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Introduction	  
	  

Youth	  ministry	  is	  not	  just	  about	  youth.	  It’s	  about	  ministry,	  period.	  By	  its	  
very	  nature,	  adolescence	  embodies,	  sometimes	  acutely,	  fundamental	  
concerns	  about	  being	  human:	  Who	  am	  I?	  Whom	  can	  I	  trust?	  What	  does	  it	  
mean	  to	  be	  in	  communion	  with	  others?	  As	  a	  result,	  youth	  ministry	  invites	  
transformation	  for	  the	  entire	  church	  and	  not	  for	  youth	  alone.	  As	  we	  look	  for	  
ways	  to	  renew	  the	  church	  in	  Christ’s	  name,	  we	  can’t	  afford	  to	  overlook	  a	  
prophet	  in	  our	  hometown:	  ministry	  for,	  by,	  and	  with	  the	  young	  people	  
among	  us.	  
	  
The	  1999	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture	  have	  significant	  
implications	  for	  ministry	  with	  youth,	  but	  they	  are	  no	  less	  important	  for	  the	  
church	  at	  large.	  Kenda	  Creasy	  Dean	  suggests	  that	  youth	  ministry	  is	  the	  
point	  at	  which	  Christians	  should	  reclaim	  a	  theology	  of	  desire—not	  for	  the	  
sake	  of	  youth	  ministry,	  but	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  the	  church.	  Dean	  then	  posits	  that	  
the	  postmodern	  crisis	  of	  fidelity	  calls	  the	  contemporary	  church	  to	  reclaim	  
holy	  friendship	  as	  central	  to	  the	  life	  of	  faith.	  
	  
Jürgen	  Moltmann	  reflects	  on	  Jacob’s	  struggle	  with	  God	  at	  the	  Brook	  Jabbok,	  
on	  his	  own	  journey	  to	  faith	  as	  a	  young	  prisoner-‐of-‐war,	  and	  on	  prayer	  as	  
watchful	  expectation.	  He	  calls	  Christians	  to	  watch	  for	  the	  hidden	  "yes"	  in	  
the	  suffered	  "no"	  of	  God.	  Moltmann	  also	  addresses	  how	  one	  becomes	  a	  
"true"	  theologian,	  exploring	  the	  personal	  side	  of	  theology	  and	  its	  existential	  
depths.	  
	  
Cynthia	  Rigby	  unpacks	  the	  practical	  implications	  of	  the	  doctrine	  of	  the	  
Trinity	  for	  youth	  ministry	  and	  for	  the	  church	  and	  demonstrates	  how	  this	  
doctrine	  can	  help	  us	  understand	  the	  mystery	  of	  our	  friendships	  with	  God	  
and	  with	  one	  another.	  She	  then	  looks	  at	  the	  doctrine	  of	  the	  incarnation	  from	  
the	  perspective	  of	  young	  people	  seeking	  relevance	  for	  today	  and	  arrives	  at	  
timeless	  truths	  for	  all	  God’s	  people.	  
	  
Eugene	  Rivers	  calls	  the	  church	  to	  move	  from	  a	  ministry	  of	  church	  
maintenance	  to	  a	  ministry	  of	  true	  reconciliation	  and	  justice.	  He	  challenges	  
us	  to	  listen	  to	  those	  beyond	  our	  comfort	  zone	  that	  we	  might	  serve	  as	  
faithful	  witnesses	  to	  Christ	  in	  the	  new	  millennium.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



May	  you	  find	  these	  lectures	  to	  be	  unexpected	  prophets,	  calling	  you	  to	  new	  
understandings	  and	  new	  forms	  of	  ministry.	  
	  
Faithfully	  yours,	  
	  
Amy	  Scott	  Vaughn	  
Director	  of	  Leadership	  Development	  
Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  
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HEART 

AND MIND

The Phantom Menace is just around the comer,2 and some of my twenty-some-

thing students have big plans to camp out for tickets so they can see it on opening

day. What makes them so interested? In this week's Time magazine, Bill Moyers

asks George Lucas about the spiritual dimension of his Star Wars movies. Lucas tells

Moyers that he "put the Force" into Star Wars:

...in order to try to awaken a certain kind of spirituality in

young people-more a belief in God than a belief in any par-

ticular religious system. I wanted to make it so that young

people would begin to ask questions about the mystery. Not

having enough interest in the mysteries of life to ask the ques-

tion "Is there a God or is there not a God?"-that is for me the

worst thing that can happen.3

Lucas's response challenges us to reflect on what we as youth ministers are doing to

awaken spirituality. Are we drawing youth into participation in mystery? How do

we challenge young people to ask the important questions?

One cannot ask questions about "the mystery;" it seems to me, without involv-

ing both the heart and the mind. On the one hand, throwing up our hands with a

mindless "God said it; I believe it; that settles it" attitude keeps the mystery of God

at arm's length, spuming the sense of awe that comes in the search for understand-

ing. On the other hand, reflecting on mystery in an attempt to move from under-

standing to faith forgets that faith itself is a mysterious gift that cannot be arrived at

or achieved. As twelfth-century theologian Anselm put it, a Christian is a person of

"faith seeking understanding." "Faith seeking understanding" begins with faith (i.e.,

it involves the heart as well as the mind) but also explores the significance and

meaning of this faith (i.e., it involves the mind as well as the heart).

How do we enable young people to reflect on their lives in relationship to God

in ways that deepen their participation in this relationship? Recently, the trend has

been to oversimplify the content of the faith in mass-marketing attempts to com-

municate the relevance of Christianity to everyday life! Fortunately, not all youth

"buy" the practice of checking their minds at the door of the church-or the youth

meeting-as the way to go. And yet they also don't want to enter into endlessly

qualified theological debates. Rather, they long for some clear and substantive

instruction from youth leaders who don't pretend life is easy, but who do believe the

Christian faith has something to offer.

-
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the school system, or chemical imbalances in the brain, but we still don't really
know what combi?ation of factors, exactly, might lead one kid to seek help and
another to go on a shooting spree. Perhaps the most faithful response we have is to
cry out with the psalmist, "How long, 0 Lord? Will you forget us forever? ..How
long must we bear pain in our souls, and have sorrow in our hearts all the day
long?"6 We continue to seek God's faithful repl)'

Meanwhile, we are bombarded by a continuous stream of opinions on the
subject being broadcast by the media. Every time I turn on my ~ it seems, some-
one from Littleton is being interviewed. Yesterday; they were asking students from
Columbine High School if they had any idea what could have been in the minds of
the killers.

"I don't understand how they could shoot everyone," one youth said, trying
to be honest. "But I can understand the feeling of being left out. If you're not a jock
and you're a guy, you're a second-class citizen. Don't get me wrong... I don't think
that means you go around and murder people. But graffiti on the school building...
stuff like that... that I can see. Not that I think you should do that, either, but I can
see doing it."? It seems to me that this empathetic youth is trying to tell us that the
pressure and loneliness he feels, as a high school student, has gotten out of hand.
What do we have to offer him, as an alternative to killing, as an alternative to graf-
fiti, as a remedy for feeling he is "second-class"?

BOOMERS AND BUSTERS

Youth today; following the "Baby Boomers" (Boomers) generation, are com-
monly referred to as the "Baby Busters" (Busters). Born between 1965 and 1981,8
the Busters are telling us that the Boom was, in significant ways, an illusion.
Economic prosperity was coupled with heightened divorce rates; two-income fami-
lies occasioned twelve-hour child care and kids coming home from school to empty
houses. In the course of learning to value individuals in all their particularities in
the '60s and '70s, the Boomers compromised on the formation of community. And
our youth are speaking out. Interestingly; they remain believers in the value and
power of individuals, but they do not want to compromise on their participation in
community even as they pursue autonomy: They want to live.

When I was growing up there was a popular commercial featuring a working
mother, home from her job, wearing a business suit and holding a frying pan. She
did not look the least bit tired. To the tune of a striptease, she sang: "I can bring
home the bacon. II Fry it up in a pan. II 'Cause I'm a I WO-MAN. ...oh yeah. ..
A woman." How strange it is, now; to hear young women talk about how they want
to "have it all" without being exhausted, confident that they deserve to be treated
equally even if they take time from work to have and take care of children.

-
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Boomers but led Busters to feel inadequate and alone. They seem to be asking,

"What happens when it is not possible to 'do it'?"

Besides Peanuts, another comic strip that I find particularly insightful is The

Far Side by Gary Larson. One Far Side cartoon that depicts all-too-well a popular

conception of monotheism features an elderly man with a long white beard sitting

in front of a computer monitor. And there is some poor soul, walking along, a piano

dangling over his head from out of a fifth-story window. God's finger is poised over

a button marked "smite." What did this guy do wrong? Can he do anything to get

God to punch the "save" button instead?

.But wait! you might be saying to yourselves. This isn't what the one true God

is like. Certainly, our God does hit the "save" button, rescuing us from our loneli-
. h 7ness. ..ng t.

If we minister to Busters by argUing that our God is "the God of the save but-

ton," not "the smite button," we have missed the whole point. Busters are not look-

ing for someone to rescue them from life, but to stand with them in life. Having

learned from the Boomers the value of individual autonomy; they have no desire to

be replaced, but yearn for someone to help them find their place. The Columbine

student who commented that he could understand the violent pain of the killers

because they were considered "second-class citizens" will not be helped by a God

who sits at a distance from him, "smiting" him or "saving" him. Salvation that takes

place at arm's length does not cure loneliness, for you are still left alone. The Busters

want to know that God-and their youth leaders-stand with them.

Unimpressed by emphasis on divine transcendence, the Busters are not inter-

ested in portraying themselves as self-transcendent, either. They often frustrate

Boomers who have difficulty communicating with them not only because they won't

accept a hero God, but because they "let it all hang out." The "grunge" look is pop-

ular these days, and Busters tend to underestimate their capacities rather than to

play up their skills?

One professor, a Boomer, was recently telling me that he tried to explain to a

class full of students, mainly Busters, why he thought they should dress up a bit

more to come to class. "It'll make you feel better about who you are than dressing

in grubby jeans and T-shirts, with all those holes poked in your bodies," he

explained. "But that would be hypocritical," a student replied, full of sincerity.

"This is who we are. And to tell you the truth, we wish you would dress down a bit.

Sometimes it seems to us like you feel you have to put on a show. We don't care

what you wear!"
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That afternoon, you receive a phone call. It is an irate parent:
"When my kid got home he opened the freezer and said, 'M -0 -m! Whats Goddoing 
in the icebox?'" ,
And you realize you've missed the point. Instead of expressing to those kids

why it matters that we believe God is triune, we've acted as though the Trinity issome 
kind of a puzzle, a mathematical marvel to be figured out. Even if we could

come up with the perfect way of explaining the three-in-one-an apple (with core,
flesh, and skin), a pie cut into three pieces, a family with three members-we stillwould 

not have answered the important question: so what? In trying to explain the
mystery rather than participating in it, we have dropped the theological ball. The
Trinity becomes a coid, distant doctrine. Unable to figure out the mathematics, we
might throw up our hands and cry; "I don't know. ..it's a mystery!"

Maybe we should just give up and leave such matters to George Lucas.

GOD As FRIEND
SO, what difference does the Trinity make? What difference does it make

especially for Busters, who are lonely and yearning for community? I propose, as

others have, that it might be helpful to think of the Trinity in relation to friendship.

Let me explore four ways in which the Trinity communicates that the myste-

rious God is our friend, and that therefore we can be friends with God and with one

another.

First, to say that God is triune is to say that God is friends with Godself. As

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in the context of the immanent Trinity,12 God relates to

Godself. God loves Godself. God lives in fellowship and partnership in God's own,

internal life. How do we know that God is friends with Godself? Because God has

befriended us in particular ways. God befriended us by creating us and lavishing us

with gifts in the way good friends give to one another. God befriended us by for-

giving us for our wrongdoing. In Jesus Christ, God communicates that friendship

with us is too valuable to lose. And ,God the Holy Spirit befriends us by sustaining

us in our lives, listening when we speak, and understanding even when we have no

words to say.13

Because God has befriended us, we are confident that God is a friend. Unlike

us, who do things all the time that we hope are not true to who we really are, God

always acts in ways that are consistent with who God is. We believe that God is

never playacting in relationship to us in the way we might playact with one another.

When God acts lovingly toward us, this means that God is love. When God

befriends us, this means that God is a friend. God so loved the world that God met

us in Jesus Christ; we know that God loves us because Jesus Christ revealed God's

love to us in his birth, ministry; death, and resurrection.
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the triune God is not in heaven looking down at us and saying, "Hmmmm. I could

help them out or not, makes no difference to me." Think of how ridiculous it wouldbe 

to think of our very best friend pausing to consider our trouble and saying,

"Hmmm. ..Wonder if I should help my buddy out. After all, I don't have to." Close

friends help each other. The question of whether or not they "have to" is reallybeside 

the point. If they are our friends, they help. If they don't help, they are not

acting like friends. Imagine, again, a marriage proposal being made in which a man

looks a woman in the eyes and says, "Listen, I'm a pretty self-sufficient guy: We've

been going together now for close to two years, and you haven't really added much

to my life. We could marry or not, as far as I'm concerned. But I've decided to loveyou, 

even though I could get along just as well without your love. And you shouldbe 

all the more grateful for my love, given that I have chosen to love you despite the

fact that I don't need you." This scenario seems ridiculous to us because we know

that real love has to be vulnerable love.

But do we ever refuse to recognize God's vulnerability? If so, we have lost

sight of the fact that God does not simply choose to be friendly; but is our friend.

God not only decides to love, but is our lover. God is not going out of God's way

to do things for us. Rather, God is for us.

For God to befriend the dust specks-to enter into creative, forgiving, sus-

taining relationship with them-is unfathomable. And yet this is precisely what God

has done. To say that God is our friend, then, is not to compromise God's sovereign

character, but to respect who God has revealed Godself to be as Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit. Because God has entered into human history; God could do no other.

How can we learn this comforting truth that God is a friend who has entered

into relationship with us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? A helpful exercise for both

youth and adults is to invite reflection on where they see each of the distinct per-

sons of the Trinity present and active in their lives. Where do we see God at work

in our lives in the person of the Father, who is most strongly associated with cre-

ation? Where is God at work in our lives as the Son, who understands what it is to

be human, who has conquered siTh and death, and who invites us to participate in

the ministry of reconciliation? And where is God at work as the Spirit, who joins

us together in the fellowship of believers?

Third, to say that God is triune means that we can be friends with God. This is

because the triune God is not distant and austere, b~t friendly to the depths of God's

being, even friends with Godself. This is because God could do no other than to

reach out to us because God is, indeed, our friend. Because God is our friend we

are free to be the friends of God. In John 15 Jesus tells the disciples, "I no longer

call you servants, but I call you friends. ..for you have been made privy to the very

mystery of God!" (John 15:15)
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made the point that religion is popular in the United States in the late 1990s.
Church attendance is, the Times reported, higher than it has been since the 1950s.
And yet what is not popular is belief. It doesn't matter so much what you believe,
it seems, as that you go to church.

Going to church makes a lot of sense, if-with the Busters--community is
what we, as a nation, are after. But should we not also be eager to figure out what
we believe? To participate in the mystery of God? If we are to help Busters reflect
on what they believe, I suggest we need to stop pointing at them and crying "rela-
tivism!" Instead, we might join with them in exploring what their postmodem
approach has to offer to the way we all engage in God talk.

What do I mean by this? Perhaps the God who is being de-centered by the
Busters is the monad God, the God who is distant, the God who is unaffected.
Perhaps de-centering this God will enable us to meet again the triune God, the God
who de-centers us, drawing us deeper into the mystery of the God/human relation-

ship.
Perhaps Busters are not the only ones who need to reflect deeply on the mys-tery 

of the Trinity. Perhaps all of us need to be de-centered from our self-transcen-dence, 
from the belief that we can always succeed. Perhaps the Busters teach us

better to seek a God who cries in the manger and cries out on the cross, a God who
works in and through us in surprising ways, a God who created us and will not be
without us.

I am shifting, then, from what we need to teach Busters about God to what we
can learn about God from Busters.

For those of us who are Boomers, how do we respond to the charge that we
have distanced ourselves from one another? Are we listening to the criticism of the
young people around us, responding by participating more deeply ourselves in the
mystery of the Trinity? Isn't the closeness, acceptance, and community the Busters
want precisely what we are all called to? And isn't friendship the realization of our
telos-our purpose-if we are, indeed, created in the image of One who is "not a
monad, but free, self-communicating love". ..friends with Godsel£?

In the second lecture I will continue exploring what it means to "be for" one
another by considering the doctrine of the Incarnation. 0
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11. This is a complaint often lodged against Busters by Boomers, who sometimes identify Busters as
Generation X: without ambition, without purpose, without identity, without incentive. (For more on
Generation X, see Douglas Coupland Generation X [New York: St. Martin's Press, 1992]).

12. Recently, ]iirgen Moltmann, Catherine Mowry LaCugna, and others have raised the concern that
emphasis on the immanent Trinity, coupled with adherence to the filioque, can provide a context in which
the full benefits of Trinitarian faith are not fully grasped. To talk about the immanent Trinity apan from
the economic Trinity (God in God's acts) is once again to privilege the divine transcendence over the divine
immanence, to portray God as distanced from the creation. Emphasis on the filioque has been associated
with the collapsing of the Trinity into a binity, with the Holy Spirit a byproduct of the relationship between
Father and Son. LaCugna and Moltmann recommend a return to the Cappadocian side of the Trinitarian
debate as it converged in Alexandria in 362. The Cappadocian's organizing concern in relationship to the

development of the doctrine of the Trinity was soteriological. How does the Trinity "save us"?

13. See Romans 8:26.

14. Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), pp. 63-64.
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