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Do you know someone who is able to comfortably navigate just about any social 
interaction? Maybe you are one of these gifted people who would be at ease sharing a 
meal with the hungry at a soup kitchen, cocktails with a group of business executives, 
engaging children in a story, facing a room full of angry parents at a PTA meeting, and … 
having tea with Queen Elizabeth. It seems to me that a person who is gifted in this way 
is grounded in who they are and what matters. A person with an eye to the needs of 
their conversational partners and a listening ear to what is important to them. A person 
not easily swayed by the expectations of others. A person with the ability to keep the 
purpose for the interaction front and center. It means being flexible and diplomatic 
while also remaining true to one’s core beliefs, giving where one can, uncompromising 
when one cannot. 

To me, this describes Paul to a T. And it is why I so admire him, surely one of the most 
gifted evangelists of all time, a “slave to all,” as he describes himself. “I have become all 
things to all people, that I might by all means save some. I do it all for the sake of the 
gospel,” he writes to his church in Corinth in today’s reading. 

Whether he was speaking to non-believing Jews, his young Christian churches or learned 
Greek philosophers, Paul was able to find common ground with his audiences without 
compromising his message of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Because Paul was so highly 
principled and consistent in his teaching, he was radically free to adapt his gospel 
message to the circumstances at hand and to make it accessible to the diverse 
populations he encountered on his missionary journeys. 

Two examples from elsewhere in the New Testament: 

Mars Hill: We learn from the Acts of the Apostles that Paul speaks to the Athenians 
from an open-air place called the Areopagus, where Socrates had taught a few centuries 
earlier. Making his way around Athens, Paul was “greatly distressed to see that the city 
was full of idols.” His normal practice is to teach in the synagogues of the places he 
visits, but here in Athens, he also proclaims the gospel in the marketplace where he 
meets a different crowd, the learned philosophers of Greek antiquity. 

He starts diplomatically by recognizing their religiosity: “Athenians, I see how extremely 
religious you are in every way. For as I went through the city and looked carefully at the 
objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with the inscription, ‘To an 
unknown god.’” 

Notice that he starts with common ground. He is diplomatic and demonstrates his 
knowledge of Greek culture. At the same time, he remains firm in his conviction that the 
“unknown” god they worship is actually “the God who made the world and everything 
in it … and who is Lord of heaven and earth. … and who is near to us.” 

Philemon: In his letter to Philemon, Paul writes from a prison to his friend and fellow 
Christian, the slave master Philemon about his slave Onesimus who has fled his master’s 
household. Onesimus has become a Christian under Paul’s spiritual direction. Now Paul 
is sending Onesimus home, appealing to Philemon to receive his slave without penalty 
and with Christian charity. 

Though he doesn’t explicitly call for Philemon to free his slave, there are implicit clues to 
Paul’s moral stance on the issue. By appealing to Philemon in Christian cooperation 
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rather than censuring him, Paul challenges a Christian slave owner to defy the societal 
conventions of his day: to forgive and receive back into the household a runaway slave; 
to refuse financial reparation when offered; to free the slave in generosity; and most 
important, to recognize in Onesimus a beloved brother, acknowledging his Christian 
transformation. Paul’s approach is creative and Christ-like, persuasive, but conditioned 
by love, more likely to ensure a more peaceable and long-lasting harmony. 

What Paul did so masterfully in his missionary work was to tailor his approach to the 
situation at hand. In this case, for him to have taken an unyielding stance as an 
abolitionist under the circumstances of Roman occupation would have been foolhardy 
for himself and disastrous for the nascent Christian missionary movement. 

As Christians, our work is to be evangelists, to reveal God to the world. That is what 
Jesus called us to do and that is how Paul responded with spectacular success.  

I don’t know how Lutherans feel about it, but “evangelism” is not a popular word among 
Episcopalians. It is often associated with annoying and heavy-handed methods to try to 
convert people to Christianity before they are ready. 

How do we do this effectively, without alienating people? How can we be “all things to 
all people” when it comes to sharing the gospel? By following Paul’s example: 
acquainting ourselves with our audiences; discerning the circumstances of our 
encounters; being flexible but firm in the message of the gospel; and accepting that the 
message may be rejected – at least for now. 

In his book Transforming Evangelism, David Gortner, an Episcopal priest writes this: “It 
is not for us to be concerned about how people will respond to our message as long as 
we are true to who we are, who we have been made to be, and who we are becoming in 
Christ – and that we live that truth openly, in words and deeds, in our sharing with 
others.” (Transforming Evangelism, p. 43) 


