGBTQ people 
(including Queer Bible scholars) claim David & Jonathan 
as two of our own, homosexuality as a personal, individual 
identity did not exist 2,000 years ago, and neither did gender 
theory. 

If you argue David and Jonathan were a homosexual married 
couple	just	like	you	and	your	husband,	you	may	find	yourself	
stuck	in	a	Biblical	history	debate	that	you	can’t	find	your	way	
out of. However, if you use the story of David and Jonathan as 
an example of how God speaks to you about the sacred nature 
of love in the midst of adversity, more space opens up to talk 
about your own convictions and experiences.
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Speak with authority from the “I” position.

No one is an expert on your life more so than you (not even 
your mom). Our strongest position is when we testify about 
our own lives, experiences, and truths rather than try to argue 
with others about the legitimacy of theirs. 

Also, if you are a person of faith, name it and claim it unapol-
ogetically! Your experiences are undebatable, and you should 
feel free to speak about your personal relationship with God, 
your prayer life, and your experiences of God’s presence in 
your life.

Develop your own canon within the canon. 

The Bible’s details and historicity are very debatable. However, 
it	is	easier	to	find	common	ground	with	the	opposition	in	the	
overall arc of the Christian narrative. Asking questions like, 
“What is the Bible trying to tell us about God?” and “What is 
the most important message of Christianity?” helps to distill 
big, overarching themes that you may agree with, such as: 

“God is Love”
“God wants full life for all Creation”
“God cares for the lives and souls of human beings”
“God is present in the world and is active in the daily life of 
Creation (i.e. God is still speaking)”
“Our duty is to love one another/golden rule”  

This strategy is called building a “canon within the canon.”



In this approach, you look for meta concepts and key verses 
that will be the measuring stick of your theological position— 
for example, “God is Love” (1 John 4:8). From that baseline, 
you can build your moral position and have a tool to judge 
other verses and concepts in the Bible. Everything else in the 
Bible	or	the	Christian	tradition	that	affirms	your	core	value	
(i.e. love in this example) is a keeper and everything else falls 
lower in the hierarchy of values or gets discarded entirely. 

Ask questions.

Try to be curious rather than judgmental. Asking open ended 
questions about another’s faith, allows them to explore their 
own	beliefs	and	find	out	where	the	inconsistencies	or	
questions are for themselves. It also gives you greater insight 
into their values and theological positions. 

What are their guiding principles related to the Bible?
 
Is there any common ground between your different positions?

If you are coming out of a fundamentalist context yourself, 
living in one now, or if you just want to be more knowl-
edgeable about the history of the Bible and Christian fun-
damentalist positions on Biblical Literalism and Inerrancy, 
you might be interested in our theological resource, 
Breaking Open: Biblical Literalism and Inerrancy. 

Find out more at Soulforce.org.
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About the Editor.
Reverend Alba Onofrio is a Southern Appalachian First-Gen 
Latinx Queer Evangelical Femme, who lives and loves in 
community with QTPOC folks across the South in solidarity 
with those in the Global South. 

Currently serving as the Spiritual Strategist for Soulforce, Alba 
focuses on spiritual healing & reclamation and subverting 
interlocking systems of domination by combating Christian 
supremacy & spiritual violence. 

They hold a Masters of Divinity degree from Vanderbilt 
Divinity School where their studies focused on the theologies 
of sex, embodiment, and ethics based in Queer desire. The 
call on their life is to eradicate shame and fear wherever they 
are found in order to make way for the New Creation that calls 
us all to live and love into our most authentic truths.

Usage Guidelines.

The content and design of Across the Divide are copy-
righted with all rights reserved by Soulforce. You are welcome 
to print and distribute this resource as is, without any 
additions, omissions, or changes, for small-scale outreach and 
education. For groups larger than 25, permission is required. 
Printing and/or distribution for the purpose of sales or for use 
in a fee-based educational setting is not permitted without 
prior authorization from Soulforce.
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