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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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JAMES W. FOWLER

ADOLESCENTS, PERSONHOOD, AND FAITH
I have a growing friendship with a twelve-year-old boy whom I will

call Tom. We have known each other for several years, but only recently
have we had opportunities to interact in ways that really allow us to know
each other. Tom is small for his age. His voice shows no signs yet of chang-
ing. You can see his preliminary interest in girls when he interacts with
them in youth group meetings and in school. Developmentally I see Tom as
being at the very peak of the virtuosity of the concrete operational thinking
that shows up in bright youngsters of eleven or twelve. Right now, Tom
spends hours working with a computer game called "Sim City," which sim-
ulates the building and development of a complex city. Tom seems to take
naturally to the systems thinking involved in holding together the range of
possible moves and the implications he might make from them to arrange
the city's housing, manufacturing, financial, educational, and religious cen-
ters. But he is not reflexive in his use of these abilities. As Piaget might say,
he does not yet "think about his thinking."

Similarly, Tom has not yet developed "mutual interpersonal per-
spective taking." So far as I can tell, he does not yet "see others seeing him"
or "see the Tom that others see." The beautifully uncluttered clarity of his
vision and assessment of situations-which gives his utterances and
insights a kind of uncanny acuity-are formed without having to attend to
his own or others' interiority. As Robert Kegan might sa~ Tom does not yet
have his interests, his needs, his goals, and his experiences. He simply is
these qualities. He has not yet reflectively identified these aspects of himself
as part of what constitutes his uniqueness and singularity. Nor has he
focused on the interiority others are or have--their uniqueness and singu-
larity, due to their particular interests, needs, goa.s, and experiences. Thus,
in a wondrously charming and intelligent wa~ for Tom-poised now on the
lip of adolescence--the world, as seen through two-dimensional lenses, pre-
sents endlessly fascinating puzzles to solve, data to master, and techniques
to learn. But the world he attends to with such engaging interest doesn't yet
include attention to the continents and seas within persons-either Tom
himself, or those who will most intrigue and confound him.

Tom stands on the threshold of a door that opens into a new king-
dom of relatedness. From seeing his interactions with others like a chess
game, where the roles are clear and where strategies and defenses obey pat-
terns that can be seen and anticipated, he must move into a different world.
We know that he must pass from the "flatland" of two-dimensional rela-
tions into a world of relational swamps and seas, into a kingdom of volca-
noes and underwater continents that will require navigational skills and
depth-sounding sensors which he will only gradually assemble and learn touse.

He will make this passage of mind and awareness even as he under-
goes an equally dramatic transformation in his bodily and emotional expe-
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JAMES W. FOWLER

receiving direct and indirect mirroring and counsel that put substantial
pressure on her to give up activities and ways of being she found satisfying
at ages nine or ten. She will receive subtle and stronger feedback that urges
her to curb her interest in competitive physical activities, and to develop a
sense of relative incapacity in relation to study areas like mathematics and
science. She will experience subtle pressure to cultivate a strange kind of
dependence that leaves plenty of room for her male counterparts to assume
initiative and control. Her teachers-even or especially her women teach-
ers-may give unconscious signals that suggest they find the contributions
of boys in her classes more interesting and valuable than they find hers. In
the social construction of her female identity, she will experience pressure to
make her face and body objects of art, and to shape her horizon of interests
to complement, not compete, with those of the male world. All this, we say,
is changing, and it is. But cultural patterns this deeply structured and this
powerfully reinforced by an unending barrage of artful commercial images,
do not respond quickly to real change.

In integrating these changes in mental, physical, and relational
transformation, Tom and Leah will surely encounter many of the existential
mysteries that led the great Augustine sixteen hundred years ago to write of
his own youth: " And I became a problem to myself."

With both Tom and Leah we encounter bright youngsters from
intact families, where fidelity and consideration mark the family's pattern of
relationships. They belong to a community of faith where they experience
being known and valued. They have educational advantages and encour-
agement. Tom's love for reading and his growing computer virtuosity mean
that he lives in an expanding world of mind and experience. Leah's love for
music and drama, as well as reading and social studies, find support and
encouragement in her home and school. Leah and Tom will likely grow up
to be among what W1lliam James called "the talented tenth" of their genera-
tion-young persons of whom leadership and contribution can be expected.

In introducing you to these two young persons, I have been trying
to remind us of some of the timeless aspects of adolescence. In looking into
these lives we see youth in the process of entering the remarkable phase
where, in all cultures worthy of the name, young people are supported and
held accountable in moving from late childhood into physical maturity and
acquiring the necessary development and training to assume their places as
adults in their societies. The middle class-ness, the intact families, the rela-
tion to their communities of faith in Tom and Leah's stories are not norma-
tive or universal factors in their content. Rather, the normative and univer-
sal features inhere in the factors that mark the end of childhood and the psy-
cho-biological transformations that inaugurate movement into adolescence.
The patterns and content of cultural preparations for entering preparatory
adulthood vary from culture to culture and from class to class. But the need
for them, and the nature of adolescence, show marked timelessness and

universality.
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JAMES W. FOWLER

to 

the question of how we may provide opportunities for the spirit of Godthrough 
the people of God to address today's youth, creating the possibili-

ty for a life-reorienting encounter with the Most High. Now, however, I turn
from this sketch of some of the timeless dimensions of adolescent experienceto 

concern with some very timeful and particular features of the experiencesof 
adolescents in the present diversity of our different societal settings. This

section I call"Romance and Realism: Toward Theologies of Hope and Dread."

ROMANCE AND REALISM:

TOWARD THEOLOGIES OF HOPE AND DREAD
Students of the generations have characterized youths in today's

United States as part of a cohort that has been the most aborted in history.
Observers say that today's teens, whether conscious of it or not, carry a col-
lective sense of survival guilt because of the large number of their brothers
and sisters or agemates who died as fetuses, never having their opportuni-
ty at life. They are also part of a generation that has experienced an unprece-
dented amount of family fracturing, through the divorce of parents and the
resulting absence of one or the other of their biological parents. Add to
these factors the climate of violence that surrounds their lives. They see
overwhelming violence, in quantity and destructiveness, in the media they
watch; violence in the streets where many of them live; violence on roads
and highways; violence in their schools. Then we note the reportage of an
unprecedented level of domestic violence, including sexual abuse inflicted
on one in every four girls and on one in every six boys. Even the violence
in the talk shows around them and in the rock and rap music to which they
listen floods them with verbal and visual images of the degradation of
human bodies and dignity, and cultivates the sense of a "waste them,"
throw-away attitude toward human life and dignity.

Nowhere is this "waste them," throw-away attitude more present
than among black youth-especially males-in our society. In a sadly famil-
iar statistic, we are told that more than one quarter of all young black men
are incarcerated, with many others involved in parole or under court super-
vision. The erosion of a culture that supports schooling, and the seductive-
ness of the economic payoffs of drug trafficking, have made creating alter-
natives to street life with its dangers difficult to successfully commend. For
many black youth, the myth of the "pretty corpse" reinforces a sense that
gang life and making it big in the streets is the best way to go, even if it leads
to an early death.

Sexuality among many of today's teens has been stripped of its
mystery and power. Exposed to unprecedented explicitness in the portray-
al of sexual activity and innuendo, they have come onto the stage in an era
when trends toward laxness and lack of sexual restraint may actually bereversing. 

The AIDS and HIV epidemic has finally begun to create an envi-
ronment of caution. Coupled with this, a stiffening of parental and school
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and its reruns seem to have caught a deep sense of interest in persons and
cultures different than themselves. Many of them have internalized the
"Prime Directive" in their approach to those who may be different than
themselves. They are sensitive not to disturb the natural evolution or devel-
opment of another society or nature. They have developed a strong vision
of a world where all persons and groups deserve respect.

Among their slightly older brothers and sisters whom we encounter
through our work with undergraduates at Emory; we find that the students
often present with a kind of rhetorical burnout-a fatigue with and suspi-
cion of idealistic talk. They have a jaded sophistication born of watching too
much TV where the com~ercials are more compelling than the program-
ming, and where wry cynicism is the favored form of humor. They come to
college filled with parental and guidance counselor injunctions that they
choose their direction early and build a resume of extracurricular activities
so that they can successfully" market their majors." Among these gifted
young people, however, we have found an encouraging response to our pro-
gram on "Leadership, Life Work, and Vocation." They have led us to expect
that our retreats and seminars can help them get in touch with and bring
from sparks to flame what I have come to call "the latent hope for a credible

calling."

TH E GOD OF ROOFTOPS

AND OF INTIMATE liNKAGES
As part of a research team related to Emory's Youth Theology

Institute, I reviewed interviews with a representative sample of "scholars"
in the institute's first two years. I also read both sets of the long paper-and-
pencil interview, the Life Meaning Inventory, which we administered to all
the scholars. I want to reflect for a moment on what seemed to me the most
characteristic theological responses of these talented seventeen-year-olds.
The title of this final section of my talk reflects my dominant impressions:
"The God of Rooftops and of Intimate Linkages."

As a generalization, one can say that a significant majority of the
scholars interviewed believe in God. Most of them believe that God is faith-
ful and can be counted upon to give them ~trength and support in their
lives. What intrigues me, however, is that the God of most of them is a pri-
vate God. They have a God who sustains them personally, but seems to have
little or no impact on the larger patterns of society or in history. Moreover,
their God, generally speaking, is a derivative of Benjamin Franklin's maxim:
"God helps those who help themselves." While God may inspire and
strengthen them, there seems to be little by way of a truly gracious God who
loves and cares for us, not because of our achievements or productivity, but
simply because, in God's view, we are of utmost value. Finall~ for most of
them, their God is a God who values achievement, can be counted on to sup-
port and encourage success, but seems to love conditionally.
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JAMES W. FOWLER

environments. Joyce Mercer has found in her research with adolescent girls
that they seem to restrict their acknowledged experiences of violence to the
overt expressions of physical attack or abuse they encounter. She believes
that for them to acknowledge the day-by-day friction of conflict and threat,
or the too-numerous incidents of verbal abuse or sexual groping in halls or
other crowded places, would be to admit to themselves how truly violent
their lives are. It would be too overwhelming. There must be a side of even
our most privileged and protected youth where they admit to themselves
that something seems to be deeply awry in our world.

Isn't this precisely the message of the cross? Isn't this what the
death of Jesus unmasks and lays bare about our world? Is this not precise-
ly where the Christian Gospel and the cross of Jesus Christ can make more
sense of their real experience than any of the denial strategies or warm fuzzy
spiritualities youth are offered? Wherever we take the cross seriously it
shows us that many things are profoundly awry in our society.

It seems to me that today's youth may respond deeply to the
church's witness that God is with us in the midst of this awry-ness in Jesus
Christ. Because of Christ's presence in our world and through love's victo-
ry over death in him, we can listen with hope and trust to the more than thir-
ty-eight times in the Gospel where he says, "Be not afraid."

In place of the God that loves us because of our achievements, it is
freeing to know that God comes to us in Christ expressing an infinite cher-
ishing. What worth it gives us to accept God's call to friendship and part-
nership! Through Christ a relationship of empowerment, by the power of
God, is there for us. God would have each youth know and feel to the core
the divine love that reaches out to us, confirms us, and calls us to covenant
faithfulness in Christ.

The cross of Christ is crucial to Christian witness to youth because
it shows the extent to which God's love and mercy goes in order to bring us
back into relation with our creator, the one who made and loves us to the
core. The Christ of the cross makes it emphatically clear to teens caught up
in or threatened by violence that God is in solidarity with them. And to
those who feel deeply alienated from power and wealth in this society; or
from our utopias of family life, the cross affirms that Jesus Christ stands
with them in their suffering, and bids them trust in the God who brought
him through crucifixion to new life. Jesus Christ shares in the losses, the
fear, the suffering that children and youth experience in this land and in our
world. Jesus Christ never gave up trust in the love and power faithfulness
of God.

But youth also require another kind of linking with Jesus the Christ.
This must come at the point of his profound trust in the power of God to
work with and through human beings to bring about a commonwealth of
love and justice to fulfill creation. Their faith cries out for convincing testi-
mony to that most neglected doctrine in contemporary theology, the doc-
trine of divine providence. "Is God powerful?" they ask. If so, why do so
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