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Here is one of my favorite communication theories, THE SPIRAL OF SILENCE (Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann).  I like this theory because I see it being played out in the world around me so often, and this model helps clarify what’s going on.  This theory is all about the spread and shifting of public opinion.  Obviously, that’s important to us because public perception of evangelical Christianity will either facilitate or hinder the spread of the gospel.  

The “spiral of silence” is describing the “increasing pressure people feel to conceal their views when they think they are in the minority.” For example, as long as people perceive themselves to be a dominant force in society, they will tend to confidently speak out publicly on various issues.  However, if they begin to feel the tide of public opinion turning against them, they will increasingly silence themselves.  Of course, the less they say, the more they see themselves as silenced.  This self-fulfilling prophecy accelerates the process of becoming dominated by the opposition.  

Perception of public opinion is all-important.  Even a minor and powerless figure can achieve dominance if he can generate an impression of momentum that’s in his favor.  

What drives all this is fear.  People are afraid of being isolated by their expressed (unpopular) opinions.  They only become willing to express them when they sense that others will not sanction them.   Noelle-Neumann believes that nearly everyone strongly cares what others think; we will avoid losing our sense of belonging rather than speak up and take our stand.  We hate the feeling of being unloved, deserted, and not respected.

She said, “Individuals who…notice that their own personal opinion is spreading and is taken over by others, will voice this opinion self-confidently in public.  On the other hand, individuals who notice that their own opinions are losing ground will be inclined to adopt a more reserved attitude.” 

If we attenuate our engagement, that doesn’t mean that we change our beliefs, it just means we become less and less willing to express those beliefs under conditions where we fear losing approval.  Unfortunately, by keeping our mouths shut we appear to be giving approval to something we really don’t agree with.  But that’s easier than taking a stand.

Television accelerates this.  We get some feel for what the public at large believes based on what the media tells us.  That has the strong effect of alerting one side or the other which way the public opinion winds are blowing and how strongly.  Noelle-Neumann says, “The media in general and television in particular not only tell us what to think about, they provide the sanctioned view of what everyone else is thinking.” 

There’s one final quote worth looking at.  “The chance to change or mold public opinion is reserved to those who are not afraid of being isolated.  By saying and doing the unpopular, by shocking, they…can carry their ideas to supremacy.” 

Implications:
1) It is not true that EVERYONE is against evangelicals.  It’s just that evangelicals don’t get equal airtime.  

2) Retreating (that is, cooperating with public pressure) does not relieve the pressure; it intensifies it because of the self-fulfilling prophecy nature of the spiral. 

3) If we’re willing to be bold in the face of opposition, we will carry the day.   The Greek word tol-MAH-o occurs 16 times in the New Testament and most often is translated “bold”, meaning “not to dread or shun through fear.” Acts 4:13 “When they saw the courage of Peter and John …they were astonished 
4) Finally, just as Jesus sent out his disciples by twos, I think partnering/fellowshipping with other believers to be a strong deterrent to caving in under peer pressure.  Ecclesiastes 4:12 “And though a man might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand him—a threefold cord is not quickly broken.”

5) We need to help people think through opposition scenarios so that they can preplan what their bold response will be. We can do much in this area if we take it seriously and prepare ourselves.  1 Peter 3:15 says “Be always ready to give an answer for the hope that lies within you.”

6) Present gracious Christianity preached and refer to “growing support” Acts 17:4-6 “These men who have turned the world upside down have come here also, 
7) Evangelical Christians need to use radio talk shows, Facebook.  Don’t back away; engage! Acts 4:18-20  We cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” To respond with silence is to hand the momentum to the other side and crush oneself.  It would achieve exactly the opposite of furthering evangelical influence in our culture. If we remain bold, united, and hold out long enough we can do much to turn the tide.
8) I also think the value of presenting a gracious Christianity needs to be preached about whenever believers get invitations to the pulpit so that the momentum to support Christian belief is not seen as a minority position.  Let’s show some courage and make our stand, pointing to examples of the growing movement in our society of people embracing Life by following Jesus.

