
The	  1999	  Princeton	  Lectures	  on	  Youth,	  Church,	  and	  Culture	  
An	  Unexpected	  Prophet:	  What	  the	  21st-‐Century	  Church	  Can	  Learn	  from	  
Youth	  Ministry	  
	  

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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the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 1998 indicate that the percentage

of teens engaging in sexual intercourse has dropped for the first time since the

1980s: high school students who say they have never had sex are now in the major-

ity (52%), with little statistical difference between boys and girls.3 Twenty-three-

year-old Wendy Shalit's 1999 book A Return to Modesty: Discovering the Lost Virtue,

advocating a return to a more conservative sexuality among young people, received

acclaim from publications ranging from Cosmopolitan to Group; and generated a

storm of Internet controversy: Abstinence education and "second virginity" move-

ments are on the rise in religious communities and public schools alike, primarily

defensive in nature but decidedly chaste in approach.5

Despite affairs that have sundered relationships dear to me, and despite some

contestable but highly publicized studies suggesting that evolution has not wired

men for fidelity and therefore men should be expected to "roam" (equating the male

libido with a cellular phone),6 as a Christian I actually believe that chastity is possi-

ble, and what's more, that humans are called to practice it. Married or single, celi-

bate or sexually active, because we are vowed to God Christians have at our disposal

a gift that puts fidelity well within our reach: God's sanctifying grace. We may not

be capable of fidelity, but God is, and sanctifying grace, without which virtue (let

alone chastity) would be impossible, gives Christians the strength to be true to one

another. Only by the grace of God, but certainly possible by the grace of God,

Christians can live lives of fidelity (fidei, faithfulness) as a witness to adolescents,

whose identity-not to mention whose faith-absolutely depends on it.

If youth ministry is to help the twenty-first-century church recover a theology

of desire rooted in the God who desires us, then we must begin by offering youth a

way to approach intimacy that maintains the deep connection between sexuality

and spirituality as divinely appointed routes to God. Chastity (from the Latin

castus, meaning "pure" and carere, "to be without") is the virtue of creative fidelity,

and it begins not in sexual abstinence but in friendship, a relationship in which peo-

ple deeply desire one another but do not rely on genital intercourse as the means to

communion. While secular chastity movements view chastity as a form of empow-

erment (specifically; as a way to emppwer teenagers to resist cultural pressure for

premature sexual activity), Christians extend the definition of chastity to all human

relationships. As a spiritual power acquired in the practice of joyous self-giving and

willing self-mastery, chastity provides the basic parameters for holy friendship.

Only in the context of friendship's selfless companionship and loving accountabil-

ity is fidelity, the art of being true to one another, possible.

In short, if the church is to expect chastity of teenagers, then we must look

carefully at our doctrine of friendship as a positive statement of desire. If history is

any indication, this will not be easy: Church historian Martin Marty has pointed out

-
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cents-our nation's first generation of widespread latchkey children, divorced par-

ents, absent adults, and virtual pets-are consumed with the quest for fidelity. They

cannot seek content for a fidelity they do not possess. The question of postmodem

youth is not "Will my life have meaning?" but "Will you be there for me?"IO

Postmodem youth share a common sense of existential abandonment. In addition

to increasing numbers of teenagers abandoned to poverty and violence,ll adoles-

cents in the late twentieth century feel abandoned by economic, educational, and

social structures; by institutions like families, schools, and religious communities

that seem to disintegrate before their eyes; and, above all, by adults so distr~cted by

their own quirky (and often adolescent) predicaments that they leave growing up to

their children to figure out. Indeed, this supplies the premise for a host of teen-ori-

ented television shows- Dawsons Creek, Buffy the Vampire Slayer; Party of Five -in

which adults are notable mostly for their absence. Unfortunately, art imitates life.

Listen to the outrage in this letter, written to Abigail Van Buren by a twenty-three-

year-old on behalf of two younger teenagers:

Dear Abby,

I am absolutely outraged. I...was brought up by parents

who knew my whereabouts every minute of the day until I

was married. Now, as the manager of a suburban, fast-food

restaurant, I am the supervisor and confidante to a number of

fine teenagers.

These kids come from well-to-do homes, but their parents

are totally irresponsible... .My current pique stems from a

robbery ten days ago. I and two coworkers, both seventeen-

year-old girls, were closing up late Friday night when we were

confronted by several armed men The three of us were

taken into the back room, bound hand and foot with duct

tape, gagged, and left hog-tied on the floor.

My husband was working night shift and would not miss

me-but surely; I thought, the girls' parents would come look-

ing for them. As we huddled together, unable to do much

more than mumble through the tape on our mouths, I listened

for the sound of cars and the girls' worried parents. I figured it

would be an hour at worst. Abby; THEY NEVER CAME! The

phone never even rang. Workers arriving at 6 a.m. found us

still bound and huddling. We had spent the entire night tied

up on the floor, and the girls were apparently not missed.

-
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dying for intercourse. Despite the encouraging turnaround in the statistics, prema-

ture sex among teenagers remains rampant: by age eighteen, the statistics reverse

again, with the majority (63%) of youth engaging in sexual activity.l? By the twelfth

grade, 17% of girls and 38% of boys report having had four or more sexual part-

ners.18 One in ten adolescent girls is infected with chlamydia, and gonorrhea, down

among adults, is rising among teens.19 What they seek in all this sexual activity is

intercourse, communion-physical, visceral, spiritual oneness and the release, and

even the relief, that accompanies it. Postmodern youth are not dying for a date, but

for a love worth dying for. They are looking for someone who will be there for

them, who will be faithful and true, who embodies fidelity, a love worth dying for.

FIDELITY AND THE INTIMACY OF GOD

This means, of course, that youth are looking for God. Only God can love

them the way they need to be loved, with utter fidelity, despite our best efforts as

parents and youth leaders and teachers. Jesus is "to die for" precisely because Jesus

died for us first. This should force some soul-searching on the part of youthministry:

.Does the church offer youth something "to die for"-
or pizza?

.Do youth see in the church someone who will "be there"
for them-or is the church too preoccupied with its own
self-preservation to even know where "there" is?

.Do we enact fidelity in a way that can point beyond our own
failures to the unwavering fidelity of God?

If not, we may expect youth to look elsewhere for fidelity-to their friends, to
virtual relationships, to the media, to sex. If, however, Christians were to become
known for their chastity and to practice creative fidelity in relationships that
acknowledge varying degrees of sexual attraction, then the church might find in its
own tradition of "holy friendship" a time-honored way of "being there" for youth.
When teenagers ask the question of fidelity that hauntspostmodem culture-"Will
you be there for me?"-they hear Christ's resounding reply; "Yes, I will" in the prac-
tices of holy friendship. And in these practices a chastened church can add, "And
so, by the grace of God, will we."

The power of chastity has its roots in holy friendship-friendship in which
partners openly practice joyous self-giving and willing ~elf-mastery oulof sacrificial
love for one another, not out of a defensive need to resist personal temptation. Holy
friends, above all, desire communion with God for themselves and for us. As they
grow nearer to jesus, they draw us into God's intimacy with them. Holy friends help
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sitcom Friends freely mingles friendship with sexual activity; considering friends and

sex partners virtually synonymous. Listen to this excerpt from My So-Called Life, in

which fifteen-year-old Angela Chase confesses to her best friend, Rayanne, that she

is smitten by Jordan Catalano, a smoldering youth who writes "really short" sen-

tences and whose primary virtue is the way he looks when he leans:

Rayanne: You wanna have sex with him.

Angela: Who?

Rayanne: Who? Jordan. Catalano. Come on, I'm not gonna

tell anyone, just admit it.

Angela: I just like how he's always leaning. Against stuff. He

leans grt;at. Well, either sex or a conversation. Ideally both.2O

If we are to believe most of American popular culture, true human fulfillment

lies in orgasm, not in union with God. Since we live in a culture of self-fulfillment,

the syllogism goes something like this: 1) Orgasm is the route to human fulfillment;

2) Society teaches that human fulfillment is right and good; 3) Therefore I need an

orgasm. Yet what Angela seeks is intercourse, not orgasm, and she correctly

identifies both conversation and sex as impulses toward this communion.

Conversation, in fact, is the primary venue through which humans create inter-

course, often regarded as a surrogate for genital sex. As one savvy youth leader put

it in a recent adolescent sexuality seminar:

Question: What is a four-letter word for intercourse ending in 'K'?

Answer: TALK!

At the same time, however, the consumer ethos of popular culture treats inti-macy 

as an object: it is something we have, or we do not have, and because we area 

consumer society, what we do not have we are expected to acquire. Reducing inti-macy 

to a product socializes youth into believing there are only two kinds of rela-

tionships: those that have intimacy and those that don't.' There are friends, and

there are lovers, there is talk, and there is sex-and there is precious little inbetween. 

These messages overwhelm the obvious fact that intimacy has a range. Asa 

result, youth fail to recognize that the satisfaction of "being known" by another isavailable 

in a myriad of human relationships and is the fruit of trust and vulnera-

bility, not necessarily (or even primarily) the result of genital contact.
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likely to base his or her feelings about war on the immediate fact that people are get-

ting hurt.

The dilemma comes from the fact that adults actually expect youth to behave

in ways consistent with their beliefs. Yet congruence between action and attitude

requires an inner consistency beyond the cognitive reach of most adolescents. We

teach youth the Ten Commandments and then actually expect them to follow them,

not just out of obedience to God, but for "their own [presumably future] good" and

for the well-being of the communit}: Moral instruction on sexuality is no different.Adolescents' 

,high view of relationships often causes them to prize sexuality as much

as adults do-but they do so using entirely different categories of meaning. Adults

tend to describe sexuality through categories of future risk ("The girl will get preg-

nant." "You could get AIDS."). Adolescents, on the other hand, use categories of

present experience ("It feels good." "I will be accepted."). In another scene from the

television series My So-Called Life, Angela and her mother, Patti, talk past one

another because Angela uses categories of acceptance in discussing sexuality; while

her mother uses categories of risk:

Patti: I can accept that you have a boyfriend-

Angela: I don't have a boyfriend!

Patti: Fine. A pal. A male pal. Whatever word you want to

choose. The point is, I'm your mother, and I don't think you're

ready-I, I don't think you're ready-

Angela: Mom, pleeeeeaaase-

Patti: But-but I have to know if this is what's happening,

because I don't think that I can keep you from-

Angela: Mom, I beg you to stop-

Patti: I need to know if you're using-I mean, I remember.

How this feels. I do. But it's the times that we live in-

Angela: Mom, please-

Patti: Honey, I know you don't want to think about these

things, I know you think you're invulnerable-

Angela: I don't think that! You have no idea!

Patti: You have to use some kind of protection, if you are

going to be-

Angela: Mom! I'm not having sex! All right? Really! I'm

not even close. To an embarrassing degree.
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HOLY FRIENDSHIP: THE PROMISE OF
BEING KNOWN

Here Kegan stops, but the church must begin. What adolescents need, and
what Christian teaching can offer, is a transitional ground for teen sexuality in
which adolescents may explore the pleasure of intimacy while acknowledging the
connection between sexuality and spirituality, body and soul, without doing vio-
lence to either one. In short, adolescents need a context in which they can safely be
"sophisticated morons" in their decision-making without irreversible consequences
like pregnancy; chronic illness, or death. Holy friendship offers a kind of "holding
environment" for the emerging sexual and spiritual self, what Kegan calls "an evo-
lutionary bridge, a context for crossing over.,u7 Holding environments foster devel-
opmental transformation by providing a safe space that is at once supportive and
challenging. Holy friendship offers such a bridge precisely because, contrary to
popular culture, it does not equate human fulfillment with genital pleasure (hence,
the challenge), while at the same time it acknowledges adolescents' most prized
experience of fidelity: the loyalty of friends (hence, the support). Holy friends hold
out the promise of "being known," not through orgasm but through communion-
first with God and, through God, with one another.

In a world in which adolescents sense the profound abandonment of institu-
tions and adults who love them, teenagers long for intercourse with people who
"know" them. The murders at Columbine High School in the spring of 1999 were
the treacherous result of two "unknown" teenagers. Unknown by classmates (who
described Dylan Harris and Eric Klebold as students "you just didn't notice"),
unknown by parents (who had no inkling of the pipe-bomb manufacture going on
in the garage), unknown by teachers and juvenile authorities (who failed to take
seriously the violence described in class projects and web sites), for one tragic day
these two unknown boys chose to be noticed. Incredibly; as a spate of school shoot-
ings have demonstrated in the past year, youth often perceive violence as a vehicle
to "being known," confusing notoriety on the evening news with the deep satisfac-
tion of intercourse with people who love them.

CHRISTIAN CONCEPTIONS OF SPIRITUAL
FRIENDSHIP

Were Christian tradition less ambivalent about the role of friendship in the life

of faith, the relationship between holy friendship and desire might be more obvious

to the postmodern church. The truth is that Christians have struggled with the

proper place of human friendship alongside the friendship of God. Sixth-centurypope 

Gregory the Great defined a friend as "the guardian of the soul.,,28 Augustine

saw human friendship as a metaphor for, and conduit to, life with God.29 Western
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Adolescent girls go to the restroom in packs, and adolescent boys bond in the lockerroom, 
because in these inner sanctums youth ritualize both their friendship and

their emerging sexuality. Same-gender friends often develop strong bonds from
shared experiences around gender roles in a given culture. The "otherness" inher-
ent in male/female friendships accounts for part of their allure, whether or not
romance is a factor. Research on married couples identifies a couple's friendship
quotient as the most important factor in a successful marriage.39

Still, as my colleague James Loder likes to observe, "Spiritual heat is hotter
than sexual heat, every time." Holy friends can rival lovers in intimacy and passion,
as a glimpse at early monastic correspondence between spiritual friends confirms.40
Friends who act as "guardians of the soul" practice a creative fidelity that extends
light years beyond making out-or not-in the backseat of a car. These friendships
create a "space" in which eroticism is not equated with orgasm, but with commu-
nion, oneness with others through God. The primary friendship to which all of us
are called is friendship with the Triune God who has befriended us-a friendship as
life-giving as sexual intercourse, that transforms us as surely as falling in love.

PRACTICING HOLY FRIENDSHIP:
LESSONS FROM ADOLESCENCE

Becoming a person-as every adolescent in the throes of identity formation

intuits-requires being in relationship with others. We learn to become human by

actively cultivating friendships and participating in practices that develop and sus-

tain these relationships. Although there are physical expressions of friendship just

as there are spiritual expressions of sexuality, holy friendship is primarily concerned

with uniting souls, not bodies. As we have seen, this requires a slightly different set

of skills than the practices of friendship suggested by popular culture, where inti-

macy is viewed as an object and intercourse is limited to sexual activity. Holy friend-

ship, in contrast, is sacramental. It serves the church asa means of grace, a sign

pointing beyond our friendship to the desire of God, an ordinary vessel through

which God imparts strength to the Christian community for the otherwise impos-

sible task of living faithfully. Holy friendships also serve as "holding environments"

for youth that honor both the acute sexuality and the acute spirituality of their

personal desire, while leaving a margin of error for inevitable poor judgments along

the way. This margin of error-altogether absent in a culture of popular desire-

gives youth a crucial chance to recover from their relational mistakes, to experience

forgiveness, and to start again in a community of love.

Before we can expect youth to live chastely in relationships, the church must

help them cultivate holy friendships and the practices that sustain them.41 Lest we

forget, teenagers themselves have highly developed skills of friendship, which
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41. 

For a more complete discussion of the role of Christian practice in shaping and identifying people asfollowers 

of Jesus Christ, especially in regard to youth ministry, see Craig Dykstra, Growing in the Life ofFaith: 
Education and Christian Practices (Louisville: Geneva Press, 1999); Dorothy Bass, ed., Practicing Our

Faith (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1997); Kenda Creasy Dean and Ron Foster, The Godbearing Life: The
Art of Soul-Tending for Youth Ministry (Nashville: Upper Room, 1998).
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