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Abstract: Exploring three Lukan narratives uncovers models of mutuality through collaboration, which 
form an emerging vision for ministry with young people. These transformational models invite leaders to 
enact practices for teaching young people and adults to identify the Spirit’s present, dynamic motion. As 
churches evaluate program-driven ministry, which often reduces the church to another consumable 
product, they may reemerge as thriving intergenerational communities able to identify and align their 
lives with the Spirit. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Leaders in businesses and higher education are navigating disrupted industries.  To inform their 
strategic decision-making, futurists are gaining new followers.1  Futurists are most known for their 
dystopic novels where government corruption results in survival-of-the-fittest societies or in science 
fiction with speculative worlds filled with time travel or parallel universes. Beyond these popular 
renditions, the job of a futurist is to interpret current trends, often referred to as signals, to make 
predictions about the future or to establish a set of possible scenarios. Futurists have highly trained 
imaginations. By imagination, I am not referring to a make-believe world filled with unicorns or trolls. 
Rather, a futurist’s imagination is a heightened capacity to see what is not currently accessible to the 
senses. Imagination provides freedom to wonder and see possibilities in real life. Religious educator 
Maria Harris defines imagination as the highest human quality that holds the power to change both human 
beings and subsequently the world we inhabit. When our imaginations are touched, our wills follow.2 The 
bible is filled with characters who had highly developed imaginations: 
 

• Imagination propelled Noah to build an ark 
• Imagination was in Sarai’s giggle at the thought of having a baby in her old age 
• Imagination freed Moses to believe God and lower his staff to part the sea 
• Imagination led Jonah, post-fish, to declare God’s forgiveness to his enemies 
• Imagination sustained Queen Esther when she bravely asked the king to save her people 
• Imagination drove John the Baptist to prepare the way for someone greater than he 

 
Christians cultivate imaginations to better see the possibilities of God’s active redemptive movement 

amid the brokenness of real life, which influence taking action. Our imaginations – coupled with diligent 
research – pursue new ways to care for young people and support their encounters with Jesus Christ. Yet 
futurists hold a warning: our greatest threat is existential. Without freeing our imaginations to wonder 
about worlds we do not yet know, we will certainly reinvent ourselves.  
 

This article attempts to undertake the first step of a futurist’s method by identifying a set of signals 
among rising generations as the groundwork for interpreting Christian faith communities in the future. I 
carry this out by 1) explaining guiding theological commitments for relationships with and among young 
people, 2) identifying signals among rising generations to interpret possible characteristics of future faith 
communities, and 3) bringing together these two horizons of interpretation and providing Lukan models 
of collaborative practices for intergenerational communities to identify and align their lives with the 
Spirit. 

 
1 For example see Bryan Alexander, “Talking about Higher Education, the Future, and Climate Change at Culture 
Study,” Bryan Alexander (blog), October 16, 2022, https://bryanalexander.org/interviews/talking-about-higher-
education-the-future-and-climate-change-at-culture-study/. 
2 Maria Harris, Teaching and Religious Imagination: An Essay on the Theology of Teaching (San Francisco: Harper 
and Row Publishers, 1987), 4–5. 
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Theological Commitments 

 
Four theological commitments guide and inform relationships shared among Christians including 

the relationships between young people and adults. First, Christianity is an ecclesial faith. In Reciprocal 
Church, I argue for the need to reclaim the shared relationship among Christians considering the 
prevalence of teaching young people a minimized Gospel of personal faith without regard for the faith 
community.3 Like Israel, Christians have a shared identity rather than living in an isolated relationship 
with Christ. God selected and gathered Israel to live in covenant relationship with God and one another. 
When Pauline authors use the word ekklesia, they are expressing their shared identity as a people 
belonging to God. Like the nation of Israel, early Christians saw themselves as assembling by God’s 
initiative and for God’s purposes. To claim faith in Jesus Christ is to join with others who make the same 
profession of faith. Christian in the singular cannot exist and an individualistic relationship with Christ is 
incomplete. The church is not a bodysuit we can put on when needed because our identity is as one body 
with Christ as the head. As theologian Emil Bruner reminds us, there is no institution that holds us in 
fellowship with one another – “there is no ‘it’ but a person – Jesus Christ.” 
 

Secondly, Christian community and the relationships shared among Christ-followers have a vital 
purpose. Christ’s self-giving love reconciles us to God and others. God is creating a new humanity by 
removing the barriers and “dividing walls of hostility” (Eph 2) through Christ by the Spirit. We hear this 
in Jesus’ prayer for us in John 17:20-21.  “…that they may all be one” – why? – “so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me.” Relationships among Christians are more than an additive or tool for 
spiritual health. In Christ, we are to work toward reconciliation as a witness of God’s love for the world. 
Therefore, the differences among us that appear to be obstacles become opportunities for the transforming 
and purposeful work of the Spirit.   
 

Thirdly, communities of faith who express their shared identity and emphasize reconciled 
relationships will value mutuality. Biologists use the term mutualism to describe the relationship between 
different species living in the same environment. Such relationships demonstrate interdependence because 
each species benefits (to varying degrees) from the other.4  Moreover, the species’ interdependence begins 
with the uniqueness or distinctiveness of each.  Encountering what is different in the other becomes an 
opportunity for mutual benefit as they learn how to live together. Mutuality is possible only when there is 
difference rather than sameness and paves the way for the possibility of an interdependent relationship. 
 

Valuing mutuality is aspiration for Christians with a shared identity and holds out hope for each 
person to be enriched from having the other around. Theologian Miroslav Volf describes this as the 
“giving and receiving of faith” whereas the confession of faith from one elicits faith for another, and the 
weak faith of one is nurtured by the strong faith of another.5 Receiving faith empowers us to persevere 
while giving faith guards against the tendency for “me” to remain the subject. People share responsibility 
for one another’s faith and emphasize the personal agency of all people in shared experiences, activities, 
or relationships. 

 
3 These commitments are summarizes from Sharon Galgay Ketcham, Reciprocal Church: Becoming a Community 
Where Faith Flourishes after High School (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2018). 
4 I am using the term mutualism to stress interdependence rather than symbiosis. A symbiotic relationship involves 
one species acting as a host to another. Sometimes these are mutualistic while some symbiotic relationships in 
nature involve one organism physically containing the other resulting in a new organism. The metaphor falls short 
here because the new organism can eclipse the distinctiveness of each. Eclipsing differences is the opposite of 
Christian community. 
5 The idea of giving and receiving faith is part of Volf’s free church ecclesiology. Miroslav Volf, After Our 
Likeness:  The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Eerdmans Publishers: Grand Rapids, 1998), 149–50. 
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Emphasizing mutuality resists attempts to reduce Christians to sameness because inviting another 

person’s voice and contributions reflects our interdependence. Contribution and participation are not the 
same. Participation asks people to join what is already going on, which is important for teaching and 
learning about the faith. Contribution goes to the next level by asking a person to add to what already 
exists. At the root of the word contribute is “to cause a change by bringing, adding, creating, endeavoring, 
improving, or enhancing. Contribution is entrepreneurial at its core.”6  
 

Fourthly, Christian communities value mutuality by directing their attention to whom they are 
becoming as God’s people and engaging in Christian practices together. Christian practices become 
“ways of life abundant” when what we do joins with God’s redeeming activity.7 In other words, there are 
practices we do together that help our actions correspond with God’s movement in the world. This is a 
much larger view of the Christian life than focusing solely on morality or even right beliefs. Christian 
practices are what we do together as we seek to follow Christ. 
 

Carrying out Christian practices entails actively waiting in the means of grace. Actively waiting 
emphasizes our agency as engaged participants. Rather than passively hoping that God’s purposes will be 
accomplished, there are things we do or carry out with one another that are deemed to be a “means of 
grace.” Much like John Wesley’s description of God’s active grace working in community, fellowship, 
worship, and loving our neighbor, there are historic practices of the faith that hold potential for being a 
means of grace through which the Spirit transforms.8 Yet we also wait in these means with humility and 
trust recognizing we depend on the Spirit’s power to do more than we can do on our own.  
 

 In summary, the following vision for ministry with young people is guided by four affirmations of 
Christian relationships: 1) we have a shared identity as God’s people, 2) a primary purpose for Christian 
relationship is to be reconciled with one another as the Spirit transforms through our differences, 3) 
mutuality takes form when we invite each person’s contribution and find ourselves enriched by one 
another, and 4) we actively wait in the means of grace through Christian practices.  
 

Faith Communities of the Future 
 

Taking the first step of a futurist’s method means identifying signals or current trends among rising 
generations. Three characteristics emerge when we look toward the future and imagine communities of 
faith driven by the values and priorities currently exhibited by rising generations. 
 
1. Prioritizing lived faith expressions 
 

For rising generations, sex abuse scandals in faith communities have dominated news headlines for 
their entire lives. They have a front row seat on social media to a steady flow of Christian pastors and 
influences falling from their celebrity status due to their mistreatment of women, children, and people 
living on the margins of society. Most recently, young people are living through sociopolitical upheavals 
where the dividing line between “true” Christians is determined by an emphasis on love of God or love of 
neighbor, which is a deepened divide first experienced in the 20th century liberal-fundamentalist debates. 
Certainly the effects of sinful behavior have and will always negatively infect Christian communities. Yet 

 
6 Ketcham, Reciprocal Church: Becoming a Community Where Faith Flourishes after High School, 142. 
7 The definition of practice used in this essay draw from Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra, eds., For Life 
Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, and Christian Ministry, First Edition (Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2008), 1–20. 
8 Randy L. Maddox, Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology, Kingswood Series (Nashville: 
Kingswood Books, 1994), 210. 
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for rising generations for whom authenticity is the test of what is true, what we say about being a follower 
of Jesus will only be coherent if evidenced among us. As a result, lived faith expressions will be a priority 
in faith communities. 
 

Practical theologian Thomas H. Groome outlines three aspects of faith: believing, trusting, and 
doing.9 Faith as believing resides in the cognitive where assent to ideas, doctrines, and beliefs give form, 
shape, and coherence to our experiences and expressions about God. Faith as trusting belongs to the 
affective domain where feelings, attitudes, and dispositions are central, and a person’s faith looks like 
confident reliance on God. Faith as doing is behavioral and focuses on acts of the will where faith 
expresses a new way of seeing through action and a lived response. All three aspects of faith are 
important even as different Christian traditions emphasize one over another and different contexts tend to 
value one above another. As Enlightenment’s confidence in human reason paves the way into the modern 
era, Western Christianity often reduces faith to belief, particularly in Protestantism following the 
Reformation Era. In the wake of the American liberal-fundamentalist debates of the early 20th century, 
becoming guardian of a determined set of beliefs characterizes historic evangelicalism.10 Many dominant 
models of youth ministry focus on conversion experiences displayed through affirming doctrines about 
Jesus (faith as belief) as a prelude to lived expressions of doing faith.  
 

Contemporary authors highlight the implications of reducing faith to belief.11 For example, pastor 
Gregory Boyd exposes the problems of correlating faith with certainty in his book Benefit of the Doubt: 
Breaking the Idol of Certainty. Once he addresses the consequences of prioritizing faith as only belief, 
Boyd welcomes doubt and unresolved questions making way for faith expressed through trust and action. 
 

Jurgen Moltmann in The Coming of God interprets Romans 3:23 “the wages of sin is death” in a new 
light. Moving away from an other-worldly and disembodied spiritual death, Moltmann reminds his 
readers that we are surrounded by death experiences because of sinful actions.12 Like Bonhoeffer who 
defines sin as its consequences on relationships with God and others13, Moltmann’s interpretation 
(accurate or not) leaves no room for ignoring the sinful patterns of behavior in society that lead toward 
death. This is an embodied view of sin with guilt on the hands of real people. As theologian Donald 
Bloesch describes, the Gospel should be like a “stick of dynamite in society”14 liberating people, places, 
and ways of life from death experiences due to poverty, racial injustice, and climate change. Rising 
generations are poised to express faith as doing as through embodying the love of God for neighbor. 
Lived faith expressions need to be worked out among as orthopraxy becomes a priority. 
 

 
9 Thomas H. Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision (San Francisco: Harper and 
Row, 1980), 63–65. 
10 George Marsden, “The Gospel of Wealth, the Social Gospel, and the Salvation of Souls in the Nineteenth-Century 
America,” Fides et Historia 5, no. 1–2 (Fall – Spr  -1973 1972): 10–21. Sharon Galgay Ketcham, “The American 
Evangelical Tension: Love of God and Love of Neighbor” (The Templeton Foundation Planning Grant, 
Evangelicalism in Modernizing Cultures: Brazil and China, Gordon College, Wenham MA, July 26, 2015).  
11 Peter Enns, The Sin of Certainty: Why God Desires Our Trust More Than Our “Correct” Beliefs, Reprint edition 
(HarperOne, 2017); Brian D. McLaren, Faith After Doubt: Why Your Beliefs Stopped Working and What to Do 
About It (New York: St. Martin’s Essentials, 2021); Brian D. McLaren, Do I Stay Christian?: A Guide for the 
Doubters, the Disappointed, and the Disillusioned (New York: St. Martin’s Essentials, 2022). 
12 Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming of God: Christian Eschatology, First Edition (Minneapolis: Augsburg Books, 
2004), 93. By death experiences, Moltmann referred to all things that lead toward death and the destruction of the 
fulness of life. 
13 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church, vol. 1, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer Works (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998). 
14 Donald G. Bloesch, Holy Scripture: Revelation, Inspiration, and Interpretation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005). 
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2. Recognizing pain while telling stories of hope 
A decade ago, psychologist Jean Twenge noted a change in perception of the world among rising 

generations.15 My generation (Gen X) held an optimistic outlook and perceived the world as full of 
opportunities awaiting us. Yet among rising generations, their perception of the world is more generally 
pessimistic expecting life to be difficult, complex, and challenging. Their perceptions have proven 
accurate as we assess the lifespan influences among of Zoomers (those born mid 1990s through early 
2020s). 
 

Developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner describes the multiple environments a person is 
negotiating as they grow up. By environments, Bronfenbrenner means the settings and surroundings that 
impact young people and, developmentally, becomes part of what they must find their way through. Some 
environments have a direct influence such as family and friends because of their proximity, while other 
environments such as neighborhoods and government have an indirect influence. Yet all environments are 
influential. I am interested in Bronfenbrenner’s description of the environment experienced by a person at 
the broadest level across time. Bronfenbrenner contends that each generation has lifespan influences to 
negotiate due to considerable events such as a war, natural disaster, or global pandemic.16 Lifespan 
influences includes what a generation goes through themselves as well as facing the aftershocks of events 
experienced by prior generations. The impact of such influences becomes part of what needs to be 
negotiated in life.  
 

What can we say about the lifespan influences of rising generations today?  John Della Volpe, author 
of Fight: How Gen Z Is Channeling Their Fear and Passion to Save America and director of polling at 
the Harvard Kennedy School Institute of Politics, provides a sobering picture of Gen Z’s lifespan 
influences. 
 

I don't think there is any generation in 75 years that has been confronted with more chaos, 
more quickly in their young lives than Gen Z or Zoomers. When we think about this, many 
of them were born right around 9/11, and it's always been kind of a shadow in their lives. 
Millions of their parents lost their homes due to the Great Recession. Entering school, they 
faced lockdown drills, things that my generation had never seen. And the idea of going to 
a place and being safe never really existed for young people. Just so much chaos, even 
before COVID-19 and the social isolation of the lockdown, all of this accelerated by social 
media. All of this happened before they were 25.17 

 
Pain, instability, and uncertainty must be negotiated by rising generations. Yet Gen Z also 

demonstrates a unique passion for making a difference in the world. As Volpe concludes, “Rather than 
melting, it made them harder and made them tougher and made them more focused to do great things for 

 
15 Jean Twenge, Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled--and More 
Miserable than Ever Before (New York: Free Press, 2006). 
16 Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1979). 
17 Juana Summers, “A New Look at How Turmoil Is Defining the Lives and Politics of Generation Z,” NPR, January 
18, 2022, sec. Books, https://www.npr.org/2022/01/18/1073335334/a-new-look-at-how-turmoil-is-defining-the-
lives-and-politics-of-generation-z.  
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themselves and for the country.”18 This commitment echoes practical theologian Kenda Creasy Dean’s 
articulation of the greatest asset young people bring to faith communities – their passion.19 
 

Volpe captures two seemingly opposite emotions among Gen Z: fear and passion. Such dueling 
feelings are the norm in a secular age where the “cross-pressures” of faith and doubt or “echoes of 
transcendence” and feeling caught in the natural world’s immanent frame are the starting point for faith.20 
According to philosopher James K. A. Smith, one way people living in a secular age respond to the cross-
pressures is through discovering stories that provide an orientation. In his words, “We define who we are, 
and what we ought to do, on the basis of what story we see ourselves in.”21 Living in an age of 
authenticity where agency and choice are deeply held values, rising generations will be selecting 
compelling stories and evidence of each story’s truthfulness will be determined not by reason but by 
experience. Theologian Stanley Hauerwas reminds us of the church’s purpose to learn to live the Gospel 
story. 
 

The social ethical task of the church…is to be the kind of community that tells and tells rightly the 
story of Jesus.  But it can never forget that Jesus’ story is a many-sided tale.  We do not have just 
one story of Jesus, but four.  To learn to tell and live the story truthfully does not mean that we 
must be able to reconstruct “what really happened” from the four.  Rather it means that we, like the 
early Christians, must learn that understanding Jesus’ life is inseparable from learning how to live 
our own.  And that there are various ways to do this is clear by the diversity of the Gospels.”22   

 
Rising generations will be leading faith communities who do not hide from the overwhelming challenges 
facing society but will face them with passionate and story-discerning lived expressions of faith.   
 
3. Collaborative practice of the Christian faith  
 

At the end of the 20th century, Dutch sociologist Jan van Dijk coined the term “network society” to 
describe the emergence of a unique social structure that utilizes technological infrastructures to exchange 
information and reshape economic markets. His analysis has proven accurate as we assess our increased 
dependence on technology-based networks for business, consumer products, education, and even living a 
life of faith.23 
 

Throughout Christian history, the local congregation in its distinct contextual forms has been the 
central place for people to gather and worship God, learn the faith, build meaningful connections with one 
another, and extend God’s love to communities near and far. In a network society, a person’s relationship 
with a local congregation is changing as “social relations are increasingly decentralized yet 
interconnected.”24 Today, local congregations are not the only source of Christian faith and life especially 

 
18 Summers; John Della Volpe and David Hogg, Fight: How Gen Z Is Channeling Their Fear and Passion to Save 
America (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2022). For example, polling of Gen Z shows their preference for 
meaningful work, a resurgence of civic participation, and a renewed commitment to agriculture. 
19 Kenda Creasy Dean, “Practicing Passion: Youth and the Quest for a Passionate Church” (Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Eerdmans Pub., 2004). 
20 James K. A. Smith, How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor, 1st edition (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2014), 25. 
21 Smith, 25. 
22 Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 52. 
23 Heidi A. Campbell et al., Networked Theology: Negotiating Faith in Digital Culture (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Baker Academic, 2016). 
24 Campbell et al. 
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for digital natives25 who readily utilize social networks through an array of digital technologies to 
experiment, self-resource, and even perform faith (e.g., join an online prayer group).   
 

This pattern raises many critical questions for consideration over the next decade.  The quantity of 
information and speed of exchange in a network society requires a highly developed capacity for 
theological reflection to avoid religious syncretism on the one hand and the rise of narrow religious 
fundamentalist groups on the other. Yet for the topic at hand, when Christians have positive experiences 
making meaning and exploring faith through their online social networks, what characterizes participation 
in the local faith communities will likely change. 
 

For example, rising generations will be drawn to collaborative models of ministry that value the 
contributions of those involved and experiences of creating and producing. Collaboration is fundamental 
to participating in a community of practice. Drawing from Etienne Wenger’s social theory of learning, 
communities of practice have four characteristics that inform our understanding of collaboration.26 First, 
there is a joint enterprise such as a project, mission, or task in which something is new, emerging, or 
requiring innovation.  Second, there is mutual engagement where each participant is an active agent. 
Mutual engagement exists when each person is contributing (in various degrees) and growing (in various 
ways) in their competence to carry out the joint enterprise. Third, the group develops a shared repertoire 
of “activities, symbols, or artifacts”27 they utilize or create to carry out the joint enterprise that develop 
over time and through sustained interactions. 
 

In summary, collaborative practices of the Christian faith are expressed through joint enterprise, 
mutual engagement, and a shared repertoire. Rising generations will test out and play out the Christian 
faith together. Although some may resist the need to practice the faith in new ways, Hauerwas reminds us, 
“An indication of a truthful narrative is one that remains open to challenge from new experience.”28   
 

Lukan Narratives: Models for Collaborative Practice 
 

The following interpretations of Lukan narratives consider two horizons of interpretation. First, the 
selected stories provide insights into the ways in which we engage with one another, which are at the 
heart of my theological commitments for ministry with rising generations. The Lukan narratives provide a 
vision for anticipating the Spirit’s transforming work through our differences as an outworking of our 
shared identity as God’s people. Lukan texts are generally approached as historical interpretations of the 
Christ event and growth of the early church.  Yet Pentecostal scholars propose reading Luke-Acts as 
models for the Spirit’s movement.29  They call us to pay attention to moments of transformation. When 
we read a story where Christ brings a change, reverses the social order, or when Christ transforms, we 
discover a model or example for the way the Spirit will work among us. In Hauerwas’ words, “The 
Gospels are not just the depiction of a man, but they are manuals for the training necessary to be part of 
the new community.  To be a disciple means to share Christ’s story, to participate in the reality of God’s 
rule.”30  These stories are Christian practices and act as invitations for each person’s contribution as we 
actively wait in the means of grace. 
 

 
25 Marc Pensky, “Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants,” MCB University Press 9, no. 5 (October 2001): 1–6. 
26 Etienne Wenger, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity, Learning in Doing: Social, 
Cognitive, and Computational Perspectives (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 82–85. 
27 Wenger, 82. 
28 Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic, 151. 
29 Martin William Mittelstadt, Reading Luke-Acts in the Pentecostal Tradition (Cleveland, Tennessee: CPT Press, 
2010). 
30 Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social Ethic. 
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The second horizon of interpretation encompasses the signals or current trends among rising 
generations. What will faith communities of the future look like based on three current characteristics of 
rising generations? If my theological commitments to reconciled relationships determined the selection of 
the Lukan narratives, it is the characteristics of rising generations that determine the form and emphasis in 
which each is written. Each interpretation of the Lukan texts: 1) prioritizes lived faith expressions, 2) 
gives an account of real societal or ecclesial challenges and uses story-form as a pathway of hope, and 3) 
delineates a collaborative practice of the Christian faith. 
 

Bringing both horizons together is an imaginative exercise and attempt to describe God’s redemptive 
movement in the face of current realities. What might Christian communities look like and do when 
adults work collaboratively with rising generations to practice being Christian together?  
 
 
Embody Hope: Practicing Table Manners 

Tables play a central role in our lives. We gather around tables to celebrate events such as birthdays 
and holidays, or we find solace with others around tables when we grieve a loss or disclose a struggle. 
Tables also reveal our social circles by demonstrating who we eat with and who we do not. All kinds of 
social behaviors govern our cultural tables with accompanying behavior expectations. In Poland, the host 
is expected to have an abundance of food to honor the guests. Haitian hosts pace their eating with the 
guest to ensure they finish at the same time. Meals are silent in Sierra Leone because you would never 
talk while chewing. Latino tables are filled with lively chatter and after dessert there is always café. 
Fathers in Ethiopia bless the injera (bread made of teff flour) and gives it to the children, and, in Korea, 
the oldest tastes the food before anyone else.  
 

Table manners express values and govern our social world: who gets invited, where we sit, and who 
has voice. Tables can be welcoming places where people experience belonging, or tables can act as 
boundaries leading to rejection. Jesus spends a lot of time eating and drinking around tables in Luke’s 
Gospel. Because tables express social standards – who’s in and who’s out - Jesus has something to say 
about their table manners and a model emerges for tables shared in faith communities.  
 
Luke 14:1-23 

In the first verses of Luke 14, we learn three facts: Jesus is the guest of a scrutinizing religious leader, 
it is the Sabbath, and Jesus heals a sick man. Jesus might be the guest at this table – but he is in a mood 
today. The polite niceties seem to be missing from the conversation. How’s the weather? Is your aunt 
feeling better? Nice sandals – who’s your cobbler? Doesn’t the bread smell delicious? Instead, there is 
clearly tension before Jesus even takes his seat.  
 

Jesus’ invitation to this table came from a prominent Pharisee. In the Greco-Roman social world, it is 
customary for social status to be exchanged at their tables.31 Like a contemporary credit score that rates 
your credit worthiness, a person would fill their table with those who either maintain or raise their social 
credit score and avoid inviting someone below their social status, which would result in lowering their 
social credit score. The table in Luke 14 is filled with guests of equal status as the host and Jesus “was 
being carefully watched (14:1b)” by them.  Jesus, too, observes the host and guests and has something to 
say about their table manners through parables. 
 

First, Jesus addresses the self-interest that was driving the guests’ table manners. People are choosing 
seats near the host because these are the more honored positions (14:7). Maybe you’ve experienced this at 
a child’s birthday party where everyone fights to sit near the birthday girl? Seeking the presumed honored 

 
31 Leander E. Keck, The New Interpreter’s Bible: Luke - John, 0 edition (Nashville, Tenn: Abingdon Press, 1996). 
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seat happens in middle school when the clusters of kids face inward in rotating circles to create a barrier 
with their bodies and designate their own sense of belonging. Adults act similarly at work and in social 
settings but can more readily mask their self-interest positioning. Jesus provides an explicit instruction 
regarding their table etiquette.  
 

8 “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for a person 
more distinguished than you may have been invited. 9 If so, the host who invited both of you 
will come and say to you, ‘Give this person your seat.’ Then, humiliated, you will have to take 
the least important place. 10 But when you are invited, take the lowest place, so that when your 
host comes, he will say to you, ‘Friend, move up to a better place.’ Then you will be honored 
in the presence of all the other guests. 11 For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

 
The instruction is clear: Don’t embarrass yourself by taking the honored seat; instead, move over so 

someone else can be honored.32 Move over and “take the lowest place.” The phrase is familiar and 
captured in Jesus’ parable of the feast in the kingdom of God where, “the first shall be last and the last 
shall be first” (Luke 13:30). Jesus is contrasting the guests’ self-interest with Kingdom table manners. 
When self-interest governs our tables, a scarcity mentality takes over like in a game of musical chairs 
where seats are limited. But Jesus speaks of abundance in the Kingdom where seats are ever-multiplying. 
Move over, there is plenty of room. 
 

Second, Jesus addresses the host’s table manners by surveying the invitation list. Like managing a 
credit score, the guest list involves managing social status.  In the Greco-Roman social world, accepting 
an invitation obligated you to return the favor. Invitations require repayment. Jesus asserts a new social 
order.33  
 

12 Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends, 
your brothers or sisters, your relatives, or your rich neighbors; if you do, they may invite you 
back and so you will be repaid. 13 But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, 
the lame, the blind, 14 and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be 
repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” 

 
Invitations lists should not be filled with those who benefit you; instead, invite those who could never 
repay you in social credit. Kingdom table manners aren’t about self-gain so make room for those on the 
margins.34 
 

Jesus doesn’t mince words. Table manners in the Kingdom don’t include self-gain – make room and 
invite those on the margins. There is tension at the Pharisee’s table. One guest must be the peacemaker 
among them and breaks through the tension to lighten things up. Maybe he clears his throat or starts with 
an awkward chuckle. “Blessed is the man who will eat at the feast in the Kingdom of God (14:15).” In 
response, Jesus does not relent and tells a parable of a wealthy man with a high social-status guest list. He 
sends his servant out to extend the invitations, but people make excuses. The first person says they have 
just bought a field and the second purchased oxen. They both need to tend to their own lives marked by 
self-interest and self-gain so they decline with a polite, “Please excuse me.” The third drives home the 
rude nature of the decline, “I’ve just been married, and I can’t come (14:20).” When your social world 
revolves around gaining credit through guest lists and invitations, to decline an invitation is to say that the 
host’s table is not good enough.  

 
32 Justo L. González, Luke (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010). 
33 Keck, The New Interpreter’s Bible. 
34 González, Luke. 
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The servant returns and reports this news to the master who is angered and sends the servant out 

again. Yet this time he is to go out to the “streets and alleys” to search high and low and bring in “the 
poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame (vs 21).” The servant does this and reports back to the master 
that there is still room at his table.  
 

Then the master told his servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and compel them to 
come in so that my house will be full. I tell you, not one of those men who were invited will 
get a taste of my banquet’ (14:23-24)  
 

The host’s anger in the parable is directed at the real time, table manners of the religious leaders. This is a 
warning that they will be shut out for 1) rejecting the new order of the Kingdom, and 2) enforcing table 
manners based in self-interest and self-gain.  Do you feel the tension at the Pharisee’s table?  
 
Table manners embody hope 

Tables were important in early Christianity, and Jesus used “table opportunities to extend a foretaste 
of the Kingdom.”35 Luke captures Jesus’ hospitality to express table manners belonging to God’s 
Kingdom and points to the ultimate banquet when God’s reign as King fills all of creation.  Manners 
fitting to the great banquet should inform our table manners and guest lists now. The Kingdom’s table is 
not for self-interest but humility; move over so others can be honored. The Kingdom’s table is not 
intended to for self-gain. Expand your guest list to make room for those on the margins. Christ models 
Kingdom tables manners, and he reverses self-interest and replaces it with self-sacrifice. He makes room 
not for his gain but for the salvation of all things. Christ as Host is with us. As guests, when our tables 
manner model that of our Host, we, too, embody hope. 
 

In Ethiopia, they practice gursha by eating food together off the same plate. The host often feeds the 
guest, “It takes the intimacy of the shared meal one step further.” [footnote] At Kingdom tables, we are 
reconciled to God and one another. Embody hope at Christ’s table by practicing Kingdom table manners 
with one another for this is where the new order of the Kingdom begins- at Christ’s table, where we 
practice Kingdom table manners. 
 
 
Be Good Looking: Practicing Testimony 

I’m sharing a meal with Benji a few days before his graduation, and Benji asks if he can pray. 
“Gracious God – how unusual it is for you to bring us together - a young black man like myself and a 
middle-aged white woman like Sharon…”  Hold up. Alarms start blasting in my head. I stop Benji mid-
prayer, “Middle-age, are you kidding?” I don’t remember whether I let Benji finish that prayer, but I do 
remember posting about the experience on social media with a sassy picture that said, “Never.” I want to 
be a stylishly dressed, technologically savvy professor who uses the hip phrases and not a middle-aged 
woman.  
 

We love appearances, don’t we?  We want to appear “good looking” to others. Dear Benji unveiled 
some appearance pride in me that day: I was more concerned with my age than celebrating the racial 
healing we had undergone. 
 

Learning to be comfortable in our own skin and not just good looking for others is a developmental 
task all people have in common. Movies and musicals take up this theme like Elle Woods in Legally 
Blond who discovers her intellect beneath her blond hair. The Greatest Showman tells the story of a group 

 
35 Mittelstadt, Reading Luke-Acts in the Pentecostal Tradition. 
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of people who live on the margins because of their appearance. At some level, we resonate with the 
bearded woman who sings, “Look out ‘cuz here I come. I’m marching on to the beat I drum. I’m not 
scared to be seen; I make no apologies. This is me.”36 The character reminds us of a normal 
developmental task we face in different ways as we mature.  
 

In Christian communities there’s an additional layer for us to consider: the “good looking Christian.” 
When we aim to be a good looking Christian to those around us, we focus on our appearance, and 
something happens. Our eyes end up on ourselves, and we perform the role of “a good looking” Christian 
for those around us.  I’ve seen this in myself when I make sure my faith appears strong enough to move 
mountains, but my chest is heavy with uncontrollable worry. How have you tried to be good looking? 
Like me, do you ever give “the Christian answer” or avoid being honest about your struggles? 
 

Christian communities can end up with a good-looking vibe that acts like a standard or litmus test 
determining who is in and who is out. We become impressed with our own good looks: like a new jacket, 
we show off our snazzy patience. Or we track sin like a point system. “My 1-point sin is cancelled out by 
your 5-point sin. Or maybe we gaze in a mirror and think, “Check out my just act.” The problem is that 
focusing on our good looks means we have trouble really looking at one another. 
 

It is true that God calls us to be good looking like “the aroma of Christ” (2 Cor 2:15) and smell like 
Jesus wherever we go.  We look good when we meditate on God’s Word; we look good when we trust 
God in difficult circumstances; we look good by caring for someone in our community; and we look good 
when we love mercy. But sometimes our attempt to smell good and focus on being good looking - can 
become a roadblock to Christ’s transforming power. We see an example of this in the crowd surrounding 
Zacchaeus the tax collector in Luke 19:1-10.37 
 
Looking in Contrast – the crowd looks in judgment and Jesus looks to transform 

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus encounters Zacchaeus while passing through Jericho. This story is at the end 
of Jesus’ ministry before he enters Jerusalem where he will face direct opposition from the political and 
religious leaders. As we review this story, take on the perspective of the crowd and pay attention to who 
the crowd thinks is good looking. 
 

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; 
he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy.  3 He wanted to see who Jesus was, but because 
he was short, he could not see over the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-
fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way (Luke 19:1-4). 

 
When the crowd looks at Zacchaeus – what do they see? They see a man whose name is known by the 

crowd – Zacchaeus, and he is a chief tax collector. Zacchaeus was likely contracted by Roman officials to 
be a “entrepreneur” and collect additional taxes on top of the regular taxes they paid. It was an interesting 
set up. These chief tax collectors would pay Roman officials in advance – let’s say $10K. The tax 
collector then would collect $15k from the people and pocket $5k. Tax collectors were making quite a 
profit off the people, and Zacchaeus was wealthy. We can understand the crowd’s dislike for Zacchaeus. 
When the crowd looks at Zacchaeus, they see a greedy man who takes their money. And certainly, they 
were much better looking than him. 
 

Zacchaeus is also short and cannot see over the crowd. What am image!  Short, greedy Zacchaeus 
can’t push his way to the front row or see over the crowd from the back row. So he finds another route 
and eyes a sycamore tree.  This is a large evergreen tree with good size, low branches ideal for climbing. 

 
36 Keala Settle – This Is Me, accessed October 19, 2022, https://genius.com/Keala-settle-this-is-me-lyrics. 
37 Keck, The New Interpreter’s Bible. 
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In the OT book of Amos, we read that sycamore trees produced small figs compared to other trees. These 
lower quality figs were deemed not good enough for the wealthy and fed to the poor. But greedy, wealthy 
Zacchaeus sees an opportunity on this outcast tree. Luke tells us that he ran and climbed breaking all sorts 
of social norms. Dignified men do not run, and they certainly do not climb trees.  
 

When the crowd looks at Zacchaeus – what do they see? Zacchaeus was not looking good. In fact, he 
looked a bit ridiculous. I imagine myself in the crowd feeling embarrassed by his behavior. Maybe I try 
not to look at him or avoid eye contact? Or maybe my jaw drops, and I can’t stop staring. As a member of 
the crowd, can you feel judgment upon judgment being heaped on this outcast who is climbing a less 
desirable fig tree? As a member of the crowd, feel how the judgment pushes this man into the margins, far 
away from Jesus. He clearly is not as worthy to be looked at by Jesus as we are. 
 

Like the crowd, when others look bad, we look all the better. Have you noticed how this works? That 
person gossips about their friends, but you don’t. That person’s marriage is rocky but mine isn’t. That’s 
person’s kids aren’t behaving but mine are. That person left the church, but I haven’t. That kid at school 
cheated on the exam, but I didn’t. Fill in blank with your own judgments. We focus on our good looks – 
even important good looks that are the aroma of Christ – yet we focus on how good we look compared to 
those around us. Like the crowd looking at Zacchaeus, we too become barriers to Jesus transforming 
power by “outcasting” others. When others look bad, we must look all the better. Remember - Luke is 
setting up a good-looking contrast.  
 

When Jesus looks at Zacchaeus, what does he see?  “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and 
said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.’ So he came down at 
once and welcomed him gladly” (19:5-6).  
 

When the crowd looks at Zacchaeus, they see a short, greedy, tree-climbing tax collector and use lots 
of outcasting descriptors.  When Jesus looks, he, too, uses Zacchaeus’ name but without the descriptors – 
Zacchaeus – just his name – acknowledging his value and he invites himself over as Zacchaeus’ guest.  
 

How does the good-looking crowd respond? All the people saw this and began to mutter, “ [Jesus] 
has gone to be the guest of a sinner” (19:7). 
 

We’ve seen Luke contrast the crowd with Jesus before.  In Luke 18, there is a blind man in a crowd. 
Zacchaeus cannot see past the crowd because he’s short, but the blind man physically cannot see Jesus. 
He hears the excitement in the crowd and asks, “What is happening?”  They reply, “Jesus of Nazareth is 
passing by.” Clearly, the blind man has heard of Jesus the healer because he cries out, “Jesus, Son of 
David, have mercy on me!” When the crowd looks at the blind man, what do they see? 39 “Those who led 
the way rebuked him and told him to be quiet.” The crowd who led the way, who were in front, who had 
better positions, who were better looking than the one who was visually impaired. The blind man wants to 
be seen just like the short, greedy, tree-climbing tax collector, but the crowd keeps the man shut away, 
outcasting him. Why? The good-looking ones up front are more worthy for Jesus to see. 
 

Like Zacchaeus running and climbing, the blind man isn’t swayed so he shouts even louder, “Son of 
David, have mercy on me!”  Here’s the contrast: Jesus sees past the good looking and looks for the blind 
man. “Bring him to me!” And the man is healed. When Jesus looks, he does so with an intent. 9 Jesus said 
to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 10 For the 
Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” In contrast to the crowd who is preoccupied with their 
good looks, Jesus provides a model for being good at looking. 
 
Good Looking Testimonies 
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Aaron is good at looking. As a small-town pastor in southern NH where the opioid epidemic hit hard. 
Aaron’s vision for growing the church quickly refocused on the vulnerable and outcast. He looked square 
in the eye of families suffering from the implications of addiction and started Mercy Street Ministries. 
Megan is good at looking. As a white woman, she saw the effects of racism on communities of color in 
Boston and learned how to become an ally.  Megan spent the last decade helping Christians like me see, 
understand, and tangibly act against racism. Grace is good at looking. She saw the immediate needs of the 
community surrounding her church in New London, CT. Grace successfully applied for a grant to 
renovate a large piece of the church’s property to provide working space for start-up businesses and 
stimulate community development in the city. Young people need adults to give good looking testimonies 
by calling out their gifts and giving young people a place to practice using them. Adults need young 
people to give good looking testimonies by paying attention to their experiences, knowledge, and 
wisdom.  Ultimately, good looking testimonies declare hope, when people feel none. 
 

What are good looking testimonies? When the Spirit is at work among us transforming our 
preoccupation with being good looking Christians to Christians who are good at looking for others. Christ 
calls us to transform our judgments which form groups of, in social psychologist Christian Cleveland’s 
words, right and wrong kind of Christians? When do we -like the crowd - outcast one another by 
determining who is more worthy of Jesus? Jesus provides a model for looking deeply at one another, 
saying each other’s names, and testifying to each other. It is in these encounters where the Spirit 
transforms each of us. 
 

When the crowd mutters about Jesus eating with tax collectors, Zacchaeus jumps in and testifies 
about his transformation. ”But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, ‘Look, Lord! Here and now, I 
give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back 
four times the amount’” (19:8). Jesus is good at looking for the lost, and Zacchaeus is changed from a 
greedy to a generous man. 
 

Zacchaeus is the last outcast Jesus’ encounters in Luke’s gospel. Jesus models for us – the crowd - 
how to look at those who are far away and need to be brought near – Jesus seeks to save the lost. And 
now it is our turn. Christ wants to transform our self-preoccupation with good looking appearance and 
empower us to be good at looking for the Zacchaeus and blind man among us. “Jesus said to him, ‘Today 
salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to 
seek and to save the lost’” (19:9-10). 
 
 
The Guest-Host Pivot: Practicing Hospitality 

Would you rather host a party or be a party guest? Would you rather take in a refugee or be the 
refugee taken in? Would you rather take care of a vulnerable person or be the vulnerable person taken 
care of? When I ask these questions in person, the room begins evenly divided between host and guest. 
But by the third question, the room votes unanimously. Being the vulnerable person needing to be cared 
for isn’t very appealing. 
 

Based in the Biblical text, the Christian tradition has a long history of practicing Christian hospitality.  
Here’s a formal definition: providing for the stranger, the refugee, and the vulnerable among us.  This 
definition encompasses two roles - host and guest.38 

 
38 The following interpretation is guided by Amos Yong, Hospitality and the Other: Pentecost, Christian Practices, 
and the Neighbor (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 2008); Daniela C. Augustine, Pentecost, Hospitality, and 
Transfiguration: Toward a Spirit-Inspired Vision of Social Transformation (Cleveland, Tennessee: CPT Press, 
2012); Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Eerdmans, 1999). 
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Think about the host role. In the Old Testament, there is repeated call for Israel to welcome the 

foreigner (Lev 19:33-34). The early churches invite itinerate disciples into their homes (Acts 21:4,7). 
New Testament authors implore the early churches to extend hospitality to strangers (“who may well be 
angels”) (Heb 13:2). 
 

It is important for us to practice the host role today amid significant migration patterns and multiple 
refugee crises. As hosts, we offer care for strangers in our midst. Contrast this to the hospitality industry 
who plays host by providing you with a service at a hotel or resort. Enjoying hospitality at the spa is quite 
distinct from offering someone shelter or a place at your table. 
 

Is being a host the only role we play as we practice of hospitality? Might there be occasions that 
necessitate taking on the guest role as well? 
 

I am sitting with my daughter by the fire on a cold winter day when we hear the sirens. We live in a 
small neighborhood so an emergency vehicle racing down the street catches our attention. Then there was 
another, and another, and another. Something was very wrong. We learned the next day that a man, who 
was a father and husband, took his life in the family’s home. We weren’t close friends with the family, 
but we certainly knew them from the baseball field and school events. My immediate impulse is to do 
something - bring a meal or invite them to our church’s grief group. (Note my inclination to be the host.) 
 

The next day I opened the town newspaper and found an invitation to take on a different role – to be 
guests at the funeral. Admittedly, I am far more comfortable bringing a meal. As much as we value and 
enjoy the host role, practicing hospitality also requires knowing when to be the guest. 
 

If a predominantly white church seeks to heal racial and ethnic divides, acting only as “host” ignores 
power dynamics and likely exasperates them. Instead, crossing real racial divides means listening – 
maybe for the first time – as guest to experience different than your own. In an increasing religiously 
diverse society, can we imagine ways to engage our Muslim friends at work beyond acting as their “host” 
at a Bible study? In my neighborhood tragedy: do my kids know how to engage with their classmates 
without feeling obligating to be the “host” who offers answer about God’s good plan and purposes? Do I 
know how to be a guest to such grief? 
 

I am not saying we should do away with the host role (a refugee crisis is a good example of caring for 
the stranger among us). I am saying that practicing hospitality has more than one role. In fact, Jesus is a 
model guest in Luke’s gospel particularly when there is table fellowship: 
 

• We see Jesus be the honored guest of Mary and Martha. 
• We see Jesus break social barriers by inviting himself to be the guest of Zacchaeus, a greedy tax-

collector. 
• We see Jesus wait patiently on the Emmaus Road for an invitation to be the disciplines’ guest. 

 
We, too, have opportunities to practice Christian hospitality and be the guest in other people’s lives – 

to join the table fellowship of a funeral service where we are the honored guests listening to a family’s 
stories and sitting with them in their grief. 
 

Examining Jesus as the model guest reveals something else. Across the Lukan narrative Jesus 
repeatedly pivots out of the guest role and becomes the ultimate Host. Revisit Luke’s stories of Martha 
and Mary, Zacchaeus, and the disciples on the road to Emmaus. Notice how each story includes a 
transforming experience. We are called to be the host and the guest. Yet only Christ becomes the Host – 
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the ultimate transformer, revealer, healer, reconciler, and redeemer. As either host or the guest, we focus 
on actively waiting for the ultimate Host, and recognizing when we need to pivot between being host and 
guest. 
 
To be a host is providing for the stranger, refugee, and the vulnerable among us. 
To be a guest is to be the stranger and the vulnerable. 
 

The funeral in my town was an invitation to be a stranger-guest at a mourning table: to shake hands 
with people whose first names I hope to learn, to speak feeble condolences, to listen to memories that are 
not my own.  And as guest I wait, anticipating the arrival of the Host. After all, appropriate guest manners 
do include deferring to the Host. 
 

Both the guest and the host roles matter – and the practice requires learning when to pivot between 
the two roles so we all can become guests of the Christ Host. 
 
 
Conclusion 

This article uses the first step of a futurist’s method to identify a set of signals among rising 
generations as the groundwork for interpreting Christian faith communities in the future. After explaining 
guiding theological commitments for intergenerational relationships, I identify signals among rising 
generations to interpret possible characteristics of future faith communities. Finally, these two horizons of 
interpretation are applied to readings of Lukan texts to provide models of collaborative practices for 
intergenerational communities to identify and align their lives with the Spirit. 
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