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Introduction	  
	  
I	  am	  honored	  to	  introduce	  the	  first	  volume	  of	  the	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  
Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture,	  presented	  in	  Daytona	  Beach,	  FL,	  and	  Princeton,	  
NJ,	  in	  the	  spring	  of	  1996	  by	  James	  W.	  Fowler,	  Robin	  Maas,	  and	  Robert	  
Wuthnow.	  The	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture	  are	  
designed	  to	  foster	  original	  research	  on	  youth	  and	  the	  church.	  As	  part	  of	  a	  
new	  venture	  in	  ministry	  sponsored	  by	  Princeton	  Theological	  Seminary,	  the	  
Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  they	  describe	  a	  shift	  occurring	  in	  the	  churches	  
thinking	  about	  youth	  and	  ministry.	  Instead	  of	  ghettoizing	  youth	  into	  clubs	  
apart	  from	  the	  congregation,	  the	  church's	  mission	  with	  youth	  views	  young	  
people	  as	  integral	  to	  the	  total	  mission	  of	  the	  church,	  and	  youth	  ministry	  as	  a	  
theological	  task	  which	  is	  not	  only	  about	  youth	  ministry,	  but	  about	  youth's	  
ministry	  as	  well.	  
	  
The	  1996	  lectures,	  titled	  "Christ	  and	  the	  Adolescent:	  A	  Theological	  
Approach	  to	  Youth	  Ministry,"	  address	  mainline	  churches	  who	  have	  suffered	  
grievous	  losses	  in	  their	  attempts	  to	  address	  teens.	  These	  losses	  come	  at	  a	  
time	  when	  public	  institutions	  are	  calling	  attention	  to	  the	  important	  role	  
churches	  play	  in	  adolescent	  development.	  Churches	  agree:	  We	  believe	  we	  
have	  something	  to	  contribute	  to	  youth	  in	  the	  person	  of	  Jesus	  Christ-‐and	  
therefore	  Jesus	  Christ,	  not	  age-‐level	  education,	  pastoral	  counseling,	  or	  
recreational	  programs,	  must	  be	  the	  starting	  point	  for	  youth	  ministry.	  
	  
We	  asked	  each	  of	  our	  lecturers	  to	  approach	  this	  theme	  from	  the	  perspective	  
of	  their	  own	  disciplines.	  James	  Fowler	  posits	  a	  new	  shape	  for	  youth	  
ministry	  that	  recognizes	  nuances	  of	  human	  development;	  Robin	  Maas	  uses	  
biblical	  exegesis	  to	  redefine	  the	  spiritual	  journey	  of	  youth	  and	  the	  adults	  
who	  mentor	  them;	  and	  Robert	  Wuthnow	  analyzes	  the	  sociological	  
significance	  of	  service	  learning	  trends	  for	  the	  church's	  ministry	  with	  
teenagers.	  Together	  they	  point	  to	  a	  new	  direction	  for	  ministry	  with	  young	  
people.	  
	  
We	  approach	  this	  direction	  humbly	  and	  with	  hope.	  We	  know	  that	  the	  
church's	  renewal	  depends	  not	  on	  the	  church	  of	  tomorrow,	  but	  the	  church	  of	  
today-‐a	  church	  in	  which	  youth	  can	  be	  integral	  missionaries	  to	  their	  elders	  
and	  world.	  May	  this	  volume	  challenge	  and	  nourish	  the	  ministry	  God	  has	  laid	  
before	  you.	  
	  
Godspeed,	  
	  
Kenda	  Creasy	  Dean	  
Director,	  Institute	  for	  Youth	  Ministry	  
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ROBIN MAAS

Hamelin's youth to Moravia, where they were permanently resettled.
Others claim that the children were kidnapped by landowners to replace
serfs who had died in recent epidemics. A more elaborate theory proposes
that the children of Hamelin suffered from the purple fungus ergot, which
grows on rye grain during rainy seasons. Anyone who consumed the con-
taminated grain was likely to be afflicted with severe muscle spasms and
hallucinations. The poison acted to constrict blood vessels, causing burning
sensations in the victim's hands and feet which could be relieved by strenu-
ous physical activity, such as dancing; hence, the hiring of musicians, such
as the Piper, to play for the afflicted so that they might dance.

This last explanation is a particularly poi~ant and intriguing one,
since ergot is the source of the modem drug lysergic acid diethylamide, or
LSD-the poison of choice for many of today's youth. 2

Another even more interesting hypothesis connects the legend to
the bizarre and infamous children's crusade, which occurred in the year
1212. Close to a hundred thousand youth-most of them boys around the
age of twelve-set off from both France and Germany to recapture
Jerusalem from the Muslims by entirely peaceful means. Against all rea-
son, rejecting all adult pleas to the contrary, these idealistic but deluded
and i~orant children-led by other idealistic, i~orant, and deluded
children and accompanied by a motley crew of both well- and ill-inten-
tioned adults-set off to put right what the adult crusaders had got

wrong.
While the majority of clergy and almost all other adults looked

askance at the project and tried to dissuade the young idealists, there were
some, including the father of the boy who led one of the German contin-
gents, who found either personal or professional advantage in encouraging
the unlikely project. The lad who led the French contingent claimed that
Jesus himself appeared to him and handed him a letter commanding him to
organize the crusade. One popular explanation of what really might have
happened proposes that the boy was duped by an ambitious and unscrupu-
lous priest, pretending to be the Lord.3

At any rate, there was no stopping them once the ball got rolling;
and, in the end, many thousands of them perished or disappeared. Of the
lost, those who did not die from cold, exhaustion, and starvation en route to
the Mediterranean either perished at sea or were sold into slavery and pros-
titution in North Africa. The lucky ones straggled home, bitterly disillu-
sioned.

Whatever happened in Hamelin, the fact remains, the young are
always easy targets, especially when somebody comes along who will
protest adult incompetence and injustice, make great music, and hold out
the utopian promise of a perfect world-somebody like the Pied Piper.

A plague of vermin has a choke-hold on the town of Hamelin.
Destroyers of both public and private peace, these countless rats, harbingers
of deadly plagues, fought the dogs and killed the cats,
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ROBlN MAAS

The sparrows were brighter than peacocks here,
And their dogs outran our fallow deer,
And honey-bees had lost their stings,
And horses were born with eagle's wings;
And just as I became assured
My lame foot would be speedily cured,
The music stopped and I stood still,
And found myself outside the Hill,
Left alone against my will
To go now limping as before,
And never hear of that country more!"

Because of his physical imperfection, he misses out on the delicious
paradise promised by the Piper, where everything would be" strange and
new"-a place that sounds remarkably like that wonderful "holy moun-
tain" envisioned by the prophet, where "the wolf shall dwell with the lamb
and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and lion and the
fatting together-where the nursling will play over the viper's den without
risk of harm, and where nothing can hurt or destroy us-£Ver. (Isa. 11)

This bereft and damaged child, who knows he is not perfect, is the
only one of his generation fated to remain behind in the mundane and bour-
geois little hamlet filled with anguished adults who, try as they might to
find him, cannot pay the Piper what they owe and whose beautiful children,
bound for an unearthly paradise, are lost to them forever.

Browning appends a word of advice at the conclusion to this cau-
tionary tale:

So, Willy, let me and you be wipers
Of scores out with all men-especially pipers;
And whether they pipe us free from rats or from mice,
If we've promised them aught, let us keep our promise. 5

I suspect that those of you who are full-time youth ministers may
feel a profound empathy for the Piper. Perhaps you even envy him. You,
too, may feel manipulated by ungrateful adults who, for a pittance, want
you to keep their children out of mischief and out of their hair, who expect
you to work miracles by ridding the local environment of all its toxic ele-
ments, but who certainly do not wish you, in any sense of the word, to work
miracles with their children.

You, too, may have fantasized about a showdown with the senior
pastor or the parish council about craven compromises and fundamental
injustices in the running of the youth program; and you have probably
dreamed of having 130 teenagers hanging on your every word, taking what
you have to offer with utmost seriousness and showing up, without fail, for
every meticulously planned meeting and event your program has to offer.

Perhaps you'd give anything for that "secret charm" and, like the
Piper, you'd chiefly use it "on creatures that do people [especially young peo-
ple] harm."

38
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ROBIN MAAS

will be strange, and everything will be new.
This voice, the one that urges us to hurry up, to get ready, to prepare

a highway for our God, is always the voice of the prophet-the one through
whom the Lord speaks. Although these words first appear in the Book of
Isaiah, Christians have learned to associate them with the voice of a prophet
named John, who did indeed announce the coming of God.

This young man was all about getting ready for God. He embodies
readiness for God in much the same way Mary does. Each one was bring-
ing something to light. In the darkness of Mary's womb, the light was tak-
ing flesh. Through this very young woman, "the true light that enlightens
every [living soul] was coming into the world." (In. 1:9) She neither piped
nor prophesied. She was the instrument through wl.tich God blew, not the
Piper, but the flawless pipe.

John does not bear the light within, but points beyond himself
toward the light. John's words, his works; his life all testify to the light that
is coming into the world. (In. 1:7) The prophet is always herald, witness,
guide. His words, his works, his person all bear witness to a reality that is
beyond him, to something, Someone, else. Any power he exercises is bor-
rowed, derivative. His role, first and always, is to speak the truth and in
this way to warn, console, prepare. It is the prophet John the Baptizer-and
not the mysterious Piper-who best serves as a model for youth ministers.
Where the Piper enchants, the prophet prods and pokes. He is follower first,
leading only where he is led. His testimony, because it is true, compels but
cannot coerce.

What do we know about John? First, that he was kin to Jesus, son
of a priest and a very pious but previously barren woman. Like so many
great figures in biblical history, the circumstances of his birth mark him out
as a special gift from God. The angel Gabriel tells John's father, Zechariah,
that his son will drink neither wine nor strong drink. He will not need these
intoxicants because he will be filled, inebriated, with the Holy Spirit-even
from his mother's womb where the as-yet-unborn prophet recognizes the
presence of the Messiah and leaps for joy. (Lk. 1:44)

The Spirit has bestowed upon this child a special mission. John,
says the angel, is coming to

turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go
before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the
fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just,
to make ready for the Lord a people prepared. (Lk. 1:16-17)

Can it possibly be that your own calling mirrors that of this new
Elijah? Do we find in John's commission a clue to an authentically prophet-
ic ministry with the young?

...in the spirit and power of Elijah. ..

The child's name, chosen by Elizabeth in obedience to the angel
Gabriel and in defiance of family tradition, means "Yahweh has shown
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ROBIN MAAS

lingers in the air. Real change requires a death; and that is what baptism
is-even the baptism of repentance is a slayer; and what we expect to find
in the wake of dying is grief. And tears. These are the real change agents.
The prophet always demands change; and this demand, though often expe-
rienced as harsh, is rooted in compassion; for the unpleasant dousing we
receive in the baptism of repentance is a painful but effective way of staying
out of hot water.

It is always the prophet's responsibility to tell people this, especially
young people who today scarcely know what sin is and whose culpability is
perhaps mitigated by adult unwillingness to reveal this truth to them.
Better they be smitten by the torch of John's word now than-sooner or
later-to meet their Lord unprepared. How foolish we are when we think
the young will reject outright a righteous rebuke when many of them are
yearning for precisely this sign of love-for this prophetic witness to their
worth.

...to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and the
disobedient to the wisdom of the jqst ...

The prophet John the Baptizer makes a dramatic appearance in the
church lectionary during the season of Advent; and just as Advent signifies
a special time of preparation in the church calender, adolescence represents
a special time of preparation in the life cycle of each individual. For the
teenager, there is light just over the horizon. The teen calls this light "free-
dom" and equates it with adulthood. But while the light is in sight, the teen
still needs a lot of adult guidance in preparing for adult responsibilities.
High schools and colleges are places where youth prepare themselves for
the adult responsibilities our society has identified as necessary for person-
al success.

The church has the responsibility for preparing youth for something
much more momentous, however. Like John, the light to which we bear
witness is Christ himself. We bear the heavy responsibility of announcing
his coming to youth, of convincing them that he is indeed on the way; and
that they can and must do something about it. We must do this, so that they
have the chance to change.

The kind of change we most often expect from youth is the kind of
change we call" development." It is change that is bound to come, so to
speak, and the issue is how well each individual will navigate the shoals of
certain types of necessary change. But that's not the only kind of change
you, as youth ministers, need to be concerned about. The kind of change
John the Baptist is asking for is personal moral conversion. It can happen
when you're fifteen, five, or fifty. And while I imagine you think often about
certain changes you would like to see effected in your youth, including
moral change, you may not have thought much about your role in terms of
bringing them to repentance--to tears-as a way of preparing them to meet
Christ, the Lord of the Universe who is asking to be Lord of their hearts.
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that which is dying or already dead.
John gave his hearers hope because he told them there was some-

thing they could do to change themselves. He said: You can do something now
that will make this future encounter with the Lord a "fruitful" one. And what he
asked of those who wanted to prepare themselves was nothing heroic. It
was doable. "Produce good fruits as evidence of your repentance. ...
Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none. And
whoever has food should do likewise." (Lk. 3:8, 11) Nothing here about
trouping off to liberate the Holy Land or being burned at the stake. Just the
cheerful, unresenting performance of duty, simple kindness to the neighbor,
the generous impulse unhesitatingly indulged.

Youth ministers are in a unique position to confront youth on imme-
diate problems of personal morality, as well as trying to sensitize them to
macro- and long-term issues of social justice. This is where you have a gold-
en opportunity to "turn the disobedient to the wisdom of the just." Turning
the hearts of the young should begin with the place where their hearts are
most vulnerable: the home, first, and then the school. These are places
where personal accountability, courage, self-restraint and self-respect, hon-
esty, and generosity are either nurtured or starved to death. These are the
places where kids are not only vulnerable but where they are powerful as
well, where they can hurt and destroy. These are the places where teenagers
can most effectively begin to produce the kind of fruit that will testify to
their repentance.

Youth ministers, insofar as they are prophets and not pipers, can say
what a parent wants to say but is often afraid to say. You can offer warn-
ings that will be heard where voiced parental forebodings are ignored. You
can witness to the coming of Christ not simply as a consoling personal
encounter, but as an acutely clarifying event, first in your own life and then in
theirs. Don't be surprised if this opportunity is not immediately embraced.
Some kids would rather be swallowed up by a magic mountain than
exposed to the light-especially if they are sinning and lack the courage or
even the concepts and the language to acknowledge this.

The coming of God in the flesh to our flesh is a time when the light
gets turned on. When the light gets turned on we can see everything, includ-
ing the things we'd rather not see. When the light gets turned on, other peo-
ple see things we'd rather not have them see. That's the thing about light:
It's ruthless, because it reveals whatever is there, roadkill and all.

to turn many of the Sons of Israel to the Lord their God
...to make ready for the Lord a people prepared

When we have done what we can, when we have told youth the
truth about what to expect and what they can do right now, right where they
live, to prepare for the coming of God, when we have instructed the dis-
obedient in the wisdom of the just, when we have exhorted them to turn
their hearts, with tears of repentance, back to their families and schoolmates,
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ROBIN MAAS

weary shoulders by relieving you of your illusions.
Look! says John the Baptizer, to those who are searching, there is the

one you should follow-not me. John admits he didn't know who the great
one who would be coming after him would be. That he now recognizes
Jesus as God's own anointed is due to the visible manifestation of the Spirit.
The same Spirit with which John is filled descended on the Lord like a dove
when John baptized his cousin; and because he has seen this revelation with
his own eyes, he can say with authority, "He is the one-follow him."

When Jesus inaugurates his own ministry and quickly gains a fol-
lowing, this news is communicated to John the Baptizer by his disciples:
"Rabbi, the one who was with you across the Jordan, to whom you testified,
here he is baptizing and everyone is coming to him." Instead of feeling
threatened by this development, John replies,

You yourselves bear me witness, that I said I am not the Christ, but I
have been sent before him. He who has the bride is the bridegroom;
the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices great-
ly at the bridegroom's voice; therefore this joy of mine is now full. He
must increase, but I must decrease. (In. 3:28-30)

He must increase, I must decrease. These words should be engraved
on the heart of every youth minister. We must never forget that the children
of God are meant to walk in the light. If we are not the light, then when the
light appears the ones we love must be on their way-on his way.

This, of course, is the hard part of being a youth minister, but also
the best part. It is closely related to the understanding that we are not the
light but only witness to it. If we are in fact faithful and effective in wit-
nessing to the light, then sooner or later, the young people we work with are
going to go after it. And if we are like John, this is when we will feel most
rewarded, when our joy will be " full."

Here is the true measure of John's greatness as a spiritual leader. He
knows when to let go; he knows that if he is true to his calling, he will
indeed diminish in importance to his disciples. They will be increasingly
attracted, not by him and his radical witness, but by the radiant beauty-the
light-to which his radical witness points. He cannot hang on to the won-
derful young people who follow him for a while. To be true to his calling he
must constantly point beyond himself to something more. Something bet-
ter. Someone Else.

How hard this is! It is so good to be needed, so good to be
adored-or at least appreciated! But for this John was born, for this he leapt
in his mother's womb, foreswore strong drink, wore camel's hair, and ate
bugs-not to pipe his followers into an earthly paradise, but to help each
person prepare a way, a broad and beckoning highway; over which the Lord
may pass, into her life, into his heart.

The valleys that must be filled, the mountains that have to be lev-
eled, the rough country that must be smoothed over, are apt metaphors for
our own inner terrain. This is where the serious road work of repentance
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