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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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If God had a face, what would it look like?
and would you want to see if seeing meant that you would

have to believe
in things like heaven and in Jesus and the saints and all the

prophets and... .

What if God was one of us?
Just a slob like one of us?

Just a stranger on a bus, trying to make his way home... .2

Hey, wait just a minute. ..a slob? There are those kids again, trying to pull God
down to our level.

Aren't we concerned that if we start talking about God being a friend and Jesus
being a slob youth will lose their respect for God? After all, God is the sovereign
Creator of the universe. And if Jesus was there with God, as it tells us in John 1,
then Jesus is not a "stranger on the bus," but the God of all creation.

We better be very careful, we tell ourselves, before we let our youth talk about
God as their friend or Jesus as their buddy. As though they are in control of God!

Is there a way to talk about God as friend, to confirm that God is really one of
us, without compromising on who God is? This is exactly where the doctrine of the
incarnation comes into play.

ONE OF US: SOME HISTORY

Let me give you a little history on where the doctrine of the inca~ation came

from, and then I'll tell you why it matters so much for us in our lives of faith.

Almost a hundred years after our Cappadocian friends met to discuss the

Trinity, there was another meeting in a place called Chalcedon. The year was 451.

The agenda was very focused. The big question was what it meant to say thatJesus

Christ was both human and divine.

There were two schools of thought. One was the Antiochian school, the other

the Alexandrian school. The Antiochian school argued that Jesus was fifty percent

human and fifty percent divine. And this settled all kinds of problems in their

minds. It helped them explain some of the things we read about in the New

Testament. When Jesus cried at Lazarus's tomb in John 11:35, they said: "Well thats

the human side!" When he turned the water into wine. W-e~l-l. ..thats the divineside! 

When he struggled with the Father in the Garden of Gethsemane. ..human!

When he made the blind to see and the lame to walk. ..divine! When he cried out

on the cross: "My God, my God. ..why hast Thou forsaken me!" Which side? Why;

the human, of course!

By separating the human side of Jesus Christ from the divine side, the

-
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ters. Who cares whether we really think of Jesus as divine or not, as long as we com-

municate his message of love? Who cares whether or not he was really human or

not? Maybe he was just God in disguise, telling us how to live our lives. Either way;

it doesn't make much difference as long as we get the message that we need to love

each other."

Does it make a difference who we, and our youth, think Jesus is? Does it mat-

ter that we understand him to be both fully human and fully divine? Why does it

matter who we think Jesus Christ is?

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

wars have been fought,

witches burned, and

Jewish peQple exterminated.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

Pacifists have turned the other cheek,

The hungry have been fed,

The value of all humanity has been upheld.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

people have been excommunicated,

and demons have been exorcised.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

women have been kept from ordination.

and women have been ordained.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

missionaries have gone out to the ends of the earth and told

people to be satisfied with their lot in life.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

missionaries have gone out to the ends of the earth and have

proclaimed God's redemption of the body as well as the soul.

In the name of Jesus Christ. ..

people have found encouragement

and people have been shamed;

people have been saved,

and people have been damned.

"All the armies that have ever marched

All the navies that have ever set sail

All the rulers that have ever ruled
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I know. ..Jesus Christ is my Lord and personal Savior!" Irvin Icebreaker, youth vol-

unteer: "I know; I know. ...Jesus Christ is the one who paid the price for my sins,

so that I don't have to!"

Wrong answers? Of course not. But you and I know that gold stars aren't the

point. And the story of Peter's response to Jesus' question goes on to show us that

what we say about who Jesus is isn't as important as what we mean when we say it.

After Peter answers, the text of Matthew 16 goes on to say that Jesus began

speaking to the disciples, describing to them "that he must go to Jerusalem and

undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and

be killed, and on the third day be raised." (v. 21) And Peter takes him aside and

says, "No way! Remember, I had the right answer. Let me review the material for

you. You are the Christ, the Son of the living God! That means you do not die. That

means that nothing bad can happen to you!"

Peter might have had the right answer, but he had no idea what he was talk-

ing about. Do we know what we are talking about when we tell our youth who Jesus

Christ is? When I say that Jesus Christ is fully human and fully divine, do I know

what I'm talking about and why it matters?

To say that Jesus Christ is at the same time both divine and human is to say

that God is one of us in the person of Jesus Christ. It is to say that the Word, who

existed in the beginning with God as the second person of the Trinity, actually put

on real flesh and lived his life as a human being.

What this means is that God understands what it is to be frail. God under-

stands what it is to be tired, because Jesus fell asleep on that boat and Jesus is God.

God understands what it is to be sad and grieving because Jesus' friend Lazarus died,

and Jesus cried in his grief, and Jesus is God. God understands us when we don't

want to do God's will because Jesus struggled with the will of the Father in the

Garden of Gethsemane, and Jesus is God. God understands what it feels like to feel

God's absence because Jesus cried out on that cross: "My God! My God! Why hast

thou forsaken me!" And Jesus is God.

Because Jesus Christ is fully human and fully divine, there is a link between

humanity and God. This does not mean that we are God, but that we are joined to

the very life of God because God has entered into our lives in the person of Jesus

Christ. BecauseJesus Christ has entered into our human existence and has lived for

us, has died for us, and has risen from the dead for us, our lives are "hidden with

Christ in God." In Jesus Christ, our sins have been forgiven and we are called to

participation in the ministry of reconciliation. All of this hinges on the fact thatJesus 

Christ is fully human and fully divine, that the Word really became real flesh.

Because this idea that Jesus Christ is fully human and fully divine is a mys-

tery; we sometimes try to simplify it by erring on one side or the other, thinking of
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We are praying to one who participates in reality with us now. One whounderstands 
us today: One who is resurrected in body and is still fully human and

fully divine.

THIS I KNOW
In a nutshell, then, the doctrine of the incarnation is so important to us and

to our youth because it communicates not only what God did for us but also that God

is for us.

Maybe Busters speak for all of us when they say that they don't care aboutheroes. 

They have had enough heroes. Growing up surrounded ~y prosperous

Boomers, they have had plenty of things done for them: they had a cushy house to

grow up in, educational opportunities, computers, and pets.

What they are telling us is that they do not need us to do things for them, theydo 

not need a God to do things for them. What they need is for someone to be for

them. To stand with them. To advocate for them. Not to rescue them, but to believe

in them enough to create a space for them to be themselves.

Who is going to be for them? What models do we have of such representa-

tion in our culture? Who is for us? How about politicians, they're supposed to rep-

resent us, right? OK. ..How about lawyers, then? Aren't they supposed to representus? 

No? OK. ..how about doctors. ..aren't they supposed to really be for us? Tocare 

for us? Not always? Howaboutministers? professors? youth leaders?

While all of us have failed the Busters, God has not. In Jesus Christ-he who

is fully human and fully divine-God does not only do things for us, but God is forus. 

Sure, God does plenty of things for us. God gives us this beautiful creation tolive 

in. God dies for us on the cross, paying the penalty for sin and death. God rises

again, promising us that we will be with him for all eternity.

But God wants to give us-including the Busters-much more than "fireinsurance" 

from hell and promises of heaven.

UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

We stand at a distance from the manger and say; "Thank you, Lord, for doing
that for me." We stand at a distance from the cross and say; "Thank you, God, for
dying for me." And God says, "But I wanted so much more for you than for you to
reach out and take a gift."

Perhaps a personal example will help make this point clearer. When I was a
teenager, I went through a stage in which I sought to distance myself from family
members. Pretty normal, but also pretty annoying. My strategy was simple: do
everything by the book. If I was good, I figured, I could keep my distance. I wanted
to avoid the close contact that getting yelled at involved. So I did my homework on
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NOTES

1. According to George Barna in his book Baby Busters, Busters have no heroes. The most commonly
mentioned names are recycled heroes from years past, individuals to whom comparatively few Busters
really relate. Although there are plenty of teen idols and other young entertainment or sports heroes who
represent their generation, none of those individuals carries the mantle of trust and credibility of his or
her peers.

2. First verse of "One of Us," by Eric Bazilian, sung by Joan Osborne. Lyrics retrieved from the Internet
at www.looksmart.com, http://members.aol.com/drldeboer2htm/oou.htm.

3. For more on the Chalcedonian decision, d. J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrine (New York: Harper
&: Row, 1978).

4. Cynthia Rigby, 1997. Includes an excerpt, in quotes, by Anonymous.

5. I learned this way of formulating the question from one of my teachers, E. David Willis.

6. See Revelation 3:20.
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