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Abstract 
 
This study will analyze the cultural and theological differences between Young 
Lives mentors and the teen moms they serve. Separate focus groups are 
conducted for teen moms and their mentors where they will be asked to respond 
to various images of Mary mother of Jesus. This study seeks to uncover the 
underlying gaps between both communities using various images of Mary mother 
of Jesus and their responses to those images.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
 “Where was Joseph?” I was stunned. I’ve never heard that question 
before. The question never crossed my mind. Lisa asked this question while we 
were watching the movie “The Passion” during Bible study. It was just before 
Easter and I didn’t have the time or energy to properly prepare a Bible study for 
Easter week so I decided to show the movie “The Passion”. We got to the scene 
where they took Jesus off the cross and he laid in the arms of his mother Mary. It 
was at this point when Lisa asked her profound and haunting question, “Where 
was Joseph?” 
 While it hadn’t occurred to me to ask, this was a perfectly normal question 
for Lisa given her context. She was a young, single mother who often struggled 
with the men in her life including her dad, brothers, and boyfriends. She was 
used to men disappearing from the scene. As she watched Mary mother of Jesus 
hold her dying son in her arms, Lisa could not help but ask where was Mary’s 
helpmate. Two things became clear to me that night. First, even with my brown 
skin and immigrant upbringing, I do not understand the context of teen moms as 
much as I thought I did. Second, Lisa could see the Bible from an angle that I 
could not see. Because of this, she could teach me more about the scriptures 
then my seminary training could offer.  
 As the Executive Director of New Creation Home Ministries in East Palo 
Alto, CA, one thing became much clearer to me over the years; the gap between 
our wealthy-by-comparison, well-educated volunteers and single, teen mom 
residents was much larger than the highway that divided us geographically. It 
was much greater than the economic gap that exists in this Silicon Valley 
enclave. And is much more missiologically nuanced than our outreach programs 
addressed. For this reason, I chose to research the contextual gaps between 
teen moms and their mentors.  
 In my loose network of other Christian ministries that served teen moms, I 
noticed that almost of all of them were started by and often run by educated, 
suburban, white women. Within this network, the ministries were also mostly 
evangelical in function. Meaning, at least part of the program sought to share the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ with teen moms. As I worked to train 
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the volunteers around our ministry, I began to question our missiological 
approach. In other words, I wanted to analyze our method of evangelizing 
ministry.  
 Clearly there were economic gaps between the mentors and teen moms. 
The median income for Palo Alto, where many of volunteers resided was at the 
time $136,5191. The median income for East Palo Alto where the teen moms 
resided was at the time $52,0122. Since many of the volunteers graduated from 
Stanford and other prestigious universities, there was also an educational gap 
compared to the low high school graduation rates of the teen moms. But beyond 
these outward appearing differences, I also noticed an embedded theological 
and cultural gap that might have been overlooked in the ministry’s attempt to 
share with the girls about Jesus. This is something easy to overlook as all of the 
Bible studies were conducted in English to the mostly Latina and African 
American residents. From an outside perspective, the gospel was 
communicated. The mentor would open a scripture or select a topic and then try 
to connect the biblical texts with the experiences of the young mothers. But 
missiologically speaking, what were the messages, implicit and explicit, being 
transmitted? 
 This working paper is an initial analysis of my research on teen moms and 
their mentors. This paper focuses on two Young Lives areas in Northern 
California. Further research may be done to other ministries serving teen moms 
as I develop this into my final dissertation. The purpose of the study was to find 
the underlying gaps between the teen moms and their mentors that affect how 
they see Jesus, Mary, and motherhood.  
 
Method 
 The method of research was focus group interviews analyzed through 
cognitive anthropology. The goal was to find the thematic schemas brought up by 
the conversations in the interviews.  
 This study focuses on two Young Lives3 areas in the San Francisco Bay 
area of Northern California. The groups were chosen based on the familiarity of 
the researcher to the Young Lives area coordinators. Two focus group interviews 
were conducted in each area; one for the mentors and one for the teen moms. In 
one focus group, a teen mom was also present in the interviews with the 
mentors, but her responses will be analyzed along with the teen moms.  
 The paintings are almost all exclusively of Mary and Jesus. The 
participants do not necessarily know this at the beginning, but their connection to 
the images represent their connection to the birth narrative of Jesus as well as 
their own reflections on motherhood. Some of the teen moms are Protestant, 
some are Catholic, some have moved from Catholic to Protestant, and some are 
not from a Christian background at all. All of the mentors identify as Christians as 

																																																								
1	https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/dashboard/paloaltocitycalifornia/INC110215	
2	https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/eastpaloaltocitycalifornia/PST045216	2	https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/eastpaloaltocitycalifornia/PST045216	
3	Young	Lives	is	the	ministry	specific	to	teen	moms	within	the	larger,	international	organization	
Young	Life.		
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indicated by their participation in a ministry that seeks to “invite kids to follow 
Christ”4.  
 The participants were told to share their thoughts on the images that 
would be shown by the researcher. They were not told ahead of time what the 
images were of, nor were they required to have any prior knowledge of the 
subjects depicted in the images. Each focus group conducted ran about fifty 
minutes long. The participants were shown ten images and then asked to share 
their responses and thoughts about the images. The Young Lives areas were 
shown a slightly different set of images to illicit different conversation between 
the two groups. However, the teen moms were shown the exact same images as 
their mentors in order to compare the cognitive schemas between both groups. In 
the following section of schemas found, all comparative dialogue between the 
teen moms and mentors will be kept to their response to the same image. This is 
in order to more accurately depict the gaps between both parties as they respond 
to the same image. 
 Group 1 consisted of two mentors and one teen mom age 19. The 
mentors were Latina Americans and self identified as Puerto Rican and Mexican. 
The teen mom self identified as Mexican. Group 2 consisted of three teen moms 
from the same area as Group 1. Two moms identified as Mexican and the other 
as Guamanian. Their ages ranged from 18-20. Group 3 consisted of ten teen 
moms, ranging from ages 16-19. The teen moms ranged mostly from Latina, 
Filipino, and African American. Group 4 consisted of three mentors from the 
same area as Group 3. Two of the mentors were white and the other did not self 
identify. Only one of the mentors was a teen mom herself. All of the teen moms 
were pregnant, or parenting one or two children. All of the participants were 
voluntary and were given lunch as a thank you for their participation. As much as 
possible, the teen moms and mentors were interviewed separately in order to 
solicit responses free from influence of the other group.  
 The images shown to the participants were mostly paintings of Mary and 
Jesus. Other images that were shown consisted of a photograph of Mother 
Theresa and children from Calcutta as well as a photo of the Pieta sculpture in 
Italy. The images of Mary and Jesus ranged from orthodox European depictions 
to contemporary images, including culturally diverse images with African 
American and Latina depictions. Images of Mary were chosen as focal points to 
the interviews because she too was a young, essentially single, and vulnerable 
teen mom. She is also a point of controversy between Protestants and Catholics. 
Protestants often define their understanding of Mary against what is seen as the 
veneration or deification of Mary but Catholics. Part of this exercise is a 
challenge to developing a Protestant view of Mary that honors who she was as 
Theotokos while also acknowledging her full and finite humanity. A Protestant 
Marian approach will be further developed in the researcher’s dissertation.  
 The participants were not told what the images were until they identified it 
a certain way (i.e Virgin Mary, mother and child, etc). The researcher merely 
parroted the description of the images the participants gave in order to minimize 

																																																								
4	https://www.younglife.org/Pages/default.aspx	
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influence of what they were viewing and to encourage their own reflection of the 
pictures.  
 The interviews were then transcribed by the researcher and then analyzed 
for thematic schemas. The participants are indicated by numbers while the 
researcher is indicated  
by the letter “R”. The following is an initial attempt at finding the latent gaps 
between the mentors and teen moms in their views on Mary, Jesus, and 
motherhood. Further analysis is needed in order to more fully uncover the 
embedded schemas.  
 
Data and Analysis 
 An initial taxonomy of the cognitive schemas includes Proximity to the 
Painting, Freedom to Interpret, White Woman, Christ in Cultural Context, and 
Where was Joseph. These are not final schemas and some may overlap with 
each other, but this is only the genesis to what will later become a much more in 
depth analysis of the focus group interviews.  
 
Proximity to the Painting 
 

 
 

 Cognitive Anthropology helps create the lens for how the participants saw 
the images. Their proximity to the paintings indicated how much of themselves 
they did or did not see in the paintings. The teen moms were generally able to 
see themselves inside the paintings as they unfolded their personal stories 
triggered by the images they reflected on. In contrast, the mentors rarely shared 
their own stories in relationship to the paintings. Instead, the mentors often saw 
the images of Mary as “other” or outside of their own narratives. The comments 
below are the responses of a teen mom and her mentor to the image depicted 
above.  
 
Mentor (1:25-26: 1144-1163) 

1: Um yeah. I like this picture only because she seems like I can relate 
 more to her and her like her attire and holding her baby like she is. I 
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 don’t like any of the pictures with the sun behind the head. Either 
 this one. But that’s just in general for all of them.  
 
R: Is it because it’s not written that… 
 
1: No because to me the worship of Mary…I don’t agree with. And so to 
 me to me when you put the crown and the sun and make her even 
 like Jesus I don’t like. So for me, and that’s depicted all over the 
 world right? And in many cultures and many senses. So it’s that 
 whole worship of her that um I see is when they put that there that 
 she deserves this higher worship. Um, so that’s why no matter what 
 the picture is that’s in the background, I could do without it. But as 
 far as the picture goes yeah, this is relatable to me just cause the 
 culture like she said, the background, that but um…but looking at 
 that as Mary. I like it and then it’s…it’s just a cool picture. But yeah, 
 on all of them like I said, I would leave the sun and the crown off all 
 of the pictures. Um... because in reality she’s just equal with us you 
 know what I mean. She just happened to be chosen to carry Jesus. 
 And so maybe without the crown and the sun it would show more of 
 a humble Mary. And then it would look to me “I’ve been chosen to 
 carry Jesus”.  

 
Teen Moms (2:22-23:986-1018) 

2: That I do feel like I can relate to…well specifically like with me being a baby 
 and my parents doing that because we lived in East Palo Alto but they 
 never  made us believe that we were really from there because on any day 
 that we didn’t go to school we were never in East Palo Alto. It’s like going 
 to church we were always across the bridge in Palo Alto. They would 
 always take us to Stanford. Like they would always take us to places 
 where they knew it was not typical for people who live in a poor city to be 
 there but my dad always said…it’s gonna make me cry… 
1: Don’t cry. 
2: (long pause) thank you (1 hands her tissue) 
1: You’re welcome.  
2: Basically he just wanted to normalize that for us because he knew that we did 
 not belong where we were (sniffs). But that everywhere they would take us 
 to would be where we would go when we grew up. And so even when we 
 went to school they sent us to school in Palo Alto. They did everything 
 they could to keep us on the other side of the bridge and I feel like that’s 
 what she’s doing here because they are clearly in what seems like to be a 
 bad place.  But she’s never gonna show him that and that they’re just 
 gonna, she’s gonna show him you know basically where they could be 
 and show him that she is proud to have him because a lot of people are 
 also not from a good neighborhood, they don’t to me…I don’t see them 
 being proud of their kids. And they’re thinking they’re always just insulting 
 them and saying because of you I didn’t get to be in a better place. But to 
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 me she’s really owning herself and her child and it just looks like they’re 
 going places with the confidence that she has and the protect the faith that 
 she has of her child that like to me the way she’s just looking I just see like 
 future is in her head and that background has nothing to do with her life 
 even though she lives there.  
R: mm. Wow. That’s good.  
2: It’s just a hopeful picture.  

 
 The mentor can’t seem to see past the crown. She admits that the halos 
and crowns have affected her view of all of the pictures of Mary. The mentor’s 
commitment to standing against what she considers Catholic doctrine, the 
worship of Mary, seems to override her ability to see anything else in the picture, 
even though she admits this is a closer image of how she imagines Mary would 
look like in today’s world. In contrast, the teen mom not only sees herself in the 
picture, but also sees her parents. The look of pride and determination on the 
depicted Mary’s face seems to remind her of the pride and determination her 
parents had for her when she was a child. She finds hope in this picture.   
 The proximity that each participant has to this picture implies how much 
freedom the person has to interpret not only the painting, but also the birth 
narrative of Jesus. For the mentor, the birth narrative is seen within the bounds of 
Protestant orthodoxy. The teen mom on the other hand, loses herself in the 
picture as she is drawn back to her own childhood memories that are triggered 
by the painting, but have little in common with the birth narrative of Jesus. Their 
locations are set against the image of Mary in the painting by Tim Okumura. The 
mentor stays within the literal text of the birth narratives while the teen mom 
disconnects the picture from the scriptures altogether. It is unclear if the teen 
mom disassociates the picture and the scriptures because of limited knowledge 
of scripture, or because she is less limited in her imagination of who Mary could 
have been, or a combination of both.  
 Interestingly, neither of the participants seem to take umbrage with the 
image of a Black Mary. Both participants are Latina but do not approximate their 
connection to the image based on race. While the mentor is committed to 
defining Mary against her understanding of Catholic doctrine and within the literal 
biblical text, she does not seem to have as much commitment to the cultural 
context of first century Mary. In the interview she acknowledges their Jewish 
ethnicity, but in her assessment of Black Mary, this does not offend her cultural 
context. For both participants, the depiction of Mary’s socio-economic status and 
seemingly single-mom-in-a-rough-neighborhood status is a common theme they 
all share. The mentor self identifies as a teen mom as well and explains how she 
resonates with the humble surroundings of the picture. However, this does not 
seem as important to her as what she considers the false depiction of Mary’s 
royalty or holiness.  
 The teen mom draws her comments from the implied socio-economic 
status of the depicted Mary. She also seems to ignore the cultural context of both 
the painting and the biblical narrative. How she relates to the economic 
marginalization of the depicted Mary and Jesus is more important here then race 
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or ethnicity. The triggered memories of the teen mom’s childhood brings her 
hope as she sees what her parents did for her and presumably what she hopes 
to do for her two sons as well.  
 Both participants are affected by their own boundaries in finding their 
location against the picture. Imagination seems to be the constraining factor to 
the mentor’s ability to see her own story within the picture. Because of her 
commitment to worship only Jesus and not Mary, the mentor finds difficulty in 
imagining more about Mary aside from relegating her to “in reality she’s just 
equal.”  The crown/halo effect offends the mentor so much that she finds it 
difficult to resonate with any of the pictures in a personal way. She does not see 
herself in the images, because the holy images of Mary are “other”. The implied 
doctrine is stronger than any of the other connecting points in the images such as 
motherhood, ethnicity, and socio economic status.  
 What this may imply in a missiological approach to teen moms. The 
mentor may miss an opportunity to draw the teen mom into the birth narrative, 
and the overall arc of the life of Jesus, because she is focused on the “right” 
Christian doctrine rather then the way in which the teen mom could connect with 
the story. The image they were commenting on could be the same Mary, 
connected to the song of the Magnificat; strong, resolute, and fearless of the 
what the present and future holds. The teen mom felt the determination in the 
face of the painted Mary, but the mentor could only see the crown and the 
doctrinal fallacies.  
 This commitment to a doctrine against what is viewed as Catholic 
veneration, may be throwing out the baby Jesus with the proverbial bathwater. 
The argument here is not so much as to embrace a veneration of Mary, but 
rather be more open to seeing Mary in a new way. Like my epiphany moment 
with Lisa and her question about Joseph, the mentor might be able to imagine 
Mary’s character in relationship to her own experiences as a teen mom and draw 
deeper, more intimate meaning from that connection.  
 The Proximity to the Painting reveals how the participant locates 
themselves within the picture which, in turn affects the Freedom to Interpret.  
 
Freedom to Interpret 
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 The education and familiarity that the mentors have with the biblical text 
may be a natural result of the gaps mentioned in this section. Whlle some of the 
teen moms have church backgrounds, they are also not as steeped in Christian 
teaching nor do they have a Christian lexicon to match their mentors. The 
particular schema in this section will attempt to push past the Christian education 
gap that lays more obviously on the surface of their relationship to one another.   
After all, the mentors are positioned to teach the teen moms Christian 
perspectives.  
 What the mentors often do not realize is their hermeneutical approach and 
exegetical methodologies. Most volunteers have been educated by their 
churches and traditions with little to no seminary training. The implications for this 
is that a biblical literalist, for example, will find it more difficult to imagine and 
interpret scripture outside of what is written in the text. This also comes with 
latent patriarchal hermeneutics and theologies, making contextualizing the 
motherhood of Mary more difficult outside of that particular tradition. To further 
complicate their hermeneutical blind spots, some of the mentors were brought up 
in both Catholic and Protestant traditions, mixing different views and expectations 
of Mary.  
 
 Teen Moms (2:6:230-256) 
  1: Where’s my mom? Or if that’s even a lady. Who knows. I think it  
   might be a lady but who knows.  
  R: What makes you think they look more like a dad then a mom? 
  1: The facial, the face.  
  2: If I’m mistaken, this looks like maybe this could be the hairline  
   and it’s really short like this.  
  1: No that looks like a hat. A beanie? 
  2: I can’t really tell. But maybe also if I think he’s sad, usually when  
   someone’s smiling you see their lips more defined and it  
   looks  like a woman but the way his facial expression is and  
   everything it just looks more like he just doesn’t have   
   anything that makes him look feminine. 
  1: Eyelashes…yeah. 
  2: But I mean honestly it could still be a girl but if you just look at  
   him at a glance it looks like a guy. And like said because  
   also of the lack of relationship which you don’t really see  
   between a mom and a son. It makes it look more like a dad.  
  1: I feel like that’s how a dad would hold his kid. Like a mom would  
   be more around and securing the baby. But I mean…  
  2: It’s more of a dad way to hold a baby (laughs).  
 
 (2:4:178-199) 
 R: Can you connect with this picture at all as mothers? 
 2: I feel like I connect with my husband looking like this with my kids.  
  Um…When I’m together I feel like it’s a different vibe then when I  
  see them together.  
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 1: Exactly! I’ve seen that! Seriously. 
 2: Like when they’re with mom like you know… 
 1: They have a bond and a connection. 
 2: And then when they’re with dad they’re like “hey dad where’s mom?” 
 (Laughter) 
 1: Seriously! 
 2: That’s what I feel like this picture is. Looking at a mom or whatever 
 motherly figure 
 1: Like he’s where’s my mother? He’s looking for his mom. 
 2: Like they’re not embracing each other. It’s like a whole nother scale, 
 where’s mom even though I’m with you.  
 
 
 Mentors (1:3:123-124) 
  1: A very loving relationship. It’s a very close relationship. In a  
   sense  that she’s holding Jesus in her arms.  So I see that  
   she loves him.  
      
  (1:3:126-129)       
  2: It’s funny cause I see him looking in the opposite direction. So…I 
   don’t know that’s kinda like making me wonder where’s he’s  
   looking and if maybe the angels have something to do with  
   that. And the  connection he has for the father more than her. 
   (long pause) 
 
  (1:3-4:131-142) 
  R: Is there a feeling in this picture that you can…a word to describe 
   the feeling of the picture? 
  2: I don’t know. To me it’s kind of flat.  
  R: mmhmm.  
  2: Well, no. I don’t feel like it’s a joyful picture. It feels like flat to me. 
I    don’t know. That’s just the word I (unitelligble). 
  1: Yeah. I agree. I can’t come up with a feeling word. It’s more  
   like..I don’t know…it’s interesting. Like what the feeling is,  
   based on what I’m looking at.  
 
 The teen moms seem to be released from gendered expectations even 
though the narrative from the other mom is a gendered response. As if they hope 
the father would be in the picture like this, but that they recognize a father’s 
connections with a baby can be distant. The teen moms have no problem 
imagining this parent as a dad. In a similar, but different disassociation from the 
picture, the mentors reject it altogether.  
 The initial response by the mentor is an almost expected response to 
this orthodox picture of Mary and Jesus. “A very loving relationship. It’s a very 
close relationship. In a sense that she’s holding Jesus in her arms.  So I see that 
she loves him.” The second mentor starts to venture from the expected narrative 
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a little by questioning where and at whom the boy is looking, but then comes 
back to an expected biblical narrative by assuming that the boy has more of a 
connection to his father (who is not depicted in the picture) than the mother. 
Mentor 2 assumes that there is a father and that also assumes that the boy is 
more interested in the father.  
 Both of these initial responses indicate an almost reflexive action to the 
orthodox narratives of Mary, Jesus, and an offline Joseph. Both responses 
assume what kind of relationship the boy must have with the parent. They 
assume the loving relationship, the disinterested son to the mother, the search 
for a father. These are all relationships that have been upheld as highly valued in 
the contemporary Protestant church. Specifically, the assumption that there is a 
father even if there is not father depicted in the picture. The Freedom to Interpret 
for the mentors is grounded on not just what the know of the family structure of 
Mary and Jesus, but also what they value in what a family structure should look 
like. Their responses reveal their implicit values of the parent and child 
relationship.  
 In contrast to their mentors, the teen moms are once again freed from 
interpreting the image in relationship to the biblical text. Instead, they opt to 
widen the possibilities of the picture by contemplating the possibility of a father 
and son relationship. They remove the image so far from the Mary and Jesus 
connection that they not only disassociate the image from the biblical family, but 
also release the expectation of gendered norms in parenting. 
 While they seem to be more free from gendered norms of parenting, they 
are also still tethered to the narrative as the mother as primary caregiver. Even 
though they can see a father and son in this picture, the narrative that they 
imagine is that of a child disconnected from their father even if he is sitting with 
the children.  
 The inability of the mentor to come up with a feeling might be the cognitive 
dissonance from the highly religious and traditional picture and the desire to not 
venerate Mary. The reaction is simply to disassociate altogether. “To me it’s kind 
of flat.” What does this mean for how we approach the bible with teen moms? It 
confines hermeneutics to a set of standards that were historically created by the 
patriarchy, allowing for little to no room for contextual interpretation by women, 
specifically in the situation of teen moms.  
 If a mentor approaches ministry to teen moms with assumptions about 
how a family should look or operate, they may miss out on the way the moms 
see their own families and the ways in which they operate. The American 
Protestant traditional views of family, consisting of mother, father, and children 
may also ignore other types of family structures the teen moms may have 
experienced or value for themselves. Mary was vulnerable in her betrothed 
status to Joseph during her pregnancy. Her marital status to Joseph was not yet 
legally binding. But if the mentors overlook this part of Mary’s context, they miss 
conversations that may resonate at a more intimate level with the teen moms 
who often feel alone or worry about the fidelity of their boyfriends.  
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White Woman 
 

  
 
 The teen moms verbalized an appreciation for the diverse pictures 
more than the mentors did. It may be that the mentors have seen diverse 
pictures of Mary and Jesus before or it may be that the idea of the diversity 
wasn’t as new to them. But it was clear that the teen moms found the 
differences in the ethnicity of the figures an important factor to their own ability 
to connect with the images.  
 
Teen moms (3:12-13:546-594) 
	 R: (repeats for audio) You like how they didn’t make her white. Yeah, so  
  what’s the difference? If I showed you all pictures of white Mary  
  what would have made the difference? Does it? 
 9: (muffled5) 
 R: Can you…when you look at a picture of a white Mary…let’s look at this  
  one. (*above picture on the left) 
 3: It makes me think of white power. 
 R: white power? Okay so that’s a white Mary right there. 
 2: If it were to be like all of them were to be white it would make you think  
  like white people are kinda boring boring like that. To everyone  
  thinks that all of the religious things are just white.  
 9: It sounds like someone’s saying…like with this picture…(muffled) baby.  
  Like (muffle) like he’s pushing (muffle) 
 R: what kind of story does it tell you when you see a not-white Mary  
  pushing a baby Jesus? 
 9: Yeah like it’s like…hard work. 
																																																								
5	The	large	room	made	it	difficult	for	the	microphone	to	pick	up	the	girl’s	voices	clearly.		
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 R: Wait, so it’s not hard work if you’re a white lady having a baby? 
 9: No! (laughter) 
 7: It’s just like right here she looks like just…boring. 
 R: She looks boring, uh huh.  
 7: But in that one she’s like pushing out a baby. Like…. 
 4: (muffled) 
 2: The pictures that they use for the white people… 
 R: Ah…interesting.  
 2: It never mentions her (muffle) 
 R: yeah, so they were Jewish.  
 2: But they all look like they were white. 
 R: So her being White and just being still… 
 9: yes! 
 
Mentors (4:9:377-399) 
 C: I think more serious too. 
 R: More serious?  
 B: Jesus looks full grown. Right. Like a small man. And I know that’s  
  characteristic of that type of art.  
 R: But how does the grown man Jesus connect to you or not connect to  
  you? 
 A: You say “grown man Jesus?” 
 R: mmmhmm. That’s a… 
 A: I was about to say he looks like a tiny…why does he have a unibrow?  
  He has some very intense brows. (laughter) That was the one thing 
  I was like…the intense brow…okay. I see that. There’s a bold brow.  
 B: And the stare. 
 R: The stare? 
 B: mmhhmmm. You said how does adult baby Jesus connect to us? Well I 
  feel a little conflicted looking at a baby that looks like an adult right  
  now (laughter).  
 
 When first seeing the left picture of this section, mentor A mentions that 
she thinks the woman might be Egyptian. Other than that they do not comment 
any further on the race of the woman. In fact, none of the mentors interviewed 
identified race as a factor in identifying with the images of Mary and Jesus. Apart 
from familiarity with the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the mentors tended to 
identify with other characteristics of Mary that were not related to her ethnicity.  
 The theological implications for this will be discussed in the next section. 
However, it should be noted that white mentors mentioned race very minimally 
while the Latina mentors talked about their experiences with “Mexican Jesus” or 
Guadalupe a little more freely in terms of racial contexts. Part of this may be from 
unfamiliarity with the cultural backgrounds of the teen moms. Or it may be a 
cautious approach not to offend or assume things about another culture. 
However, the teen moms speak liberally about race, even at the risk of being 
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wrong, because it is more commonplace for them to identify themselves within 
their ethnic heritage. 
 
  
 
 
Christ in Cultural Context 

 
 

 While discussing an image of an Asian Mary and Jesus, one mom shares 
her desires to connect more with her own culture.  
 
 Teen mom (2:8:154-159) 
	 2: Looking at this picture um…and just like looking back I wish that we  
  were more into our culture where we dressed Mexican and did  
  more Mexican things aside from just the food. So I could really feel  
  a part of my culture. But like I never wore anything that was   
  Mexican. I never like I don’t know. Aside from like the big   
  celebrations or like general things I don’t think there’s anything that  
  we did as a family or individually that set us aside as Mexicans. Um 
  until like now that I’m older I look for that on my own because I do  
  want to get more in touch with my culture. But here it  looks like  
  starting his roots young he’s always gonna know where he comes  
  from and he’s always gonna know about where his family comes  
  from and that’s really important.  
  
 Mentor (1:6:242-247) 
  1: Cultural. Cause I don’t know what they are so I don’t want to say. 
   But different culture.  
  R: Different culture from whom? 
  1: Me.  
 
 The hesitancy of the mentor to be wrong in identifying the ethnicity of the 
Mary depicted in the picture is worth noting. Was she afraid of offending the 
artwork itself? Or maybe the researcher? Either way, her hesitancy stands in 
stark contrast to the teen mom who found a way to connect with the picture by 
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letting it affect her desire to know more about her own heritage. The teen moms 
were not shy to identify the Mary in the picture as Asian, Chinese, and Japanese.  
 The fluidity in talking about race not only affects how comfortable the 
participants are in talking about their own ethnicity, but also their comfortability in 
talking about someone else’s ethnicity in a cross-cultural manner. The 
implications for this in ministry are important, particularly in cross-cultural 
relationships. An understanding of their cultural context is essential because that 
is often how they see themselves and the lens through which they see the world.  
 Another complicating and deeply embedded factor in the cross cultural 
relationships of the mentors and teen moms may be found in their value of the 
cultural context of Christ.  
  
 Teen Mom (1:19:851-853) 
  R: Do you remember a time when you saw a Mary or Jesus that  
   wasn’t Mexican? 
  3: When I start…When I became a Christian.  
 
 (1:20:874-881) 
  R: So when you became Christian, what kind of images did you see 
   of Jesus? What did he look like? 
  3: For me, like I feel like he’s not like… 
  R: Did he look Mexican still? 
  3: No (she says right away). (laughter.) 
  
 As I shared the teen mom’s response with my advisor, he pointed out a 
scene from the television show American Gods. In the scene, a group of 
migrants are shown crossing the U.S./Mexico border. Midway through their 
journey, a Mexican Jesus arrives to walk with them. They journey together when 
suddenly large trucks with bright lights arrive on the scene. Dark figures step out 
of the trucks, presumably White American men, and they begin shooting the 
migrants, including Mexican Jesus.  
 Somewhere in teen mom #3’s Christian journey, Mexican Jesus was killed 
when she found the Jesus of the Protestants. While she couldn’t articulate what 
kind of Jesus she imagines now, she knows that the Jesus she knew growing up, 
the Jesus that spoke her language and looked like her, was no longer the Jesus 
she worships now.  
 The question is, what have her mentors replaced Mexican Jesus with? 
 
Mentor (1:17-18:776-785) 
 1: Well, I connect….they would be brown probably because he’s Jewish.  
  Not because he’d be Puerto Rican like me. (laughter). I saw like a  
  Jewish one then I would relate more cause that’s their culture.  
  That’s where they were from. You know what I mean? 
 R: If you saw a Puerto Rican Jesus and Mary what would it change? 



	

	

16	

 1: I mean, I’d probably like it, but I just like...I don’t know…I usually just  
  wouldn’t have a picture of Jesus and Mary period.  However. I  
  mean if I saw that I’d be like Oh that’s funny. (laughter) 
  
 The telling part of the mentor’s theology is not that she cognitively knows 
Jesus was Jewish. It’s that she doesn’t picture Jesus and Mary period. This is 
statement shows the irrelevance of Jesus’s cultural context and what I estimate 
to be a small example of the general evangelical protestant way of not seeing 
Jesus in his context.  
 The dangerous implications of these two responses to the cultural context 
of Jesus is this: for the Mexican teen mom who grew up seeing plays with 
Mexican Jesus and hearing him speak in Spanish, that Jesus can no longer exist 
when she becomes Protestant. The mentor affirms the death of Mexican Jesus 
by disregarding the cultural context of Jesus himself. In this vague effort to teach 
a Jesus that is for everybody, his life here on earth as a first century Jew, born to 
a first century Jewish mother, no longer means anything specific to anyone.  
 
Where was Joseph?  

 
 

Teen Moms (3:7:292-308) 
 R: they look what? 
 2: fearful. 
 R: They look fearful.  
 7: Worried. 
 R: Worried? Why do you think they’d be worried? Why do you think they’d  
  be fearful? 
 9: Cause she’s pregnant (muffled) 
 R: Cause she’s pregnant and what? And her parents don’t know? (repeats 
  for audio) That’s a possibility. 
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 (group laughter) 
  
 (3:7-8:312-326) 
 R: Uh yeah…they may be scared like if they get caught like what someone 
  might say (repeats for audio) With them being together and her  
  being pregnant? Does anyone kind of…connect with this picture at  
  all? Or like “no I don’t know anything about that, I’ve never been in  
  that kind of situation before”.  
 (muffled) 
 R: yeah? No? Yeah (someone agrees with researcher). What, what, what  
  do you connect with in this picture? 
 10: (muffled story) 
 R: (repeats for audio). Yeah. So when you were pregnant you ran away  
  and all that feeling of looking over your shoulder….what were you  
  worried about? 
 10: (laughs uncomfortably) The police.  
 
 
Mentors (4:7:292-301) 
 A: I definitely think that this is like, I see our girls, like the girls I met at the 
 girls that I know, like teen moms, this is like, the same. It’s that hustle. It’s 
 that sorry, but at the same time I’m gonna do it. Like there’s no backing 
 down. You are still worried, you’re hustling, you’re trying to make it 
 happen. And it’s like I do like how they’re looking in different directions. I 
 do feel that with my girls a lot, it’s like their boyfriends or baby daddy’s are 
 they looking or moving in the same direction? And it’s so hard because it’s 
 like they’re working…right a lot of times with partners and spouses it’s like 
 you kinda have to be looking different ways because you’re focused on 
 different things and you kinda have to divide and conquer. I see that a lot. 
 But um yeah.  
 
 As with any type of parenting or guardian role, it is difficult to see the 
choices they make in actions and relationships without protective concern. 
The way the teen moms see their relationships with their boyfriends may be 
very different from that of their mentors.  
 The responses to this picture reveal how they see the role of their 
child’s father. The teen moms did not mention the father figure in this picture 
as a separate entity. Apart from initial identifiers “a man on a phone” and “a 
pregnant lady”, they referred to the couple as one unit. “They look worried”. 
“They have no bags”. The teen moms see themselves as one unit with the 
fathers of their children. Even if they don’t get along, there is a loyalty to their 
boyfriends because of their connection through their child.  
 The mentor in this part of the interview automatically separates the 
individuals in the picture and talks about how they are looking different ways. 
What the mentor sees as differences or division (even if the goal is to 
conquer), the teen moms see as one unit.  
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 The bias of a mentor seeing the teen mom as an individual, may cloud 
how they understand the teen mom’s understanding of her own agency. For 
the teen mom she may now see herself as one unit with her baby and the 
father of the baby. She is no longer an individual because of her responsibility 
to her child. Mentors may focus on helping the development of the teen mom 
as she grows and matures, but the teen mom cannot see herself apart from 
her entire family. Even with a fractured relationship with the boyfriend, the 
question of “Where was Joseph?” remains as they parent single handedly. 
This is a perspective that mentors may not operate with as consistently as the 
teen moms. The mentors may operate with a primary focus on the teen moms 
and a secondary focus on their children and boyfriends, but for the teen 
moms, their family is intricately implicated in their thoughts on a more frequent 
basis.  
 
Further Study and Considerations 
  
 The most encouraging parts of this study came at the end when the 
audio recording was turned off. The girls from both groups made one 
comment and asked one question. “I love the diversity of these pictures” and 
“When will this come out so I can read it?” The teenage participants saw 
something new and refreshing in the images. It lit up their theological and 
maternal imaginations. This is the space where I believe we can find new 
treasures. 
 Moving forward, this research will be further developed and analyzed 
using more methods of cognitive anthropology. If needed, more focus group 
interviews will be conducted using other ministry groups. The goal of this 
research is a deeper reflection on the current models of ministry to teen 
moms. It is an act of translating language into meaning and meaning into 
action. 
 The gaps between the contexts of the teen mom and their mentors 
show foundational differences in the way they see Mary, Jesus, and 
motherhood. The way the mentors read scripture with the girls, the models of 
ministry the mentors use to serve the girls, and the way the conversations are 
steered are all affected by the latent contextual gaps.  
 It is not enough to have a model of ministry based on a dominant 
culture of teenagers and apply it to such a niche group such as teen moms. 
Teen moms come from not only different cultural contexts, be they ethnicity, 
socio economic status, or both, but they also come from a minority group of 
motherhood.  
 The marginalization of teenage mothers by the Christian church comes 
from the church’s sexual ethics as well as the high value placed on the 
traditional family unit of husband, wife and children. This places teen moms in 
a double jeopardy of marginalization. Why does this matter when discussing 
mentors from the church who are seeking to help teen moms? Because it is 
important to uncover and become aware of the kinds of privileged worldview 
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we bring when serving a non-privileged group. It is not enough to give them 
what we think they need. Context matters.  
 A missiological approach is aware of the importance of context. Lamin 
Sanneh writes on this matter.  
 

The other way was to institute the recipient culture as a valid and 
necessary locus of the proclamation, allowing the religion to 
arrive without the requirement of deference to the originating 
culture. This we might call mission by translation, and it carries 
with it the need for indigenous theological inquiry, which arises 
as a necessary stage in the process of reception and 
adaptation. (Sanneh 2009. 33-34) 

 
 Developing a model for contextual ministry to teen moms requires a 
more nuanced approach then what is generally given to them today. It will 
require more than free diapers, gently used baby clothes, and mentors who 
are unaware of their socio-economic and racial privileges as well as their well-
intentioned, but myopic biblical hermeneutics and theologies. It requires room 
for the teen mom to draw their own connections between their experiences 
and the biblical texts. It requires room to reflect on what happened to Mexican 
Jesus. It requires space for questions like “Where was Joseph?”  
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