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Youth Ministry as Practical Theology 

The goal of the youth ministry educator, as a practical theologian, is to articulate a way 

forward in youth ministry that enables faithful performance as a response to God’s action in the 

world.1 Because this goal and the tasks we as youth workers take up in its service are necessarily 

concrete insofar as they relate to human experience, we must engage the various sciences that 

investigate human experience—be they social, political, or natural sciences. However, since the 

practical theologian, as a theologian, is fundamentally concerned with God’s action in the world, 

practical theology is marked by interdisciplinarity and the priority given to the theological by 

virtue of the theologian’s primary concern.  This interdisciplinary constructive space is carved 

out between critical reflection and continued practice all in the name of increasing faithfulness.2 

The work of this article will be to articulate a way forward in regards to Christian 

education and to explore theological reflection in dialogue with empirical research. How might 

one allow a practice such as hospitality to shape their pedagogy? These reflections will 

ultimately lend themselves to pragmatic expression in future practice, as well as to potential 

 
1 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research. 2nd revised ed. (London: SCM 
Press, 2016), Pages 4-5.  
2 Serene Jones. “Practical Theology in Two Modes.” In For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological 
Education, and Christian Ministry, edited by Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra, 195-213. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2008). Pages 211-212. 



further empirical research.3 Within the context of Christian education, the lines between spiritual 

formation and formal education seem to blur. This is not only acceptable, but desirable. James 

Loder describes the qualifier of “Christian” in front of education as not merely having a 

modifying effect, but a “transformational” effect.4 For Loder, the aims and goals of education 

have undergone a conversion of sorts, and Christian education is then located within a communal 

life of faith that “exhibits the transforming life of Christ in and for the world.”5 The work of 

education is located within, and as an expression of, the faith of the educator themselves. 

Students long for this kind of integration. As a result, pedagogy then becomes an event calling 

for discernment and careful attention. This uniquely pneumatological approach to educational 

design is rooted in the conversion that Loder describes, and is characterised by what Richard 

Osmer explains as being; 

determined on the basis of their distinctive beliefs and practices. Each community’s 
understanding of education emerges from the web of normative commitments that 
articulate its particular vision of the ultimate purpose of existence and the way of 
life that best corresponds to his vision.6 
 

The work of the educator is to critique the craft of teaching through the lens of their theological 

commitments. In other words, the continuity of normative faith commitments alongside teaching 

practices becomes a proper category of reflexive consideration.  

In this reflexive praxis of commending practice to normative theological critique, the 

youth ministry educator, as a theologian, begins with the end already in mind; not reducing the 

 
3 Here I am referring to Osmer’s four tasks of practical theology and particularly to the relationship between the 
third and fourth tasks: the process of normative theological reflection leading towards a prescriptive call for the 
pragmatic. Richard Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co, 2008), Chapter Four pages 175-218.  
4 James E. Loder, “Transformation in Christian Education,” Theological Perspectives on Christian Formation: A 
Reader on Theology and Christian Education, eds. Jeff Astley, Leslie J. Francis, and Colin Crowder (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1996), 279. 
5 Ibid., 283.  
6 Richard R. Osmer, The Teaching Ministry of Congregations (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), xiii. 



present merely to a “means” to that end, but engaging with the end as the means to encountering 

the present content and context of educational relationships and practices. To begin with the end 

in mind is to ground one’s teaching in eschatology, offering an invitation to the freedom of what 

is true as revealed in the reconciling work of Jesus Christ. Here it is pertinent to consider Jürgen 

Moltmann’s argument for play and how this might shape our imagination around pedagogy.  

In Theology & Joy, Moltmann suggests that when one is playing for no other purpose 

than joy, they are doing something far greater than just escaping the work of the day.7 Instead, 

they are constructing “anti-environments” that usher the individual beyond the perceived scope 

of value-generating effort and towards the liberating freedom of their identity in Christ.8 

Moltmann claims that in these constructed environments of play, we are able to confront the 

reductive tendencies of culture in our context and are instead invited to “play with the future in 

order to get to know it.”9 While Moltmann is writing against a cultural tendency to 

instrumentalize play and rest, the same critique could be argued against our perception of 

education as only valuable when it produces contributors in the local economic reality of the day. 

Moltmann is calling for freedom from a culture of domination and control, where even vacation 

and play have been valued according to their potential to improve performance.  

Moltmann’s call to play with the future is an invitation to understand education as 

formation that could take place in an “anti-environment.” The promise of this invitation calls for 

what Smith and Felch articulate as “pedagogical imagination.”10  Christian educators—perhaps 

 
7 Here Moltmann is not as concerned with a clear definition of ‘play’ as much as he is concerned with resisting the 
instrumentalization of anything akin to rest or play in his critique of German society. His point is to construct 
intentional forms of resistance that bear witness to eschatological truth. For more, see Jürgen Moltmann, Theology & 
Joy (Norwich, UK: Hymns Ancient & Modern Ltd, 2013), 36. 
8 Ibid.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Susan M. Felch and David A. Smith, Teaching and Christian Imagination (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2016). Page 1.  



especially youth ministry educators—must reimagine educational spaces as the location of free 

play, playing with the reality of what is most true: our identity of being grounded in the person 

and work of Jesus Christ. We invite our students to “get to know'' this truth through our 

pedagogy.  

 Smith and Felch offer various metaphors to assist the educator in creating fresh new 

approaches to their work of teaching that are grounded in various theological commitments. For 

example, they consider journeys, pilgrimages, gardens, wilderness, buildings, and walls as 

examples of ways to reimagine the work of education.11 They ask what hospitality might have to 

offer to our work as educators. They lift this up as a question worth exploring.12 They contribute 

the notion of education requiring a building up of what they call a “pedagogical house”.13 They 

consider curriculum, pedagogy, and course design—all within the metaphor of construction and 

building. The idea is that our work of pedagogy extends well beyond what we might normally 

consider the work of teaching. For example, they ask questions about how students might feel 

upon entering a classroom. Would we want them to feel comfortable? Challenged?14 We are 

compelled to ask the theological question of how students are being formed when we attempt to 

welcome them into these hospitality-shaped spaces of education.  

This question of education as formation, and the aim of this formation, is taken up by 

Willie James Jennings in his text After Whiteness: An Education in Belonging.15 For Jennings, it 

is not sufficient to simply orient education towards Christian formation because our imagination 

around Christian formation itself requires ongoing conversion. In order to faithfully make the 

 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid., 67.  
13 Ibid., 194-195.  
14 For more see ibid., 124-204. 
15 Willie James Jennings, After Whiteness: An Education in Belonging (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2020). 



move from viewing education as a transfer of content to seeing education as formation, one must 

clarify and consider the object of their formation—namely, having been created in the image of 

God and placed in communion with one another.   

Jennings claims that we are tragically forming ourselves and our students into the 

likeness of what he calls “the man in the chair.”16 The man in the chair is a metaphor for the 

colonial undergirding of Western educational value systems that shape what is considered good 

within the academy. The ultimate “good”—according to this value system—is located within 

white masculine self-sufficiency that can only imagine self-preservation and the perpetuation of 

this concept. The sinister reality of the “man in the chair” is the way in which imagination is 

thwarted and the good we pursue in education is diminished because we (all those participating 

in education as defined by the West) are often unable to imagine a good greater than that of the 

“master of the plantation.”17 Jennings calls the implicit undergirding a “pedagogy of the 

plantation”18 and claims that we must name and diagnose this reality before we can begin to 

address the nature of education as formation.19 

The necessary alternative to this notion of white self-sufficient masculinity —and that 

alternative to which we as Christian educators are compelled—is a turn towards formation aimed 

at communion. Jennings defines ‘communion’ as: 

The deepest sense of God-drenched life attuned to life together, not with people in 
general but with the people that comprise the place of one’s concrete living and the 

 
16 Ibid., 47-48. Here Jennings tells of a nightmare that he encountered again and again over the years. In this 
nightmare an old white man with a long flowing white beard is in Jennings’s chair at Jennings’s desk and exists as a 
reminder that Jennings in fact lives within an institution controlled by and owned by whiteness. 
17 Ibid., 79.  
18 Ibid., 82.  
19 Here Jennings is pointing towards an Augustinian notion of ordered loves. When our concept of the good is rooted 
in a Eurocentric notion of white self-sufficient masculinity, our view of the good as rooted in Christ has been 
obscured. There needs to be a proper diagnosis and resulting repentance in order to move forward towards a worthy 
object of formation, namely Christ and the community of those who follow Christ. For more see ibid., 28-29.  



places (the landscapes, the animals, and the built environments) that constitute the 
actual condition of one’s life.20 

 
The goal would be an education that forms students who are able to be in communion with 

themselves, one another, and God. Herein lies a vision for a more holistic formational anti-

environment. Jennings describes this turn as a “revolution”—a rejection of what has been 

considered good and a return to the call of Jesus to follow.21 This focus on communion fosters a 

sense of belonging that cuts against the notion of the white self-sufficient masculine master who 

can only belong through mastery, possession, and control.22  To belong, and to be formed as 

those who belong, sets a course correction in the trajectory of educational spaces.23  

For Jennings, this shift in pedagogy is concrete and takes particular shape not only in our 

classrooms, but in our lives and interactions more broadly. This movement towards education as 

formation unto communion is what he calls a “performative pedagogy.”24 The performative 

nature of this shift in pedagogy takes seriously the context in which it occurs, but ultimately sets 

its gaze upon Jesus Christ. This movement has a definite goal, but this goal is not a destination, 

but rather a person—namely, the person of Jesus Christ. Jennings argues that for education to be 

faithful in its work of formation, there needs to be an intentional design—or shape—to this 

formation. He describes the nature of this formation unto communion as a vision that:  

articulates servant leadership through the desire to be a place of communion and in 
so doing to follow our savior in forming Jesus space. This Jesus space draws people 
to flourishing life together and to a work of building together. But building what? 

 
20 Ibid., 14.  
21 Ibid., 123-124.  
22 Jennings describes the white self-sufficient masculine master as embodying the desire to master, possess, and 
control all things as an expression of value. This image, fostered on the plantation, has created a sickness that forces 
isolation and a sense of the imposter syndrome in the academe that is then passed on to students. Belonging is never 
the message; instead, the academe has propped up a system of validation where students are confronted with a lack 
of belonging until proven otherwise. For more see ibid., 29-34.  
23 While a critical reflection on the impact of racism on pedagogy is not the central theme of this project, it is clear 
that this deconstructive step exposes the ways in which our current pedagogical bias reinforces an educational 
experience void of reconciliation and communion.  
24 Jennings, After Whiteness, 11.  



The answer is not what but where—they build around his body, they build against 
death, and they build toward a place of gathering that will never end.25   

 
It is important here to pick up on the language of building these pedagogical spaces as spaces of 

faithful formation. To call for pedagogical spaces to be oriented along the lines of faithful 

formation is to place the work of pedagogical design within one’s theological commitment. This 

leads to the next important contribution here: that one must also note the eschatological nature of 

this aim—the decision to shape our pedagogy through the lens of Jesus space that builds against 

death and towards a “gathered life that will never end.”26  

Jennings is calling for Christian education to be distinctly Christian—distinctly 

theological—and to be concretely shaped as such. Jennings wants Christian education to make 

the reality of communion visible because he understands Christ to have made the Kingdom of 

God visible. This visibility of communion took place in the reconciling work of Jesus Christ, 

which gives shape to our work of formation:  

I am turning attention to the original trajectory of a God who has ended hostility 
and drawn all of creation into a reconciliation that we do not control. God offers us 
an uncontrollable reconciliation, one that aims to re-create us, reforming us as those 
who enact gathering and who gesture communion with our very existence. 

 
If we follow Jennings’ logic, we must reconsider the work of education through the lens of 

formation. This work of formation has a definite aim and trajectory—namely, away from the 

reductionistic lack of imagination born of Eurocentric white masculine self-sufficiency and 

towards communion that reflects the Kingdom of God. This formation unto communion is 

characterised by reconciliation. It is here that communion, made possible by the reconciling 

work of God, is placed alongside our concern with hospitality-shaped pedagogy. Beneath the 

 
25 Ibid., 76.  
26 Ibid. 



broader argument of Jennings’s text is the conviction that education must be about more than 

what is taught, but must also include the way in which we teach: 

The question is not what they should know. Too many educational institutions are 
lost in that question, looking obsessively at the commodities of learning. The 
question is, what should be the shape of the journey to know?27 

 
 Jennings points to education as formation but wants the educator to consider the aim of 

formation as communion. Communion is possible because of the reconciling work of God, 

which begs the question concerning pedagogical design: can our pedagogy be reimagined in the 

shape of reconciliation?  

Pedagogy rooted in reconciliation calls for hospitality as a grounding practice. Before 

turning to normative claims in regards to hospitality-shaped pedagogy, we must first explore a 

theology of reconciliation and how this theological reality gives a distinct shape to the nature of 

Christian education. Following Jennings’ call for communion we may now turn to an important 

though perhaps somewhat unexpected interlocutor: Karl Barth. 

I have chosen to bring Barth’s work into dialogue with Jennings because of his explicit 

commitment to the dialectical character of formation. For Barth, the Christian is always working 

within a very human reality, but a human reality within which God has revealed God’s self. This 

revelation is found in the person of Jesus Christ, and the work of Jesus Christ is a work of 

reconciling all things. Therefore, following Barth’s dialectic exploration of reconciliation will 

provide scaffolding for Christian practice when reimagining pedagogical design. Before 

attending to Barth’s theological shape of reconciliation, however, I must acknowledge the 

potential tension of placing Jennings’ alongside Barth—placing a post-colonial theologian 

alongside what might very well be considered a literal white man in the chair.  

 
27 Ibid., 120.  



Jennings on Barth 

 I first encountered Jennings reflecting on Barth during a lecture presented at the 2018 

Annual Karl Barth Conference hosted at Princeton Theological Seminary. The theme of the 

conference was in reference to Karl Barth and the tradition of Liberation Theology. Jennings’ 

lecture was entitled “Another Knowledge of God is Possible: Barth Among Post-Colonial 

Epistemologists.” There he introduced the audience to the potential of Barth offering a unique 

perspective of freedom, the freedom to critique the dominant storytellers of the day who might 

offer narrow and reductionistic understandings of culture, the world, humanity, and God.28 This 

freedom of critique was grounded in the particular subjectivity of Jesus Christ. I sat there as a 

young divinity student and was challenged to begin questioning the narratives I had adopted 

throughout my own life. I was further encouraged to read and understand Barth, the primary 

reason I chose Princeton Theological Seminary for my graduate work, as one who might point 

me towards the disruptive epistemology that could liberate not only those marginalized in the 

world, but my own reductionistic thinking as well.  

Jennings develops this idea of Barth offering an alternative subjectivity by first naming 

the reality of Barth emerging from a world shaped by “whiteness.”29 Barth was Swiss born but 

educated primarily within the landscape of German intellectualism. Jennings is clear to point out 

that a student of Barth must take note of his being formed in the “shadow” of German 

Intellectualism between the 19th and 20th Centuries, where such clear ideologies of nationalism, 

racial sentiment, and gender norms were being codified within not only culture, but the 

theological imagination as well. Jennings names this effect as the “racial imaginary” of German 

 
28 This lecture is available on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kq2dixOGAwk.  
29 Jennings, Willie J. “Barth and the Racial Imaginary” In The Oxford Handbook of Karl Barth, edited by Paul 
Dafydd Jones and Paul T. Nimmo. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019) 499.  



culture (to include theology) and establishes Barth as having been formed by this reductionistic 

imaginary.30 Jennings describes Barth as “negotiating” the “political and social situation” 

occurring in Germany through two world wars. It was here that Barth struggled against these 

dynamics, and therefore he must be read as one who engaged the struggle.31  

Of course Barth was a “man of his time” meaning that he benefited from his social 

location as a white European male within a system that perpetuated gender hierarchies and 

heterosexual normativity.32 Yet Jennings claims that Barth, from within this social location, 

wrote against the “white racial and masculine hegemony he inhabited.”33Jennings would 

continue, noting that Barth never wrote an explicit anti-racist or anti-colonialist treatise, but that 

“his theology remains one of the most anti-racist, anti-colonialist forms of Christian thought we 

have.”34 So the question remains, how could Barth exist within the racial imaginary that Jennings 

names as so problematic, yet also do theology in such a way as to become a conversation partner 

with a post-colonialist theologian such as Willie Jennings? 

Barth offers a way beyond the limited understanding of the world as seen through 

whiteness.35 The reason for this is that Barth’s subjectivity was not grounded in “whiteness” per 

se, but instead in the trinitarian life of God as disclosed in and through the person and work of 

Jesus Christ—in fact, the very (not white) body of Jesus; 

And in Him the created world is already perfect in spite of its 
imperfection, for the Creator is Himself a creature, both sharing its 

 
30 Ibid., 500.  
31 Ibid., 501. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Jennings offers a compelling historical overview of how whiteness became normative exploring early roots of 
colonial thought. He argues that the black bodies become one end of a spectrum, creating a “scale of existence” 
through which the New World was able to form the racial imaginary (23). Jennings suggests that this 
reconfiguration of bodies along a scale of good to bad, white to black, is operationalized theologically and hijacks 
the theological imagination of those involved in the colonial project. For more see Zurara’s Tears, Chapter 1 of The 
Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race by Willie James Jennings pages 15-64.  



creaturely peril, and guaranteeing and already actualising its hope. 
If the created world is understood in the light of the divine mercy 
revealed in Jesus Christ, of the divine participation in it eternally 
resolved in Jesus Christ and fulfilled by Him in time; if it is thus 
understood as the arena, instrument and object of His living action, 
of the once for all divine contesting and overcoming of its 
imperfection, its justification and perfection will infallibly be 
perceived and it will be seen to be the best of all possible worlds.36  
 

Barth suggests that the world should be understood through the particular subjective lens of the 

“divine mercy revealed in Jesus Christ.”37 Barth wants the world to be understood, seen, 

imagined in light of what has been accomplished in and through Jesus Christ. This is in direct 

opposition to one seeing the world through the lens of a value system born of a white masculine 

Eurocentric obsession with power, dominance, and control. Despite being formed in whiteness, 

Barth points beyond this colonialist tendency, and towards an alternative subjectivity that must 

reframe the shape of all encounter. While Jennings admits that Barth does not offer the explicit 

critique of anti-racism or anti-colonialism, he does offer the theological tools necessary to do so. 

It is with these tools, and with the help of Jennings directing our task of education towards 

communion, that we now pick up Barth’s theology of reconciliation in hopes of giving shape to 

this work.  

A Theology of Reconciliation  

 To consider the nature of human work (i.e., pedagogical design) through the lens of 

theologically normative claims is to be grounded in divine work that elicits human response.38 

Any consideration of reconciliation as giving shape to pedagogy requires that we first learn of 

the nature of reconciliation as carried out and revealed in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

 
36 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, III.1 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1956-1975), 385. 
37 Ibid.  
38 Christian practices must be understood as responsive to the initiating and enabling work of God. Human action is 
grounded in divine action and must never be imagined otherwise. The aim of seeking faithful performance begins in 
reflection on divine action and how that informs human action as response. For more see John Webster’s discussion 
on holiness as enclosed within sin and reconciliation; holiness by John Webster pages 8-21.  



The desire for one’s work of education to be formation unto communion, and for that 

communion to be characterised as reconciliation, is born of one’s own experience of having been 

reconciled to oneself, one another, and to God. We can say ‘no’ to the reductive tendencies 

within pedagogical practices, and say ‘yes’ to that which we have experienced in Jesus Christ—

namely, the reality of having been reconciled. To this end, we are forced to ask questions of this 

doctrine of reconciliation and the ways in which it gives shape, form, and distinction to our 

human effort.39  

It is to Karl Barth that I now turn in hopes of articulating this form of reconciliation. 

Barth’s mapping of human encounter is helpful because he maintains that this work is uniquely 

human, but also grounded in divine action. For Barth, the goal of faithful response is never to 

abandon our human standing, as if that were possible, but instead to be fully human as we seek to 

correspond to the reconciling work revealed in Jesus Christ.  

A core conviction of Barth’s is that our understanding of what it means to be human 

(anthropology) must be grounded in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ (Christology). Barth 

explores the nature of humankind as covenant partner of God: 

Real man lives with God as his covenant partner. For God has created him to 
participate in the history in which God is at work with him and he with God; to be 
His partner in the common history of the covenant [sic].40   

 
Essentially, we learn that to be more fully human is to correspond more and more to the likeness 

of the God-man Jesus. We are graciously invited into this participation out of the ontological 

reality of God’s divine nature, the hypostatic relational shape that characterises God and 

 
39 It is worth noting that all human practices, educational in nature or otherwise, will always remain human and will 
only seek to correspond to divine action. We are under no misconception that our work becomes divine, but rather 
that it remains fully human in the light of God’s reconciling work. Our aim, then, is to more and more faithfully 
correspond to divine action as we become like Christ.  
40 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, III.2 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1956-1975), 203.  



therefore all of creation. Barth describes this hypostatic shape as relational first in the Trinity 

itself:   

God exists in relationship and fellowship. As the Father of the Son and the Son of 
the Father He is Himself I and Thou, confronting Himself and yet always one and 
the same in the Holy Ghost [sic].41 

 
This trinitarian concept of relationality then informs and gives shape to our understanding of 

what it means to be human, and what it means to be human as covenant partner to God: 

God created man in His own image, in correspondence with His own being and 
essence . . . God is in relationship, and so too is the man created by Him. This is 
His divine likeness [sic].42 

 
If divine likeness is located in our relationality, then to be more fully human is to have a human 

relationality that corresponds to the divine relationality of God. The question, then, is what does 

this relationality look like? Answering this, Barth outlines four stages of human encounter that 

reflect this reality of having been reconciled to God and therefore the possibility of our 

relationships being grounded in the reality of reconciliation.43 I am looking to these properties of 

human encounter in hopes of further understanding the nature of reconciliation, and how the 

doctrine of reconciliation might help us reflect theologically on hospitality-shaped pedagogy. 

Barth outlines the stages of human encounter as (1) seeing and being seen, (2) hearing and being 

heard, (3) standing side by side in mutual assistance, and (4) doing all of this in gladness. I will 

now explore each of these stages in hopes of then reflecting on the ways in which they shed light 

on the research findings previously described.  

 

 
41 Ibid., 324.  
42 Ibid.   
43 I am indebted to Arthur Sutherland’s I Was a Stranger: A Christian Theology of Hospitality. Here Sutherland is 
using the four properties of encounter by Barth to assist in articulating the shape of human relationship along the 
lines of hospitality. While Sutherland does not relate Barth directly to reconciliation, nor his comments on 
hospitality to education, his work was still crucial in pulling together these themes and mapping them across a new 
point of focus—in particular, pedagogy in Christian education. For more see Sutherland, I Was a Stranger. 



To See and be Seen  

Barth first notes that to be in encounter with one another implies seeing one another eye 

to eye. To see one another is to be facing one another and to encounter one another as they exist. 

This requires a visibility and a willingness to be seen, as well as the desire to look beyond 

oneself in order to see the other. For Barth, this property of “being in encounter”44 places us on 

the spectrum of more or less human. To be more human is to be more and more open to the 

other, revealing the truth of who we are and to welcome the reality and presence of the other. 

This begins with seeing and being seen, and to see without allowing oneself to be seen would be 

“inhuman.”45 To see one another implies an openness to encounter, a receptivity that 

characterises the interaction and will increase with each passing stage of encounter to come.  

There is a mutual dependency that occurs in this event. One cannot be seen without the 

other being open to see, and vice versa. This cannot be forced, or else we would become 

inhuman as an act of violence.46 It also cannot be avoided, for to live in isolation would be 

“inhuman.”47 Our humanity gives rise to this effort of “moving outside of ourselves” and moving 

towards the other with an open receptivity and willingness to be received ourselves.48 Barth calls 

this the “mutual look” and claims that this mutual look is the “root-formation of all humanity.”49 

However, as soon as one sees the other, there is a next step that is required in the encounter: to 

hear and to be heard.  

 
44 Barth, Church Dogmatics, III.2, 250. 
45 Throughout this section Barth is placing these properties squarely within the realm of humanity, but emphasises 
that to do anything less would be inhuman. To see another as anything less than human is not to see human-ly, but 
instead to see in a way that is false or not real. This, Barth argues, is the effect of sin. We see people with diminished 
eyes when sin colours our perception of one another. Barth uses the language of “extent” when describing this 
reality . . . “to the extent that we withhold and conceal ourselves, and therefore do not move or move any more out 
of ourselves to know others and to let ourselves be known by them, our existence is inhuman,” (ibid., 251).   
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 252.  



To Hear and to be Heard 

 Barth considers this next step to be a “higher level” than the first, and essential in the 

nature of encountering one another.50 To engage with one another in this way moves the 

encounter towards relationship, but still requires definition. In fact, this hearing from one another 

must be done with an openness to the self-declaration of the other, as well as reciprocated 

mutually.  

Barth’s notion of being reconciled with one another involves an element of the other 

having the opportunity to “declare who and what he is, what his person and being are according 

to his own understanding of himself.”51 I find this interesting because Barth is concerned with 

not allowing one’s perception of the other to be sufficient. Instead, Barth values self-

representation as important if one is to do something greater than simply see the other. To truly 

encounter the other is to know them in a way that corresponds, as much as possible, with the way 

in which they understand themselves. Should the encounter remain in sight only, the potential 

exists for misrepresentation, and therefore misunderstanding, which would imply never having 

truly encountered the person in the first place.  

 The act of self-expression, and therefore self-representation, is couched as “help” from 

one to another.52 This help is aimed at assisting the other in a true understanding of the one 

speaking. Barth explains that this effort is not selfish—aimed at making oneself look better, or as 

an effort to simply be better understood; it cannot contain a perverted intention lurking within the 

expression.53 Instead, the help that is being offered is aimed at communion with one another, a 

 
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid., 253.  
52 Ibid., 254.  
53 Ibid.  



true and accurate encounter of two people who have been, and are being, reconciled to one 

another.   

 For Barth, a reconciled relationship, and therefore a true encounter with one another, is 

only possible insofar as the nature of reciprocity is being sustained in the encounter. In every 

principle there is a giving and receiving, a mutuality. Here Barth seeks a comprehensive 

“reciprocal expression and its reciprocal reception, reciprocal address and its reciprocal 

reception.”54 Implied within this reciprocity is the need of both sides for the other. There is an 

element of humility implied, for it would be impossible for one to truly encounter the other 

without the other’s participation and assistance. For one to encounter the other, one must 

embrace their own need for the other’s help. This embrace of their help implies a human 

neediness, for one is incomplete without the assistance of the other. While this embrace is 

expressed in the speech of oneself, and the reception of this address by another, Barth points to 

yet another degree of human encounter, that of mutual assistance.  

Standing Side by Side in Mutual Assistance  

 Building on the steps taken of seeing/being seen and hearing/being heard, Barth now 

points to the natural progression of being with and for one another as we “render mutual 

assistance.”55 Barth points to the ever-deepening character of human encounter and claims that 

while the prior steps are valuable on their own, they still aim towards something higher, which 

Barth describes as “fellowship”.56 In this sense, “one is not only knowable by the other, but is 

there for him, at his disposal within the necessary limits.”57 Yet at this point Barth names the 
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hesitation that we might expect. He points to fear and describes the way in which each step up 

until this point could be managed or mitigated, but once we move beyond seeing and hearing we 

embark upon the potential for requests for assistance that come at a cost. We are confronted with 

the needs of one another, or find ourselves making the request of another, and it is here that we 

begin to experience the depths of true encounter—the reality of mutual dependency.   

Barth suggests that humans become human within the embrace of this mutual 

dependency. It is in tasting our need, and the need of others, that we are invited to correspond, 

though in a very human and limited manner, to the man Jesus, who we know as the Son of God. 

Our assistance is human and therefore limited, but this is our only option should we desire true 

fellowship. To offer assistance is to “live with the other” or to “actively stand side by side” with 

one another.58 Barth points to this work of assistance as that to which humanity has been 

ordained.59 This work of standing side by side does not entail replacing one another, or somehow 

assuming the reality of one another—no, limits and boundaries are sustained. Yet Barth 

describes this dialogical tension as 

being so near to him that his being supports though it does not carry him; that he 
gives him comfort and encouragement though not victory and triumph; that he 
alleviates though he does not liberate.60 

 
Barth is clear that this is a human work, that humans are in fact capable of this work, and that 

this is what it means to be in fellowship with one another, to be reconciled.  

Barth notes that to offer assistance without admitting one’s own need for assistance is 

foolishness, an effort to be like God that leads to a reduction of one’s humanity.61 Barth claims 
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that we need the assistance of others as a fish needs water!62 In the same manner, to reject the 

outstretched hand of another is “transform and dissolve oneself into an empty subject.”63 This 

dual reality of needing the assistance of others, as well as needing to offer this assistance, is all 

part of what it means to live as the reconciled fully human creatures that God created. The fear 

that drives one from living in this way becomes the demise of that person. Barth describes this as 

misery, claiming that we ourselves become the “void in which the other gropes” when we leave 

their call for assistance without response.64 Here Barth has mapped out that seeing and being 

seen naturally leads to hearing. Hearing and being heard, while a next step in the depth of 

encounter, calls for a greater engagement defined as mutual assistance. Should one see, hear, and 

stand alongside the other, they are living out the reconciled reality of human encounter that was 

made possible by the reconciling work of Christ. However, Barth goes further and characterises 

the depth of this encounter as each stage being done in gladness.  

Gladness  

 This final descriptive element of human encounter is to Barth what he calls the “secret to 

the whole”.65 To encounter another is to see and be seen with gladness, to hear and be heard with 

gladness, and to stand side by side offering mutual assistance with gladness on both sides.66 

Without this overarching charism of gladness, the preceding steps of encounter would be like a 

“perfect flower unfortunately detached from its roots.”67 For Barth, none of these steps were 

done in correspondence to the person of Jesus Christ if not done with gladness. This is not a 
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burden; this is the joy of human fellowship. To be truly human is to incorporate this posture of 

gladness into our understanding of fellowship, or, as Barth describes it, human encounter.  

 Barth has much more to say about human[kind] in encounter with one another.68 

However, the articulated mapping out of human encounter is helpful in our effort to imagine the 

character of reconciled human relationships. It is worth noting that Barth’s notion of human 

encounter, and the pursuit of being fully human, is grounded in the assumption that we are 

discussing “the man whose determination is to be the covenant-partner of God. It is the great 

secret of man that he belongs to God, that God is for him, and for him in the person of the man 

Jesus [sic].”69 This secret is what Barth calls the “lesser secret” of humanity against the greater 

secret that was revealed in the saving work of Jesus Christ.70 Here we are talking about the 

Christian, and how the Christian lives in fellowship with their neighbour in light of the 

reconciling work of God.  

 Following this road map for encounter, it is useful to reflect on Jennings’s call for 

education to be considered formation unto communion as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Communion as the aim of formation is only possible in light of God’s reconciling work that 

enables the Christian. Otherwise, all formation would be in vain and would simply form one into 

the shape of the master according to Jennings, or into the empty void according to Barth. Either 

way, the problem is clear and the aim of formation must be considered. In order to do this, 

Jennings introduces the question concerning the shape of the journey,71 while Barth has added 

yet another layer of structure to this pursuit. When questioning the shape of the journey, or, for 
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this project's purpose, the shape of our pedagogy, I suggest that we interrogate our pedagogical 

practices with Barth’s notion of reconciliation.  

The Christian, and, in this case, the Christian educator, is enabled to carry out their task 

in a manner that corresponds to the reconciling work of Jesus Christ. Barth’s fourfold set of 

principles for human encounter provides the diagnostic categories necessary to evaluate one’s 

pedagogy in hopes of a faithful performance of this task. These tools not only carry diagnostic 

capability, but also a constructive impulse that gives shape and form to the nature of this specific 

encounter experienced in educational spaces. While Barth does not explore the implications of 

this human in encounter along the lines of pedagogy, he does mention the context of education as 

a location where the errors of inhuman encounter take place. He claims that most of the words 

spoken are “inhuman and barbaric” because we do not listen to one another.72 He describes this 

barbaric speech taking place not only in private, but also in “lectures and discussions, in books 

and articles.”73   

Jennings, Barth, and Hospitality-Shaped Pedagogy 

 Jennings and Barth have pointed towards the call for pedagogy—in formal, theological, 

and youth ministry education—to be rooted in the reality of God’s reconciling work and to take 

on the shape of this reconciling work. The practice of hospitality, then, must shape the 

Christian’s approach to pedagogical design. I will now outline the possible contributions of 

hospitality to the work of pedagogical design.  

1. Hospitality-Shaped Pedagogy Fosters a Communal Learning Environment 

 Hospitality-shaped pedagogy fosters a communal learning environment. Within this 

category of learning are the concepts of an increased sense of belonging, an ability to ask for 
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help, and an increased likelihood of taking risks. Pedagogy shaped by hospitality fosters an 

environment where the potential for students to feel isolated is mitigated. As explored earlier in 

this article, Barth points to isolation as an “inhuman” experience:  

The isolation in which we try to persist, the lack of participation which we show in 
relation to others and thus thrust upon others in relation to ourselves, is 
inhumanity.74 

 
The opposite of this isolating effect are spaces where belonging is fostered. Jennings claims that 

this should be the central work of education and that we should strive to form students in the “art 

of cultivating belonging.”75 He goes on to suggest that, currently, the common models of 

pedagogy within higher education—Christian education notwithstanding—work against a 

pedagogy of belonging.76 Barth characterises human encounter that leads to fellowship as 

hearing others and being heard. Intentional and concrete efforts of hospitality-shaped pedagogy 

promise to foster an environment where belonging, fellowship, and communion are possible, 

sought after, and explicitly attended to.  

Hospitality-shaped pedagogy fosters belonging, yet it also leads beyond belonging 

towards asking for help and risk-taking. The safety and security offered by a learning community 

of belonging enabled students to ask for help and to take risks. Barth describes this effect within 

his third principle of encounter: to stand side by side one another in mutual assistance.77 Barth 

claims that it is human to seek assistance from one another, and that our task is to not leave the 

other seeking assistance alone in the dark.78 While not every student is looking for a sense of 
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community in the same ways, the valuable imperative here is the need to make deeper 

connections available for those who desire them.   

Though Barth and Jennings do not touch on this concept of risk-taking explicitly, it 

seems that one would be more likely to take risks in terms of vulnerability and the event of 

testing new concepts in spaces where they felt safe to do so. This necessary safety is predicated 

on a sense of belonging and in students’ knowledge that their peers and their educators are truly 

for them. Risk-taking can only be done in the knowledge and security of the other being present 

to assist and be for one another. Essentially, an increased ability to take risks is evidence of the 

kind of human encounter Barth calls forth. Jennings, in the same manner, suggests that the 

greatest temptation of Christian formation (and therefore Christian education) is to form the 

“self-sufficient man [sic].”79 An alternative, according to Jennings, would be the fostering of a 

space that resists this notion and instead points towards interdependence and community.80 The 

communal learning environment points towards the reconciled human encounter that Barth 

describes and that Jennings claims would be a worthy aim of formation.  

A limitation of this finding is that it runs the risk of becoming too prescriptive. Not every 

student desires the same kinds of connections with other students or with their educators. Not 

every student needs permission to take risks or to be vulnerable, but instead some will arrive 

with the capacity and inclination to do so on their own. Compelling students to be vulnerable and 

to take significant risks would be an error, but fostering space for this to occur seems to be one 

invitational posture that might be appropriate.  
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2. Hospitality-Shaped Pedagogy Rearranges the Furniture  

Hospitality-shaped pedagogy gives distinct formation to pedagogical practices. Within this 

category of learning are concepts concerned with the design of physical space, the kind of 

relationships one might have with their students, the use of various mediums of communication, 

and the practice of prayer. The simple attention given to these elements of hospitality-shaped 

pedagogy might often go overlooked, but fellowship and communion are embedded within 

particular practices, including the practice of setting up the space we occupy. Jennings claims 

that the shape of the journey, not just the content of education, should be of primary 

importance.81 This shape is not accidental, but instead the result of intentional concern given to 

the ways in which communion, belonging, and reconciliation are shown or “gestured.”82 To 

gesture faithfully is to allow pedagogical practices to enable the embodiment of the reality of 

reconciliation. In other words, the pedagogical practices that we use tell a story, and this should 

be a story of reconciliation.  

To put it somewhat bluntly, how we arrange the furniture matters. Indeed, as Christian 

educators, we must consider the arrangement of furniture to be of theological importance. While 

this practice may seem superficial or even inconsequential at first, it truly matters. Jennings, 

describing the conclusion to his orientation speech given annually as Dean of Duke Divinity 

school, said that he wanted to invite students to experience the school as their new “home.”83 The 

intimacy that Jennings hoped to offer is akin to what students experience in physical space. The 

depth of interaction may actually increase with the arrangement of furniture. As embodied 

human beings, our existence in space may either obstruct or enhance our ability to be formed 
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unto communion. Jennings describes the aim of this formation unto communion as “life 

together” lived out in a multitude of ways including the intimacy and communion formed 

through the simple practice of arranging chairs with an openness to one another.84  

It is within human encounter, a relationship grounded in reconciliation, that various 

methods of communication are employed in the name of love. I say that this is love because the 

aim of doing so is simply to do the work of translation in order that every student might 

understand and hear.85 In a sense, this is an expression of assistance that the Christian educator 

has been uniquely trained to carry out; therefore, it can become an expression of love and service 

of their neighbour (student) and becomes the location of gesturing a sense of belonging.86 The 

simple use of different teaching tools fosters a space that is more open and welcoming to all, and, 

in a very real sense, this attention to practice creates a broader experience of welcome. 

3. Prayer as Essential to Hospitality-Shaped Pedagogy 

Finally, hospitality-shaped pedagogy creates an environment wherein I as the educator am 

more open and aware of the practice of prayer. The practice of regularly praying for my students 

opens me to them in a way that I cannot otherwise experience. As I pray for them or their 

experience of the class, I find myself caring for them in ways unrelated to just the course and its 

particular assessments. I find myself caring for them as humans, as neighbours, or even as 

friends. To use Barth’s language, I find myself seeing, hearing, and rendering assistance all in 

gladness because of this practice of prayer.  
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Hospitality-shaped pedagogy invites educators into a practice of praying for students and 

thus assuming a posture of care and concern. This is akin to what Jennings calls a “design of 

resistance.”87 Jennings discusses this concept of designing for resistance as an effort to create 

spaces that invite one another to resist the reductionistic tendency of our sick pedagogies and 

instead offer a resistance that forms community. We are invited to resist the tendency to see 

students as a number on the attendance sheet, another paper to grade, or another body in a seat. 

Instead, prayer invites us to resist this reductionistic temptation, to see students as they are: 

individuals to be seen—individuals with stories to tell and lives to share. This practice invites us 

into communion with our students.   

4. Hospitality-Shaped Pedagogy Informs the Vocation of the Educator  

The practice of hospitality-shaped pedagogy acts not only upon students, but educators as 

well. In the act of attending to teaching methods and ideologies, we become aware of the ways in 

which we needed to adopt a more reflexive posture. Perhaps we have been deviously shaped by 

the “pedagogy of the plantation,” but when we adopt an explicit process of reflection shaped by 

hospitality and reconciliation, we can become more aware of our biases and look to the promise 

of our own reconciliation and formation unto communion.88 This change is not something that 

can occur overnight, but through an ongoing process of reflexive openness. Through the act of 

attending more intentionally, we can become better equipped to stand side by side with students 

and offer the kind of assistance they seek.  

I cannot speak of the need for equitable relationships without also speaking of my need to 

sustain boundaries and embrace my limitations. I will begin with equitable relationships and then 

move to boundaries.  
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Should reconciliation be the working assumption when considering the interactions had 

with students, then it makes perfect sense to look for equitable relationships that express value, 

respect, even love for one’s students. This becomes a picture of what it means to see, hear, and 

render mutual assistance, all in gladness for the other. Barth has pointed to this as the example of 

what a fully human relationship enabled by divine love and action looks like. Barth, after 

mapping the four principles of human encounter, goes on to diagnose particular situations where 

this human encounter would be impossible and therefore levels a critique at institutions and 

cultural systems that would perpetuate this reality. For example, he points to the slave and the 

master as never being able to truly encounter one another because their orientation towards one 

another lacks freedom.89 Instead, Barth claims that we are only able to encounter one another 

truly as “companions, associates, comrades, fellows and helpmates.”90 Therein lies a critique of 

the educator as the power broker who holds this power over their student. A vision of fellowship 

and communion, as Jennings articulates, would be an alternative to this reductionistic way of 

perceiving teachers and students. Hospitality as a shaping force of pedagogy moves the educator 

out of this false orientation and carries with it the possibility of helping them properly reorient 

themselves to their student as a helpmate, companion, and even friend. Hospitality-shaped 

pedagogy brings to the foreground the need for this dynamic to be designed with intent, as well 

as offers a means to carry it out.  

As I have mentioned, however, the other side of offering equitable relationships is the 

limited and very human capacity that we have to do this work. Barth claims that what I have to 

offer is a little assistance, and that this is to be expected: 

I know that he [the Christian] too is not God and cannot therefore be self-sufficient. 
And I also know that what he expects of me—namely, a little support—does not 
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exceed my powers, that this little assistance is not in any sense a divine but a very 
human work which may rightly be expected, that I am able to render it, and under 
an obligation to do so [sic].91  

 
Here I am reminded of my own limitations, and that as an educator I can only offer so much. 

This does not mean that what I have to offer is not worth offering, but that I must be realistic as 

to its effect. So, the two sides remain: I can offer a human degree of little assistance, and that is 

all that is possible and therefore all that is fair to be expected. To embrace this reality is to 

sustain one’s boundaries and to live as truly human. The opposite of this would be to assume that 

I do not need help beyond myself and can be for another what I can never become. Or, as 

Jennings might claim, I would abandon my boundaries and limitations in hopes of embodying 

the “man in the chair”92 and the sickly vision of “possession, mastery, and control”93 that has 

been taught to me in a “pedagogy of the plantation.”94  

A challenge of this work is that students will simply want more of their professor than is 

possible to give. While it feels counterintuitive to express hospitality through a boundary, to do 

otherwise would be “inhuman” for the professor and create an inhuman picture of humanity for 

the student. We must be only what we are, offering only what we have, and trust that this will be 

enough. Jennings describes this tension in that we need to build towards life instead of death—to 

offer ourselves without boundaries, and to model this inhuman practice, would be to build a 

community forming one another in death. A community that builds towards life would be one in 

which its members embrace one another in their humanity by genuinely being there for one 

another within the realistic boundaries of their human abilities.95  

 
91 Ibid., 263.  
92 Jennings, After Whiteness, 47-48. 
93 Ibid., 29.  
94 Ibid., 82.  
95 Jennings describes this building towards life or death in Chapter Three, “Buildings.” Ibid., 77-104.  



The final aspect of vocational formation is the increased awareness—love even—that we 

may experience towards our students. Here, I encounter what Jennings describes as “design for 

attention and affection.”96 With reconciliation as our starting point, the goal of education as 

formation is forming the community to be in fellowship—to live out this reconciled reality. To 

offer shape to this journey, or to embody a performance of the faith, would be to design or build 

towards this notion of a reconciled community. Hospitality-shaped pedagogy creates the 

framework that fosters this kind of communal experience of education.  

I have found that hospitality-shaped pedagogy sets the table for reconciliation to be 

practiced, experienced, and known through our interactions with one another. Barth claims that 

love for one another—a true sense of Christian love—is not natural to the human. Instead, this 

new kind of love is only possible as a “new gratitude” experienced by those who “have come to 

know God the Creator as the merciful Deliverer.”97 It is only in the light of this merciful 

deliverance of God that humanity is capable of offering a love that corresponds (1 John 4:19).  

Summary 

This article has shown that hospitality-shaped pedagogy has much to offer the field of 

Christian education. Leaning on the language of Willie Jennings, our educational practices must 

be grounded in the reconciling work of Christ. If the aim of our educational formation is unto 

communion with one another and with God, then we must ask how we are enabling this 

communion in practice. In the effort to gesture reconciliation, or to teach from within a pedagogy 

of belonging, we are forced to examine the shape of our pedagogy. Barth offers a picture of 

human encounter that is grounded in the divine love and action of God and can assist our 

examination of pedagogical practices.  
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I have argued that reconciliation offers a theological rationale for the necessity of 

hospitality-shaped pedagogy. The result of surrendering our pedagogy to reconciliation is that 

hospitality is required to foster the kind of communion that is called forth from within 

pedagogical relationships. Barth and Jennings claim reconciliation as proper not only to 

Christian education, but the Christian community in general. If the question of the practical 

theologian is, “Where is God?” or, “What is God doing?” then I think it safe to say that God is 

shaping and enabling a reconciled learning community in the midst of hospitality-shaped 

pedagogy.  


