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Introduction	
  
	
  
Relational	
  or	
  incarnational	
  ministry	
  has	
  been	
  an	
  essential	
  component	
  of	
  youth	
  

ministry	
  in	
  North	
  America	
  since	
  just	
  before	
  World	
  War	
  II.1	
  	
  Led	
  by	
  conservative	
  

Protestants	
  seeking	
  new	
  techniques	
  to	
  evangelize	
  their	
  children	
  a	
  new	
  form	
  of	
  

ministry	
  was	
  born	
  that	
  was	
  based	
  on	
  relationships.	
  	
  Since	
  those	
  early	
  days	
  the	
  

momentum	
  and	
  attention	
  to	
  relational	
  forms	
  of	
  ministry	
  has	
  not	
  decreased.	
  	
  	
  

From	
  the	
  beginning	
  relational	
  youth	
  ministry	
  has	
  blended	
  nicely	
  with	
  

American	
  pragmatism.	
  	
  Similar	
  to	
  American	
  pragmatism,	
  relational	
  ministry	
  was	
  

aimed	
  at	
  certain	
  practical	
  ends,	
  goals,	
  and	
  objectives.	
  	
  Relational	
  ministry	
  grew	
  up	
  

around	
  results	
  and	
  effects,	
  turning	
  the	
  relationship	
  into	
  a	
  device	
  utilized	
  to	
  meet	
  

desired	
  ends.	
  	
  Because	
  of	
  relational	
  ministry’s	
  pragmatic	
  origins	
  and	
  practical	
  goals	
  

there	
  has	
  been	
  little	
  theological	
  reflection	
  on	
  the	
  practice,	
  though	
  huge	
  percentages	
  

of	
  North	
  American	
  youth	
  ministry	
  practitioners	
  would	
  call	
  their	
  ministry	
  relational	
  

or	
  at	
  least	
  see	
  relationships	
  as	
  an	
  essential	
  component	
  of	
  what	
  they	
  do.	
  	
  But	
  what	
  is	
  

a	
  relationship	
  and	
  what	
  are	
  they	
  for	
  theologically?	
  	
  Are	
  relationships	
  tools	
  for	
  

conversion,	
  moral	
  rehabilitation,	
  or	
  coaxing	
  for	
  church	
  membership?	
  	
  Or	
  are	
  

relationships	
  more	
  complex,	
  more	
  profoundly	
  life-­‐shaping,	
  and	
  much	
  less	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 These word “relational” or “incarnational” have been used synonymously in North America and I will be 
using them this way in this paper. 
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pragmatic?	
  	
  Theological	
  reflection	
  on	
  relational	
  ministry	
  is	
  concerned	
  with	
  what	
  

is—or	
  should	
  be—the	
  ground	
  and	
  core	
  of	
  all	
  such	
  ministry	
  activity,	
  namely	
  the	
  

effectiveness	
  of	
  this	
  ministry	
  model	
  for	
  a	
  connection	
  to	
  God.	
  	
  In	
  other	
  words,	
  Do	
  the	
  

relationships	
  in	
  relational	
  ministry	
  actually	
  invite	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  participate	
  in	
  the	
  

presence	
  of	
  God?	
  	
  	
  

In	
  this	
  paper	
  I	
  will	
  explore	
  this	
  need	
  for	
  deeper	
  theological	
  reflection,	
  seeking	
  

to	
  first	
  shift	
  our	
  conceptions	
  of	
  relational/incarnational	
  ministry	
  from	
  a	
  theme	
  to	
  an	
  

actual	
  experience	
  or	
  encounter,	
  which	
  may	
  or	
  may	
  not	
  be	
  as	
  easily	
  categorized,	
  the	
  

way	
  a	
  theme	
  might	
  be.	
  	
  I’m	
  seeking	
  to	
  shift	
  the	
  conceptual	
  framework	
  for	
  relational	
  

ministry	
  from	
  theme	
  to	
  an	
  encounter	
  with	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one.	
  	
  It	
  will	
  then	
  turn	
  to	
  

reflect	
  on	
  human-­‐to-­‐human	
  relationships	
  as	
  the	
  location	
  for	
  encountering	
  the	
  

presence	
  of	
  God.	
  	
  But	
  to	
  give	
  relationships	
  such	
  weight	
  we	
  must	
  ask	
  about	
  the	
  

nature	
  of	
  human	
  relationships.	
  	
  What	
  is	
  a	
  relationship?	
  	
  To	
  this	
  end,	
  the	
  paper	
  will	
  

conclude	
  by	
  examining	
  four	
  orientations	
  of	
  relationships	
  which	
  open	
  them	
  up	
  to	
  be	
  

concrete	
  places	
  to	
  encounter	
  the	
  transcendence	
  of	
  God.	
  	
  	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

Place-­‐Sharing	
  Vs.	
  Influence	
  

	
  Let	
  me	
  begin	
  by	
  reflecting	
  on	
  the	
  concept	
  of	
  theme/model	
  versus	
  

encounter/experience.	
  	
  Ray	
  Anderson	
  in	
  his	
  significant	
  (but	
  unfortunately	
  rarely	
  

read	
  book)	
  Historical	
  Transcendence	
  and	
  the	
  Reality	
  of	
  God	
  calls	
  the	
  reader	
  to	
  move	
  

beyond	
  considering	
  the	
  “incarnation	
  as	
  a	
  theme,	
  but	
  [to	
  instead	
  consider]	
  the	
  

incarnate	
  One.”2	
  	
  Unfortunately,	
  youth	
  ministry	
  has	
  not	
  heeded	
  Anderson’s	
  plea.	
  	
  In	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Historical Transcendence and the Reality of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), p. 146. 
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the	
  last	
  sixty	
  years	
  or	
  so	
  we	
  have	
  tended	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  incarnation	
  as	
  simply	
  another	
  

theme	
  or	
  model	
  in	
  a	
  wide	
  array	
  of	
  themes	
  or	
  models	
  that	
  we	
  deal	
  with	
  in	
  youth	
  

ministry.	
  	
  Amidst	
  the	
  rapid	
  currents	
  of	
  a	
  changing	
  world,	
  the	
  disintegration	
  of	
  

traditional	
  communal	
  and	
  familial	
  structures	
  due	
  to	
  rapid	
  mobility,	
  the	
  rise	
  of	
  

individualism	
  and	
  the	
  need	
  to	
  construct	
  our	
  own	
  self-­‐chosen	
  significant	
  

relationships,	
  youth	
  ministers	
  have	
  sought	
  to	
  meet	
  young	
  people	
  in	
  the	
  precarious	
  

and	
  fleeting	
  spaces	
  of	
  such	
  a	
  world.	
  	
  They	
  have	
  worked	
  to	
  meet	
  young	
  people	
  in	
  

their	
  own	
  space	
  and	
  culture.	
  	
  	
  	
  This	
  goal	
  found	
  an	
  anchor	
  in	
  the	
  model	
  of	
  the	
  

incarnation.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  popular	
  to	
  speak	
  of	
  God’s	
  work	
  in	
  the	
  incarnation	
  as	
  God	
  “meeting	
  

us	
  where	
  we	
  are	
  at.”	
  	
  The	
  connection	
  to	
  youth	
  ministry	
  is	
  obvious.	
  	
  The	
  incarnation	
  

has	
  been	
  justification	
  for	
  making	
  relationships	
  the	
  central	
  activity	
  of	
  youth	
  

ministry.3	
  	
  	
  

Incarnational	
  youth	
  ministry	
  often	
  lives	
  in	
  the	
  model	
  that	
  just	
  as	
  God	
  left	
  one	
  

world	
  to	
  enter	
  another,	
  so	
  adults	
  leave	
  their	
  own	
  world	
  to	
  be	
  in	
  the	
  world	
  of	
  young	
  

people.	
  	
  This	
  theme	
  of	
  leaving	
  one’s	
  world	
  and	
  entering	
  another	
  “earns	
  the	
  adult	
  the	
  

right	
  of	
  the	
  young	
  person	
  listening	
  to	
  their	
  message."4	
  	
  	
  	
  

	
   Now,	
  this	
  was	
  more	
  than	
  a	
  needed	
  (and	
  helpful)	
  transition	
  that	
  sought	
  to	
  

missionally	
  address	
  a	
  changing	
  world.	
  	
  But	
  it	
  came	
  with	
  a	
  problem	
  from	
  which	
  few	
  

of	
  us	
  have	
  directly	
  shaken	
  ourselves	
  free.	
  	
  The	
  problem	
  is	
  that	
  when	
  the	
  incarnation	
  

is	
  considered	
  as	
  a	
  model	
  it	
  quickly	
  turns	
  into	
  a	
  way	
  of	
  functioning.	
  	
  The	
  youth	
  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 For further discussion on this see chapters one and two of Revisiting Relaitonal Youth Ministry: From 
Strategy of Influence to a Theology of Incarnation (IVP, 2007).  
4 This was originally a phrase created and used by Young Life.  There where times in that organization 
where the phase did not mean an instrumental functional use of relationships, there were many you avoid 
this theological pit fall (and sought to teach over a richer theological perspective).  But as 
incarnational/relational ministry became grew in use and popularity both within the organization and the 
broader church youth ministry would it took on this perspective. 
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worker	
  seeks	
  to	
  understand	
  the	
  theme	
  of	
  behaving	
  incarnationally.	
  	
  He	
  or	
  she	
  now	
  

goes	
  into	
  local	
  schools	
  and	
  functions	
  incarnationally.	
  	
  Like	
  going	
  to	
  a	
  70s	
  theme	
  

party	
  he	
  or	
  she	
  puts	
  on	
  his	
  or	
  her	
  incarnational	
  ministry	
  garb,	
  seeking	
  to	
  function	
  as	
  

a	
  relational	
  magnet.	
  	
  	
  And	
  we	
  often	
  hear	
  or	
  say	
  things	
  like,	
  “I’m	
  trying	
  to	
  be	
  

incarnational.	
  	
  	
  We	
  need	
  a	
  leader	
  who	
  can	
  be	
  incarnational.	
  	
  The	
  function	
  of	
  our	
  

ministry	
  is	
  to	
  be	
  incarnational.”	
  	
  While	
  such	
  an	
  attitude	
  is	
  desirable	
  in	
  a	
  youth	
  

ministry,	
  when	
  the	
  incarnation	
  becomes	
  a	
  theme	
  or	
  model	
  it	
  runs	
  into	
  the	
  danger	
  of	
  

becoming	
  something	
  disconnected	
  from	
  the	
  one	
  who	
  is	
  incarnate.5	
  	
  The	
  concept	
  of	
  

“incarnation”	
  turns	
  from	
  a	
  personal	
  reality	
  into	
  a	
  functional	
  model	
  for	
  interaction,	
  

into	
  a	
  tool.	
  	
  The	
  basis	
  for	
  an	
  encounter	
  gets	
  molded	
  into	
  a	
  “tool”	
  of	
  influence6	
  	
  	
  

The	
  function	
  of	
  being	
  incarnational	
  easily	
  slides	
  into	
  seeking	
  to	
  influence	
  

young	
  people	
  toward	
  the	
  ends	
  we	
  want	
  for	
  them	
  (to	
  confess	
  Christ,	
  to	
  stay	
  in	
  the	
  

congregation,	
  to	
  avoid	
  drinking,	
  to	
  be	
  service-­‐orientated),	
  all	
  good	
  things.	
  	
  But	
  these	
  

good	
  things,	
  because	
  they	
  are	
  instrumental	
  functions	
  based	
  in	
  a	
  theme,	
  can	
  

quickly—and	
  ironically—make	
  results	
  we	
  desire	
  more	
  important	
  than	
  the	
  

relationship	
  itself.	
  	
  	
  It	
  risks	
  actually	
  losing	
  the	
  personal.	
  	
  In	
  other	
  words,	
  it	
  makes	
  the	
  

relationship	
  serve	
  the	
  functional	
  end,	
  making	
  ministry	
  about	
  reaching	
  ends	
  as	
  

opposed	
  to	
  sharing	
  in	
  persons’	
  lives.	
  	
  The	
  means	
  of	
  relationships	
  no	
  longer	
  are	
  seen	
  

as	
  a	
  “good”	
  in	
  themselves,	
  but	
  only	
  serve	
  to	
  reach	
  specific	
  desired	
  ends.	
  	
  And	
  when	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5	
  I’m	
  connecting	
  this	
  argument	
  with	
  the	
  distinction	
  sociologists	
  point	
  to	
  between	
  instrumental	
  and	
  
expressive	
  relationships.	
  	
  Murray	
  Milner	
  explains,	
  “Instrumental	
  relationships	
  are	
  formed	
  for	
  some	
  
specific	
  purpose	
  or	
  goal;	
  expressive	
  relations	
  are	
  those	
  that	
  have	
  no	
  specific	
  purpose	
  but	
  focus	
  on	
  
companionship….	
  Freaks,	
  Geeks,	
  and	
  Cool	
  Kids:	
  American	
  Teenagers,	
  Schools,	
  and	
  the	
  Culture	
  of	
  
Consumption	
  (New	
  York:	
  Routledge,	
  	
  2004),	
  p.	
  63.	
  
6 For further discussion on relational influence see Christian Smith’s Evangelicalism: Embattled and 
Thriving.  Smith articulates what he sees as personal influence relationalism in forms (especially 
conservative forms) of Protestantism. 
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this	
  happens	
  young	
  people	
  are	
  no	
  longer	
  persons,	
  bound	
  in	
  relationship,	
  persons	
  

who	
  invite	
  us	
  to	
  join	
  them.	
  	
  But	
  individuals	
  whom	
  we	
  seek	
  to,	
  through	
  the	
  tool	
  of	
  the	
  

relationship,	
  to	
  influence	
  toward	
  our	
  own	
  interest.	
  	
  	
  

So	
  now	
  the	
  relationship	
  functions	
  as	
  tool	
  that	
  gets	
  adolescents	
  to	
  do,	
  believe,	
  

or	
  behave	
  in	
  a	
  certain	
  way.	
  Because	
  the	
  incarnation	
  is	
  a	
  theme	
  that	
  turns	
  into	
  a	
  

function,	
  the	
  relational	
  core	
  (the	
  relationship	
  to	
  young	
  person)	
  becomes	
  

instrumentalized.	
  	
  When	
  the	
  incarnation	
  is	
  a	
  theme	
  the	
  relationship	
  becomes	
  an	
  

instrument.	
  	
  Your	
  relationship	
  with	
  the	
  young	
  person	
  has	
  an	
  agenda,	
  has	
  an	
  end,	
  

which	
  you	
  are	
  using	
  the	
  relationship	
  to	
  reach.	
  	
  	
  Then	
  it	
  is	
  not	
  necessarily	
  the	
  young	
  

person’s	
  humanity	
  that	
  matters,	
  but	
  where	
  your	
  relationship	
  and	
  ministry	
  is	
  taking	
  

the	
  young	
  person.	
  	
  The	
  relationship	
  is	
  only	
  as	
  important	
  as	
  the	
  results	
  it	
  achieves—

as	
  the	
  ends	
  it	
  meets.	
  	
  The	
  relationship	
  itself	
  is	
  only	
  important	
  as	
  a	
  tool	
  to	
  get	
  to	
  

another	
  end,	
  which	
  exists	
  outside	
  the	
  relationship	
  itself.	
  	
  	
  

So	
  ministry	
  becomes	
  about	
  using	
  the	
  youth	
  worker’s	
  relationship	
  to	
  get	
  the	
  

depressed	
  girl	
  over	
  her	
  depression.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  about	
  using	
  the	
  youth	
  worker’s	
  

relationship	
  to	
  get	
  the	
  doubting	
  boy	
  past	
  his	
  perplexed	
  searching	
  to	
  belief.	
  	
  And	
  of	
  

course,	
  if	
  she	
  doesn’t	
  get	
  better	
  or	
  he	
  can’t	
  get	
  through	
  his	
  doubt,	
  then	
  because	
  the	
  

youth	
  worker’s	
  relationship	
  has	
  become	
  a	
  “tool”	
  he	
  or	
  she	
  is	
  justified	
  in	
  abandoning	
  

these	
  kids	
  for	
  others	
  easier	
  to	
  influence	
  (you	
  have	
  limited	
  resources	
  after	
  all),	
  the	
  

youth	
  worker’s	
  job	
  is	
  to	
  influence	
  young	
  people	
  through	
  his	
  or	
  her	
  relationship,	
  but	
  

these	
  adolescents	
  are	
  too	
  stubborn	
  (more	
  truly,	
  too	
  hurting)	
  to	
  be	
  influenced.	
  	
  When	
  

the	
  incarnation	
  becomes	
  a	
  functional	
  theme	
  then	
  it	
  isn’t	
  the	
  broken	
  and	
  beautiful	
  

humanity	
  of	
  the	
  adolescent	
  that	
  matters	
  but	
  his	
  or	
  her	
  ability	
  to	
  decide,	
  chose,	
  and	
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behave.	
  Relationship	
  isn’t	
  the	
  ground	
  of	
  ministry,	
  but	
  the	
  best	
  tool	
  for	
  ministry.	
  	
  

Ministry	
  becomes	
  about	
  making	
  kids	
  better	
  (or	
  into	
  something,	
  even	
  something	
  

Christian),	
  not	
  joining	
  them	
  in	
  their	
  broken	
  and	
  yearning	
  humanity.	
  	
  	
  

But	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one	
  (to	
  take	
  the	
  shift	
  Anderson	
  calls	
  us	
  to)	
  has	
  become	
  

human,	
  truly	
  human.	
  	
  The	
  “function”	
  of	
  the	
  incarnation—so	
  to	
  speak—was	
  not	
  to	
  get	
  

us	
  to	
  do	
  something.	
  	
  Dietrich	
  Bonhoeffer	
  asserted	
  that	
  the	
  incarnation	
  was	
  not	
  about	
  

a	
  function,	
  therefore	
  it	
  wasn’t	
  about	
  a	
  theme,	
  but	
  was	
  about	
  a	
  person,	
  about	
  

relationship,	
  about	
  God	
  in	
  God’s	
  fullness	
  sharing	
  our	
  place,	
  being	
  our	
  representative,	
  

by	
  being	
  completely	
  with	
  and	
  for	
  us,	
  by	
  being	
  our	
  place-­‐sharer.7	
  	
  God’s	
  activity	
  in	
  

becoming	
  incarnate	
  is	
  on	
  many	
  levels	
  its	
  own	
  ”good,”	
  its	
  own	
  end.	
  	
  While	
  we	
  

continue	
  to	
  seek	
  to	
  move	
  beyond	
  our	
  humanity,	
  God	
  becomes	
  human,	
  Bonhoeffer	
  

claimed.8	
  	
  The	
  incarnation	
  is	
  about	
  God,	
  it	
  is	
  about	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one	
  Jesus	
  Christ,	
  

sharing	
  our	
  place,	
  representing	
  us	
  and	
  loving	
  us	
  by	
  fully	
  sharing	
  our	
  humanity	
  so	
  

that	
  we	
  might	
  be	
  in	
  relationship	
  with	
  God	
  not	
  beyond,	
  over,	
  or	
  around	
  our	
  broken	
  

humanity	
  but	
  within	
  it.9	
  	
  We	
  don’t	
  have	
  to	
  become	
  “whole”	
  for	
  God	
  to	
  move	
  to	
  share	
  

our	
  place.	
  	
  The	
  incarnation,	
  then,	
  isn’t	
  bound	
  up	
  in	
  the	
  idea	
  of	
  a	
  theme,	
  but	
  in	
  the	
  

encounter	
  of	
  a	
  person,	
  making	
  personhood	
  essential.	
  	
  God	
  acts	
  for	
  our	
  salvation,	
  for	
  

our	
  restored	
  community	
  with	
  God,	
  not	
  through	
  functions	
  and	
  tools,	
  but	
  by	
  sharing	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 Bonhoeffer used the German word Stellvertretung, which I have translated as place-sharing.  Others have 
translated as “deputy” or “vicarious representative action.”   
8	
  “God	
  loves	
  human	
  beings.	
  	
  God	
  loves	
  the	
  world.	
  Not	
  an	
  ideal	
  human,	
  but	
  human	
  beings	
  as	
  they	
  are;	
  
not	
  an	
  ideal	
  world,	
  but	
  the	
  real	
  world.	
  While	
  we	
  exert	
  ourselves	
  to	
  grow	
  beyond	
  our	
  humanity,	
  to	
  
leave	
  the	
  human	
  behind	
  us,	
  God	
  becomes	
  human;	
  and	
  we	
  must	
  recognize	
  that	
  God	
  wills	
  that	
  we	
  be	
  
human.	
  While	
  we	
  distinguish	
  between	
  pious	
  and	
  godless,	
  good	
  and	
  evil,	
  noble	
  and	
  base,	
  God	
  loves	
  
real	
  people	
  without	
  distinction.	
  Bonhoeffer,	
  Dietrich.	
  	
  Ethics:	
  Dietrich	
  Bonhoeffer	
  Works,	
  Volume	
  6	
  
(Minneapolis:	
  Fortress	
  Press,	
  2005),	
  p.	
  84	
  
9 See Douglas John Halls Professing the Faith for a discussion of representation which encompassing this 
Christological assertion. 
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our	
  place,	
  by	
  becoming	
  the	
  God	
  of	
  a	
  powerless	
  people	
  (Israel),	
  by	
  being	
  born	
  from	
  a	
  

poverty	
  stricken	
  morally	
  suspect	
  girl,	
  by	
  being	
  overcome	
  by	
  death	
  and	
  tragedy	
  on	
  

the	
  cross,	
  by	
  going	
  all	
  the	
  way	
  to	
  hell.	
  	
  The	
  story	
  and	
  life	
  of	
  Christ	
  isn’t	
  a	
  tool	
  for	
  

God’s	
  use,	
  but	
  is	
  God’s	
  person	
  and	
  presence	
  itself.	
  	
  So	
  now	
  those	
  places	
  of	
  

Godforsaken	
  brokenness	
  (deep	
  depression	
  and	
  deep	
  doubt)	
  become	
  places	
  where	
  

the	
  incarnate	
  one	
  has	
  been	
  and	
  can	
  be	
  found,	
  places	
  where	
  we	
  are	
  called	
  to	
  join	
  God,	
  

not	
  for	
  a	
  function	
  or	
  a	
  means	
  to	
  an	
  end	
  but	
  for	
  the	
  purpose	
  of	
  being	
  with	
  and	
  being	
  

for	
  (being	
  in	
  relationship).	
  

I	
  would	
  like	
  to	
  take	
  this	
  thought	
  one	
  step	
  further.	
  	
  To	
  follow	
  the	
  incarnate	
  

one,	
  is	
  to	
  embrace	
  our	
  frail	
  and	
  fragile	
  humanity	
  as	
  we	
  turn	
  toward	
  young	
  people,	
  it	
  

is	
  to	
  see	
  relationships	
  with	
  young	
  people	
  not	
  as	
  tools	
  to	
  get	
  us	
  to	
  other	
  ends,	
  but	
  as	
  

the	
  end	
  in	
  itself,	
  to	
  act	
  with	
  a	
  for	
  them	
  from	
  the	
  core	
  our	
  yearning	
  humanity.	
  	
  

Ministry	
  is	
  not	
  about	
  getting	
  adolescents	
  right,	
  but	
  joining	
  them	
  in	
  their	
  humanity,	
  it	
  

is	
  not	
  about	
  confessing	
  Christ	
  outside	
  or	
  beyond	
  our	
  relationship	
  with	
  them,	
  but	
  

within	
  it,	
  within	
  its	
  questions,	
  fears,	
  and	
  yearnings.	
  	
  To	
  follow	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one	
  in	
  

youth	
  ministry	
  is	
  to	
  see	
  our	
  relationship	
  with	
  young	
  people	
  as	
  the	
  invitation	
  to	
  

share	
  their	
  place,	
  to	
  open	
  our	
  humanity	
  to	
  them	
  as	
  we	
  invite	
  them	
  to	
  open	
  their	
  own	
  

to	
  us.	
  	
  And,	
  in	
  so	
  doing,	
  to	
  claim	
  the	
  presence	
  and	
  continued	
  activity	
  of	
  the	
  one	
  who	
  

has	
  truly	
  become	
  human	
  for	
  us.	
  	
  

Incarnational	
  ministry	
  then	
  isn’t	
  a	
  theme,	
  but	
  a	
  reality;	
  it	
  is	
  not	
  a	
  function	
  but	
  

a	
  person.	
  	
  The	
  relationships	
  at	
  the	
  center	
  of	
  incarnational	
  ministry	
  are	
  not	
  the	
  road	
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to	
  some	
  other	
  place,	
  but	
  the	
  destination	
  itself,	
  for	
  in	
  our	
  action	
  of	
  encountering	
  each	
  

other,	
  through	
  our	
  broken	
  and	
  beautiful	
  humanity	
  we	
  concretely	
  encounter	
  God.10	
  

	
  	
  

Encounter	
  with	
  the	
  Transcendence	
  of	
  God	
  

To	
  give	
  our	
  attention	
  to	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one	
  leads	
  us	
  to	
  ask	
  the	
  direct	
  question,	
  

the	
  question	
  that	
  seeks	
  concreteness:	
  where	
  do	
  we	
  encounter	
  this	
  God	
  who	
  has	
  

become	
  human?	
  	
  This	
  question	
  really	
  is	
  the	
  heart	
  of	
  the	
  connection	
  between	
  

theology	
  and	
  ministry.	
  Where	
  do	
  we	
  understand	
  God	
  as	
  present?	
  Where	
  is	
  God	
  in	
  the	
  

world?	
  	
  Where	
  do	
  the	
  adolescents	
  we	
  work	
  with	
  encounter	
  this	
  God	
  where	
  God	
  is?	
  	
  And	
  

what	
  shape	
  should	
  our	
  ministries	
  and	
  times	
  with	
  adolescents	
  take	
  to	
  be	
  faithful	
  to	
  

where	
  God	
  is?	
  	
  	
  Once	
  God	
  becomes	
  the	
  God	
  of	
  Israel,	
  once	
  God	
  unveils	
  Godself	
  in	
  

Jesus	
  Christ,	
  when	
  revelation	
  is	
  central	
  to	
  our	
  theological	
  conceptions,	
  once	
  we	
  

claim	
  that	
  God	
  reveals	
  Godself,	
  then	
  we	
  are	
  confronted	
  with	
  this	
  question,	
  “Where	
  is	
  

God?”.11	
  

This	
  is	
  the	
  central	
  theological	
  question	
  since	
  the	
  arrival	
  of	
  modernity,	
  Where	
  

is	
  God?	
  In	
  a	
  world	
  where	
  miracles	
  happen	
  only	
  on	
  TV,	
  death	
  happens	
  in	
  hospitals,	
  

and	
  churches	
  sponsor	
  Starbucks	
  kiosks	
  and	
  pilates	
  classes,	
  where	
  is	
  God	
  concretely?	
  

Where	
  can	
  we	
  say	
  we	
  encounter	
  God?	
  	
  The	
  arrival	
  (and	
  worship)	
  of	
  individualism	
  in	
  

America	
  tends	
  to	
  encourage	
  the	
  assertion	
  that	
  God	
  is	
  where	
  we	
  subjectively	
  feel	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 “One does not love God in the neighbor, nor are neighbors loved to make them Christian—neighbors are 
loved for their own sake, and in this love of the human companions one serves the will of God.” 
Bonhoeffer	
  continues,	
  “…I	
  do	
  not	
  love	
  God	
  in	
  the	
  ‘neighbor’,	
  but	
  I	
  love	
  the	
  concrete	
  You;	
  I	
  love	
  the	
  
You	
  by	
  placing	
  myself,	
  my	
  entire	
  will,	
  in	
  the	
  service	
  of	
  the	
  You….	
  	
  The	
  person	
  who	
  loves	
  God	
  must,	
  by	
  
God’s	
  will,	
  really	
  love	
  the	
  neighbor.”	
  Sanctorum	
  Communio:	
  A	
  Theological	
  Study	
  of	
  the	
  Sociology	
  of	
  the	
  
Church	
  (Fortress	
  Press:	
  Minneapolis,	
  1963),	
  p.	
  169.	
  
11	
  Eberhard	
  Jungel	
  says	
  it	
  this	
  way,	
  ““Whether there is a God at all and what a God is, are decided for 
contemporary man [sic] by answering this question: Where can God be encountered and where can he [sic] 
be addressed as God?”	
  God	
  as	
  the	
  Mystery	
  of	
  the	
  World	
  (Grand	
  Rapids,	
  MI;	
  Eerdmans,	
  1983)	
  p.	
  49.	
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God.	
  	
  But	
  if	
  we	
  are	
  honest	
  such	
  assertions	
  can’t	
  avoid	
  the	
  white-­‐hot	
  heat	
  of	
  doubt	
  in	
  

late	
  modernity.	
  	
  “Can	
  I	
  trust	
  my	
  feelings?”	
  	
  “Is	
  it	
  God	
  or	
  what	
  I	
  had	
  for	
  lunch?”	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

	
   But	
  the	
  question,	
  Where	
  is	
  God?	
  asks	
  for	
  a	
  direct,	
  concrete	
  answer.	
  The	
  

question	
  assumes	
  a	
  desire	
  to	
  be	
  encountered	
  by	
  God,	
  and	
  encounter	
  is	
  the	
  heart	
  of	
  

relationship.	
  	
  For	
  instance,	
  if	
  my	
  son	
  came	
  up	
  to	
  me	
  while	
  I	
  was	
  watching	
  a	
  baseball	
  

game	
  on	
  the	
  couch	
  and	
  asked	
  me,	
  Where	
  is	
  Momma?	
  and	
  I	
  said,	
  “Momma	
  is	
  watching	
  

you,	
  can’t	
  you	
  feel	
  her?”,	
  he	
  would	
  be	
  very	
  unsatisfied;	
  he’d	
  figure	
  I	
  was	
  either	
  a	
  jerk	
  

or	
  deranged.	
  	
  He	
  wants	
  to	
  know	
  concretely	
  where	
  she	
  is	
  so	
  that	
  he	
  can	
  be	
  with	
  her,	
  

so	
  that	
  he	
  can	
  be	
  loved	
  by	
  her	
  and	
  love	
  her.	
  Where	
  is	
  Momma?—just	
  like	
  Where	
  is	
  

God?—is	
  a	
  question	
  that	
  seeks	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  a	
  person,	
  to	
  be	
  in	
  a	
  relationship	
  with	
  

another.	
  	
  To	
  answer	
  “God	
  is	
  watching	
  over	
  you,	
  can’t	
  you	
  feel	
  God?”	
  is	
  to	
  assume	
  that	
  

we	
  cannot	
  share	
  in	
  God’s	
  presence,	
  that	
  God	
  is	
  too	
  far	
  away	
  to	
  be	
  with	
  us,	
  too	
  

abstract	
  to	
  be	
  a	
  person	
  but	
  can	
  only	
  be	
  a	
  substance	
  to	
  feel.	
  	
  

The	
  theological	
  reason	
  for	
  relational	
  youth	
  ministry	
  is	
  not	
  simply	
  the	
  fact	
  

that	
  “it’s	
  what	
  Jesus	
  did.”	
  Rather	
  our	
  reasons	
  for	
  incarnational	
  ministry	
  should	
  have	
  

something	
  to	
  do	
  with	
  where	
  God	
  is.	
  	
  Or	
  to	
  say	
  it	
  another	
  way,	
  relational	
  youth	
  

ministry	
  isn’t	
  about	
  getting	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  accept	
  a	
  message	
  from	
  long	
  ago,	
  but	
  is	
  

rather	
  about	
  participating	
  in	
  the	
  living	
  presence	
  of	
  God	
  together	
  with	
  them,	
  right	
  

now.	
  

I	
  am	
  arguing	
  here	
  for	
  conceiving	
  of	
  incarnational	
  youth	
  ministry	
  as	
  the	
  act	
  of	
  

place-­‐sharing.	
  	
  	
  A	
  incarnational	
  youth	
  ministry	
  of	
  place-­‐sharing	
  argues	
  that	
  our	
  

relationships—where	
  we	
  truly	
  see	
  other	
  persons	
  and	
  share	
  their	
  place	
  without	
  

wanting	
  the	
  relationship	
  to	
  lead	
  us	
  to	
  a	
  certain	
  goal—are	
  the	
  location	
  of	
  God’s	
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presence	
  in	
  the	
  world.	
  	
  Because	
  God	
  has	
  become	
  human,	
  gone	
  to	
  the	
  cross	
  suffering	
  

our	
  estrangement,	
  and	
  overcome	
  it	
  with	
  resurrection.	
  	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  stands	
  with	
  us	
  

and	
  for	
  us,	
  beside	
  us.12	
  So	
  when	
  we	
  search	
  for	
  God,	
  we	
  don’t	
  look	
  outside	
  our	
  world,	
  

for	
  God	
  in	
  Jesus	
  has	
  already	
  entered	
  our	
  world.	
  	
  Rather,	
  we	
  search	
  and	
  find	
  God	
  by	
  

turning	
  to	
  our	
  brothers	
  and	
  sisters	
  and	
  confessing	
  that	
  God	
  in	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  stands	
  

with/next	
  to	
  them.13	
  	
  

In	
  Mathew	
  25:31ff	
  Jesus	
  equates	
  his	
  presence	
  (his	
  “where”)	
  with	
  feeding	
  the	
  

hungry,	
  clothing	
  the	
  naked,	
  and	
  visiting	
  the	
  prisoner.	
  	
  Since	
  Jesus	
  stands	
  with	
  and	
  

for	
  them,	
  that	
  means	
  that	
  what	
  we	
  do	
  “unto”	
  them,	
  as	
  Jesus	
  says,	
  we	
  do	
  unto	
  him.	
  

When	
  we	
  enter	
  into	
  relationships	
  of	
  place-­‐sharing,	
  God	
  is	
  concretely	
  present.	
  Not	
  

just	
  as	
  an	
  idea,	
  not	
  just	
  as	
  a	
  nice	
  thing	
  to	
  say	
  or	
  believe,	
  but	
  as	
  an	
  actuality.	
  	
  Since	
  

Jesus	
  Christ	
  is	
  really	
  there,	
  quite	
  literally,	
  what	
  we	
  do	
  to	
  another	
  we	
  do	
  to	
  Christ.	
  For	
  

through	
  incarnation,	
  crucifixion,	
  and	
  resurrection	
  Jesus	
  stands	
  with	
  and	
  for	
  others.	
  

This	
  means	
  that	
  relationships	
  with	
  adolescents	
  are	
  not	
  tools	
  for	
  influence	
  but	
  

rather	
  something	
  more	
  beautiful	
  and	
  significant.	
  Relationships	
  with	
  youth	
  (and	
  

relationships	
  in	
  general)	
  are	
  the	
  location	
  of	
  God’s	
  presence	
  in	
  the	
  world.	
  When	
  we	
  

open	
  our	
  lives	
  to	
  young	
  people,	
  and	
  they	
  open	
  theirs	
  lives	
  to	
  us,	
  we’re	
  not	
  just	
  doing	
  

good	
  ministry.	
  	
  Rather,	
  we	
  are	
  doing	
  good	
  ministry	
  because	
  we	
  are	
  both	
  (adolescent	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 “the disciples view other people only as those to whom Jesus comes.  They encounter other people only 
because they approach them together with Jesus.  Jesus goes ahead of them to other people, and the 
disciples follow him.  Thus an encounter between a disciple and another person is never just a freely chosen 
encounter between two people….  Disciples can encounter other people only as those to whom Jesus 
himself comes.  Jesus’ struggle for the other person, his call, his love, his grace, his judgment are all that 
matters.”  Bonhoeffer, Discipleship (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001), p. 170. 
13 Bonhoeffer explains, “I hear another man really proclaim the gospel to me. He extends to me the 
sacrament: you are forgiven. He and the community pray for me, and I hear the gospel, join the prayer, and 
know myself in the word, sacrament, and prayer of the community of Christ to be bound with the new 
humanity, be it now here or elsewhere, borne by it, bearing it. Here I, the historically whole man, individual 
and humanity, am touched.” Ibid. 
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and	
  adult)	
  communing	
  with	
  God,	
  not	
  in	
  ourselves,	
  but	
  in	
  our	
  communion.	
  	
  As	
  we	
  

share	
  each	
  other’s	
  place,	
  through	
  the	
  power	
  of	
  God’s	
  own	
  action	
  as	
  incarnate,	
  

crucified,	
  and	
  resurrected,	
  we’re	
  participating	
  in	
  God’s	
  own	
  person.	
  

At	
  first	
  glance	
  such	
  a	
  perspective	
  seems	
  to	
  domesticate	
  God	
  and	
  place	
  God	
  

into	
  constraints	
  of	
  our	
  own	
  making.	
  	
  Asking	
  the	
  question	
  “where	
  is	
  God?”	
  at	
  all	
  

seems	
  to	
  run	
  this	
  risk.	
  	
  But	
  this	
  is	
  only	
  so	
  if	
  we	
  fail	
  to	
  explore	
  the	
  profundity	
  of	
  

relationship.	
  	
  Relationship	
  (true	
  relationship	
  that	
  is	
  not	
  the	
  road	
  to	
  something	
  else,	
  

but	
  the	
  destination	
  of	
  being	
  together,	
  being	
  with	
  and	
  for	
  each	
  other)	
  is	
  the	
  

experience	
  of	
  transcendence.14	
  	
  In	
  the	
  midst	
  of	
  encounter,	
  in	
  the	
  midst	
  of	
  really	
  

seeing	
  and	
  being	
  with	
  another	
  we	
  discover	
  that	
  he	
  or	
  she	
  is	
  other	
  then	
  us,	
  that	
  they	
  

escape	
  us,	
  they	
  are	
  outside	
  what	
  we	
  can	
  grasp.	
  	
  The	
  more	
  I	
  love	
  my	
  wife,	
  the	
  more	
  I	
  

embrace	
  my	
  children	
  and	
  allow	
  them	
  to	
  embrace	
  me,	
  then	
  the	
  more	
  I	
  encounter	
  

them	
  as	
  mystery,	
  as	
  others	
  I	
  cannot	
  possess	
  or	
  totalize,	
  but	
  can	
  only	
  meet	
  in	
  the	
  

infinite	
  mystery	
  of	
  their	
  being,	
  of	
  their	
  being	
  with	
  me	
  as	
  other	
  than	
  me.	
  	
  The	
  deeper	
  

we	
  encounter	
  another	
  the	
  more	
  others	
  become	
  other	
  than	
  us,	
  the	
  more	
  they	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14	
  It	
  is	
  not	
  only	
  Bonhoeffer	
  who	
  believes	
  this	
  but	
  the	
  Jewish	
  philosopher	
  Emmanuel	
  Levinas	
  believes	
  
something	
  similar.	
  The	
  dimension	
  of	
  the	
  divine	
  opens	
  forth	
  from	
  the	
  human	
  face.	
  	
  “A	
  relation	
  with	
  the	
  
Transcendent	
  free	
  from	
  all	
  captivation	
  by	
  the	
  Transcendent	
  is	
  a	
  social	
  relation.	
  It	
  is	
  here	
  that	
  the	
  
Transcendent,	
  infinitely	
  other,	
  solicits	
  us	
  and	
  appeals	
  to	
  us.	
  The	
  proximity	
  of	
  the	
  Other,	
  the	
  proximity	
  
of	
  the	
  neighbor,	
  is	
  in	
  being	
  an	
  ineluctable	
  moment	
  of	
  the	
  revelation	
  of	
  an	
  absolute	
  presence	
  (that	
  is,	
  
disengaged	
  from	
  every	
  relation)	
  ,	
  which	
  expresses	
  itself.	
  His	
  very	
  epiphany	
  consists	
  in	
  soliciting	
  us	
  by	
  
his	
  destitution	
  in	
  the	
  face	
  of	
  the	
  Stranger,	
  the	
  widow,	
  and	
  the	
  orphan.	
  The	
  atheism	
  of	
  the	
  
metaphysician	
  means,	
  positively,	
  that	
  our	
  relation	
  with	
  the	
  Metaphysical	
  is	
  an	
  ethical	
  behavior	
  and	
  
not	
  theology,	
  not	
  a	
  thematization,	
  be	
  it	
  a	
  knowledge	
  by	
  analogy,	
  of	
  the	
  attributes	
  of	
  God.	
  God	
  rises	
  to	
  
his	
  supreme	
  and	
  ultimate	
  presence	
  as	
  correlative	
  to	
  the	
  justice	
  rendered	
  unto	
  men.	
  The	
  direct	
  
comprehension	
  of	
  God	
  is	
  impossible	
  for	
  a	
  look	
  directed	
  upon	
  him,	
  not	
  because	
  our	
  intelligence	
  is	
  
limited,	
  but	
  because	
  the	
  relation	
  with	
  infinity	
  respects	
  the	
  total	
  Transcendence	
  of	
  the	
  other	
  without	
  
being	
  bewitched	
  by	
  it,	
  and	
  because	
  our	
  possibility	
  of	
  welcoming	
  him	
  in	
  man	
  goes	
  further	
  than	
  the	
  
comprehension	
  that	
  thematizes	
  and	
  encompasses	
  its	
  object.	
  .	
  Levinas,	
  Emmanuel.	
  	
  Totality	
  and	
  
Infinity.	
  	
  (Pittsburgh:	
  Duquesne	
  University,	
  1961),	
  p.	
  78.	
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transcend	
  us.	
  	
  They	
  become	
  our	
  limit,	
  that	
  which	
  is	
  outside	
  and	
  beyond	
  us,	
  that	
  

which	
  transcends	
  us.	
  15	
  	
  	
  

The	
  mystery	
  of	
  God	
  is	
  that	
  even	
  as	
  God	
  is	
  found	
  among	
  us,	
  God	
  remains	
  

other,	
  beyond	
  our	
  grasp.	
  	
  God	
  is	
  transcendent	
  as	
  both	
  hidden	
  and	
  revealed	
  by	
  

binding	
  Godself	
  with	
  humanity,	
  first	
  through	
  Israel	
  and	
  then	
  through	
  Jesus.	
  	
  Because	
  

Jesus	
  is	
  the	
  incarnate	
  one,	
  who	
  is	
  crucified	
  and	
  resurrected,	
  Bonhoeffer	
  contends	
  

that	
  God’s	
  transcendence	
  is	
  historical;	
  it	
  confronts	
  humanity	
  within	
  humanity’s	
  

experience	
  of	
  time	
  and	
  space.	
  	
  Following	
  this,	
  the	
  place	
  of	
  God’s	
  transcendence	
  

within	
  human	
  history	
  is	
  found	
  in	
  the	
  person	
  of	
  Jesus	
  Christ.	
  	
  That	
  God	
  has	
  chosen	
  to	
  

make	
  Godself	
  known	
  as	
  person	
  is	
  not	
  inconsistent	
  with	
  God’s	
  own	
  being.	
  	
  For,	
  the	
  

inner	
  life	
  of	
  the	
  Trinity	
  as	
  Father,	
  Son,	
  and	
  Holy	
  Spirit	
  is	
  constituted	
  by	
  persons	
  in	
  

relation	
  to	
  one	
  another.	
  	
  Therefore,	
  it	
  is	
  the	
  other	
  person	
  (or	
  human	
  neighbor)	
  who	
  

confronts	
  me	
  within	
  my	
  existence,	
  and	
  in	
  so	
  doing	
  demonstrates	
  his	
  or	
  her	
  

otherness	
  from	
  me	
  (his	
  or	
  her	
  transcendence).	
  	
  Because	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  is	
  person	
  (both	
  

in	
  the	
  inner	
  life	
  of	
  the	
  Trinity	
  and	
  within	
  human	
  history)	
  we	
  experience	
  the	
  

transcendent	
  otherness	
  of	
  God	
  as	
  we	
  encounter	
  the	
  otherness	
  of	
  our	
  human	
  

neighbor	
  as	
  person.16	
  	
  Therefore,	
  it	
  is	
  within	
  the	
  relationship	
  that	
  we	
  come	
  up	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
15	
  “It	
  surely	
  must	
  be	
  that	
  the	
  ‘terrifying’	
  possibility	
  of	
  an	
  encounter	
  with	
  a	
  friend—certainly	
  a	
  strange	
  
idea	
  at	
  first	
  thought—is	
  not	
  in	
  the	
  possibility	
  of	
  betrayal,	
  but	
  in	
  revelation.	
  	
  We	
  touch	
  the	
  highest	
  
mystery	
  when	
  we	
  come	
  up	
  against	
  the	
  known,	
  or	
  the	
  knowable,	
  not	
  the	
  unknown	
  or	
  the	
  unknowable.	
  	
  
For	
  this	
  is	
  the	
  mystery	
  of	
  ‘coming	
  up	
  against,’	
  it	
  is	
  the	
  ‘uncanny’	
  moment	
  when	
  we	
  know	
  something	
  
or	
  someone.	
  	
  When	
  it	
  dawns	
  upon	
  us	
  that	
  we	
  are	
  loved	
  freely	
  and	
  intelligently	
  by	
  another;	
  where	
  the	
  
inner	
  logic	
  of	
  that	
  love	
  is	
  undeniably	
  present,	
  not	
  in	
  our	
  own	
  needs,	
  but	
  in	
  the	
  other’s	
  actions,	
  not	
  
even	
  in	
  our	
  own	
  spirit,	
  but	
  in	
  the	
  other’s	
  body.	
  And	
  thus	
  it	
  is	
  here	
  that	
  we	
  come	
  up	
  against	
  the	
  
transcendence,	
  not	
  the	
  beyond,	
  the	
  infinite,	
  which	
  extends	
  out	
  from	
  us,	
  but	
  the	
  ‘nearest	
  to	
  hand’,	
  the	
  
flesh	
  which	
  carries	
  in	
  it	
  the	
  logic	
  of	
  spirit.”	
  Anderson,	
  Ray	
  S.	
  	
  Historical	
  Transcendence	
  and	
  the	
  Reality	
  
of	
  God	
  (Grand	
  Rapids:	
  Eerdmans,	
  1975),	
  p.	
  104.	
  	
  
16	
  Bonhoeffer	
  states,	
  “There	
  is	
  no	
  relation	
  to	
  men	
  without	
  a	
  relation	
  to	
  God,	
  and	
  no	
  relation	
  to	
  God	
  
without	
  a	
  relation	
  to	
  men,	
  and	
  it	
  is	
  only	
  our	
  relation	
  to	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  which	
  provides	
  the	
  basis	
  for	
  our	
  
relation	
  to	
  men	
  and	
  to	
  God.	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  is	
  our	
  life,	
  and	
  so	
  now,	
  from	
  the	
  standpoint	
  of	
  Jesus	
  Christ,	
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against	
  the	
  living	
  God.17	
  	
  In	
  standing	
  with	
  and	
  for	
  the	
  other	
  person	
  whom	
  Jesus	
  

Christ	
  stands	
  beside,	
  I	
  encounter	
  Christ	
  as	
  I	
  see	
  the	
  mystery	
  of	
  other’s	
  humanity,	
  as	
  I	
  

recognize	
  that	
  I	
  cannot	
  possess	
  him	
  or	
  her,	
  but	
  must	
  love	
  him	
  or	
  her	
  as	
  I	
  confess	
  the	
  

love	
  of	
  Christ	
  for	
  us	
  both.	
  18	
  	
  I	
  encounter	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  God	
  because	
  in	
  

encountering	
  the	
  other	
  I	
  meet	
  the	
  one,	
  Jesus	
  Christ,	
  who	
  is	
  for	
  and	
  with	
  us	
  both.	
  	
  	
  But	
  

what	
  is	
  the	
  shape	
  or	
  orientation	
  of	
  a	
  relationship	
  that	
  encounters	
  the	
  other	
  as	
  

transcendent	
  and	
  avoids	
  the	
  danger	
  of	
  totalization,	
  of	
  making	
  self	
  or	
  other	
  a	
  

possession	
  or	
  product.	
  	
  And	
  how	
  do	
  such	
  relationships	
  constitute	
  encounters	
  with	
  

God?	
  

	
  
The	
  Four	
  orientations	
  of	
  faithful	
  Place-­‐Sharing	
  

1.	
  Open	
  and	
  Closed	
  

A	
  relationship	
  can	
  only	
  be	
  a	
  relationship	
  if	
  the	
  people	
  in	
  it	
  are	
  able	
  to	
  be	
  both	
  open	
  

and	
  closed	
  with	
  each	
  other.	
  	
  We	
  rightly	
  assume	
  that	
  being	
  in	
  relationship	
  with	
  

another	
  person	
  means	
  being	
  open	
  to	
  that	
  person,	
  letting	
  that	
  person	
  in,	
  sharing	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
we	
  may	
  say	
  that	
  our	
  fellow-­‐man	
  is	
  our	
  life	
  and	
  that	
  God	
  is	
  our	
  life.”	
  Quoted	
  in	
  Woelfel,	
  Bonhoeffer’s	
  
Theology	
  (Nashville:	
  Abingdon	
  Press,	
  1970),	
  67.	
  	
  
17	
  Bonhoeffer	
  explains	
  this	
  further,	
  “The	
  social	
  basic	
  category	
  is	
  the	
  I-­‐You-­‐relation.	
  The	
  You	
  of	
  the	
  
other	
  person	
  is	
  the	
  divine	
  You.	
  Thus	
  the	
  way	
  to	
  the	
  other	
  person’s	
  You	
  is	
  the	
  same	
  as	
  the	
  way	
  to	
  the	
  
divine	
  You,	
  either	
  through	
  acknowledgment	
  or	
  rejection.	
  	
  The	
  individual	
  becomes	
  a	
  person	
  ever	
  and	
  
again	
  through	
  the	
  other;	
  in	
  the	
  ‘moment’.	
  	
  The	
  other	
  person	
  presents	
  us	
  with	
  the	
  same	
  challenge	
  to	
  
our	
  knowing	
  as	
  does	
  God.	
  	
  My	
  real	
  relationship	
  to	
  another	
  person	
  is	
  oriented	
  to	
  my	
  relationship	
  with	
  
God.	
  	
  But	
  since	
  I	
  know	
  God’s	
  ‘I’	
  only	
  in	
  the	
  revelation	
  of	
  God’s	
  love,	
  so	
  too	
  with	
  the	
  other	
  person…”	
  	
  
Sanctorum	
  Communio,	
  55-­‐56.	
  
18	
  Green	
  states,	
  “The	
  socio-­‐ethical	
  relation	
  to	
  the	
  human	
  ‘other’	
  is	
  precisely	
  the	
  form	
  in	
  which	
  people	
  
encounter	
  the	
  divine	
  ‘Other’…God	
  is	
  not	
  immanent	
  in	
  us,	
  but	
  is	
  present	
  to	
  us	
  in	
  the	
  social	
  
relationship.	
  The	
  transcendence	
  of	
  God	
  means	
  God’s	
  presence	
  as	
  ‘Other.’	
  	
  Bonhoeffer:	
  A	
  Theology	
  of	
  
Sociality,	
  35,	
  36.	
  	
  Green	
  continues,	
  “We	
  do	
  not	
  deal	
  with	
  an	
  invisible	
  God	
  in	
  an	
  invisible	
  world	
  of	
  our	
  
wishful	
  fantasies;	
  God	
  is	
  met	
  and	
  heard	
  only	
  in	
  the	
  real	
  world	
  where	
  human,	
  personal	
  wills	
  
encounter	
  one	
  another;	
  God	
  is	
  to	
  be	
  sought	
  in	
  the	
  real	
  experience	
  of	
  historical,	
  social,	
  ethical	
  
existence.	
  	
  Furthermore,	
  as	
  we	
  shall	
  see,	
  the	
  purpose	
  of	
  the	
  divine	
  presence	
  is	
  precisely	
  to	
  renew	
  the	
  
personal	
  and	
  corporate	
  life	
  of	
  human	
  sociality.	
  Human	
  personal	
  being,	
  then,	
  derives	
  ultimately	
  from	
  
the	
  personal	
  being	
  of	
  God.	
  If	
  God	
  has	
  been	
  philosophically	
  described	
  as	
  absolute	
  Geist,	
  Bonhoeffer	
  
insists	
  that	
  God,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  human	
  beings,	
  must	
  be	
  fundamental	
  as	
  Person.”	
  Ibid.,	
  36.	
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things	
  with	
  that	
  person	
  as	
  he	
  or	
  she	
  lets	
  us	
  in	
  and	
  shares	
  things	
  with	
  us.	
  We	
  often	
  

hear	
  this	
  in	
  the	
  midst	
  of	
  frustration;	
  for	
  instance,	
  when	
  a	
  parent,	
  spouse,	
  or	
  friend	
  

says,	
  “I	
  don’t	
  know	
  what	
  it	
  is,	
  but	
  he	
  just	
  won’t	
  open	
  up	
  to	
  me.”	
  Yet	
  we	
  too	
  often	
  

make	
  the	
  mistake	
  of	
  assuming	
  that	
  the	
  major	
  component	
  to	
  any	
  relationship	
  is	
  the	
  

ability	
  to	
  be	
  open.	
  While	
  this	
  is	
  important,	
  it’s	
  just	
  as	
  important	
  (though	
  this	
  seems	
  

counterintuitive	
  to	
  us),	
  that	
  we	
  can	
  be	
  closed	
  with	
  another.	
  	
  Bonhoeffer	
  writes,	
  “Be	
  

wary	
  of	
  the	
  person	
  who	
  cannot	
  be	
  with	
  others,	
  but	
  be	
  just	
  as	
  wary	
  of	
  the	
  person	
  that	
  

cannot	
  be	
  alone.”	
  

	
   My	
  marriage	
  is	
  not	
  only	
  dependent	
  on	
  being	
  open	
  with	
  my	
  wife.	
  	
  It	
  surely	
  is;	
  

but	
  just	
  as	
  important	
  is	
  my	
  ability	
  to	
  be	
  closed,	
  my	
  ability	
  to	
  be	
  myself,	
  to	
  have	
  a	
  self.	
  

It	
  is	
  just	
  as	
  important	
  not	
  to	
  allow	
  her	
  or	
  myself	
  to	
  be	
  sucked	
  into	
  enmeshment	
  

where	
  we	
  can	
  no	
  longer	
  determine	
  where	
  she	
  begins	
  and	
  I	
  end,	
  no	
  longer	
  be	
  two	
  

persons.	
  	
  If	
  we	
  cannot	
  be	
  closed,	
  having	
  our	
  own	
  opinions,	
  thoughts	
  and	
  needs—if	
  

we	
  are	
  not	
  free	
  to	
  say,	
  “I	
  need	
  to	
  be	
  alone”—then	
  we	
  cannot	
  be	
  open	
  with	
  each	
  

other.	
  	
  If	
  she	
  cannot	
  be	
  closed	
  with	
  me,	
  I’ll	
  never	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  share	
  in	
  her	
  distinct	
  life,	
  

for	
  it	
  won’t	
  be	
  distinct	
  enough	
  from	
  my	
  own	
  life	
  for	
  me	
  to	
  see	
  it	
  as	
  “other”	
  than	
  me,	
  

as	
  an	
  experience	
  of	
  transcendence,	
  and	
  something	
  that	
  must	
  be	
  cherished	
  and	
  loved.	
  	
  

Now,	
  what	
  does	
  this	
  have	
  to	
  do	
  with	
  incarnational	
  youth	
  ministry?	
  To	
  enter	
  

into	
  another’s	
  suffering	
  and	
  share	
  another’s	
  place	
  demands	
  that	
  I	
  open	
  myself	
  to	
  

this	
  other;	
  but	
  just	
  as	
  importantly,	
  it	
  demands	
  that	
  I	
  be	
  closed	
  to	
  a	
  certain	
  extent.	
  If	
  I	
  

cannot	
  be	
  closed	
  enough	
  to	
  know	
  myself,	
  and	
  young	
  people	
  as	
  different	
  than	
  me,	
  

than	
  I	
  cannot	
  truly	
  see	
  and	
  be	
  with	
  them.	
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Often	
  it	
  is	
  believed	
  that	
  being	
  relational	
  in	
  ministry	
  is	
  about	
  being	
  radically	
  

open,	
  willing	
  to	
  let	
  adolescents	
  in	
  at	
  any	
  time	
  and	
  moment.	
  But	
  in	
  so	
  doing	
  the	
  youth	
  

worker	
  has	
  become	
  open	
  without	
  being	
  closed.	
  The	
  youth	
  worker	
  is	
  not	
  a	
  human	
  

being	
  with	
  needs,	
  dreams,	
  and	
  other	
  people	
  who	
  make	
  him	
  or	
  her	
  who	
  he	
  or	
  she	
  is,	
  

but	
  a	
  dispenser	
  who	
  existed	
  only	
  to	
  meet	
  adolescents’	
  needs.	
  	
  Ministry	
  is	
  not	
  broken	
  

person	
  to	
  broken	
  person,	
  but	
  a	
  ministry	
  to	
  consuming	
  kids	
  with	
  a	
  commodity-­‐giving	
  

youth	
  worker.	
  	
  To	
  be	
  a	
  place-­‐sharer	
  we	
  have	
  to	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  say	
  “no”	
  or	
  “I’m	
  finished”	
  

or	
  “Don’t	
  stop	
  by	
  at	
  dinnertime”	
  or	
  “I’m	
  on	
  vacation”	
  or	
  “Call	
  me	
  when	
  the	
  sun	
  is	
  up.”	
  	
  

If	
  our	
  ministries	
  are	
  only	
  about	
  influence,	
  then	
  we	
  have	
  every	
  reason	
  to	
  fear	
  

ever	
  saying	
  any	
  of	
  the	
  latter,	
  for	
  any	
  good	
  sales	
  rep	
  is	
  “always	
  open	
  for	
  business.”	
  

But	
  if	
  we	
  truly	
  believe	
  that	
  God	
  is	
  present	
  (i.e.,	
  that	
  the	
  “where”	
  of	
  Jesus	
  Christ	
  is	
  

located)	
  in	
  relationships,	
  then	
  it’s	
  vital	
  that	
  these	
  relationships	
  be	
  human	
  person	
  to	
  

human	
  person,	
  that	
  they	
  be	
  open	
  and	
  closed,	
  where	
  each	
  person	
  sees	
  the	
  distinct	
  

and	
  beautiful	
  humanity	
  of	
  the	
  other,	
  and	
  therefore	
  confesses	
  God	
  in	
  the	
  relationship.	
  	
  

Too	
  often	
  youth	
  workers	
  have	
  contended	
  that	
  their	
  relational	
  success	
  is	
  

judged	
  on	
  how	
  open	
  they	
  are	
  with	
  young	
  people,	
  but	
  it’s	
  just	
  as	
  important	
  the	
  youth	
  

worker	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  be	
  closed.	
  	
  It’s	
  important	
  that	
  they	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  identify	
  with	
  

adolescents;	
  but	
  just	
  as	
  important	
  is	
  their	
  ability	
  to	
  be	
  different,	
  to	
  differentiate,	
  to	
  

be	
  an	
  adult,	
  to	
  be	
  a	
  person.	
  

This	
  analysis	
  of	
  open	
  and	
  closedness,	
  of	
  differentiation	
  and	
  identification	
  is	
  

not	
  merely	
  a	
  sociological	
  analysis.	
  	
  God’s	
  triune	
  personhood	
  also	
  contains	
  

differentiation	
  and	
  distinction.	
  	
  Jesus	
  encounters	
  humanity	
  in	
  the	
  identification	
  and	
  

differentiation	
  of	
  his	
  own	
  humanity.	
  	
  He	
  is	
  the	
  very	
  logos	
  of	
  God,	
  he	
  is	
  different	
  and	
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distinct	
  from	
  all	
  others.	
  	
  If	
  you	
  have	
  seen	
  him	
  you	
  have	
  seen	
  the	
  Father.	
  	
  But	
  Jesus	
  at	
  

the	
  same	
  time	
  is	
  open	
  to	
  us,	
  he	
  is	
  fully	
  human,	
  he	
  is	
  bearing	
  death	
  and	
  despair.	
  	
  God	
  

has	
  fully	
  allowed	
  Godself	
  to	
  be	
  known	
  and	
  encountered	
  as	
  person	
  in	
  the	
  humanity	
  of	
  

Jesus	
  Christ.	
  	
  Where	
  once	
  one	
  could	
  not	
  survive	
  a	
  face-­‐to-­‐face	
  encounter	
  with	
  God,	
  in	
  

the	
  humanity	
  of	
  Jesus	
  God	
  is	
  encountered	
  (fully)	
  as	
  person.	
  	
  This	
  doesn’t	
  eliminate	
  

God’s	
  transcendence,	
  but	
  only	
  fortifies	
  it.	
  	
  That	
  which	
  is	
  the	
  most	
  mysterious	
  and	
  

other	
  is	
  that	
  which	
  is	
  closest	
  to	
  hand,	
  that	
  which	
  is	
  other	
  but	
  so	
  near.	
  	
  Like	
  the	
  sad	
  

story	
  of	
  your	
  grieving	
  friend,	
  or	
  the	
  warm	
  embrace	
  of	
  your	
  mother’s	
  hands,	
  or	
  of	
  the	
  

deep	
  sleeping	
  breaths	
  of	
  your	
  child.	
  	
  They	
  are	
  near,	
  but	
  in	
  the	
  nearness	
  of	
  their	
  

person	
  they	
  transcend	
  us	
  in	
  the	
  love	
  of	
  relationship	
  person	
  to	
  person.	
  	
  	
  	
  

The	
  fullness	
  of	
  God’s	
  otherness	
  is	
  experienced	
  in	
  open	
  and	
  closedness.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  

experienced	
  as	
  that	
  which	
  is	
  close	
  at	
  hand;	
  it	
  is	
  experienced	
  in	
  our	
  humanity,	
  for	
  

God	
  has	
  become	
  human.19	
  	
  But	
  in	
  experiencing	
  it	
  here,	
  it	
  escapes	
  us,	
  its	
  nearness	
  

reveals	
  its	
  others,	
  God	
  has	
  taken	
  on	
  flesh	
  and	
  in	
  so	
  doing	
  shows	
  God’s	
  love	
  for	
  us,	
  by	
  

being	
  near	
  to	
  us,	
  God	
  shows	
  God’s	
  otherness	
  from	
  us.	
  	
  	
  

Relationships	
  of	
  open	
  and	
  closedness,	
  of	
  identification	
  and	
  differentiation,	
  

hold	
  within	
  them	
  the	
  possibility	
  of	
  being	
  places	
  to	
  encounter	
  God,	
  because	
  they	
  are	
  

places	
  of	
  transcendence,	
  places	
  where	
  person	
  meet	
  person,	
  places	
  where	
  the	
  person	
  

of	
  God	
  encounters	
  our	
  own	
  persons.	
  	
  But	
  without	
  the	
  open	
  and	
  closedness	
  person	
  to	
  

person	
  structure	
  of	
  transcendence	
  is	
  lost,	
  for	
  there	
  is	
  no	
  otherness	
  without	
  

closedness.	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 see Barth’s Humanity of God 
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When	
  the	
  youth	
  worker	
  lives	
  into	
  the	
  calling	
  of	
  being	
  both	
  open	
  and	
  closed,	
  

differentiated	
  but	
  near,	
  a	
  genuine	
  living	
  into	
  one’s	
  humanity	
  takes	
  place.	
  	
  Then	
  the	
  

youth	
  worker	
  becomes	
  a	
  person	
  to	
  be	
  in	
  relationship	
  with	
  as	
  opposed	
  to	
  the	
  super-­‐

relational	
  pastor.	
  	
  If	
  the	
  youth	
  worker	
  is	
  available	
  at	
  any	
  time	
  to	
  provide	
  a	
  ride	
  or	
  to	
  

meet	
  an	
  adolescent’s	
  need	
  the	
  youth	
  worker	
  is	
  no	
  longer	
  a	
  unique	
  person	
  who	
  calls	
  

out	
  for	
  relationship	
  with	
  adolescents’	
  own	
  distinct,	
  unique	
  persons,	
  but	
  simply	
  a	
  guy	
  

or	
  girl	
  who	
  met	
  their	
  needs.	
  	
  They	
  see	
  someone	
  who	
  could	
  be	
  summarized,	
  not	
  as	
  a	
  

multidimensional,	
  mysterious	
  person,	
  but	
  as	
  a	
  youth	
  worker	
  whose	
  job	
  it	
  is	
  to	
  be	
  

relational.	
  The	
  youth	
  worker	
  became	
  as	
  much	
  of	
  a	
  person	
  as	
  the	
  telemarketer	
  who	
  

calls	
  me.	
  The	
  person	
  on	
  the	
  other	
  line	
  is	
  no	
  doubt	
  a	
  mysterious	
  human	
  being,	
  but	
  I	
  

never	
  witness	
  this	
  because	
  he	
  has	
  opened	
  himself	
  to	
  me	
  only	
  to	
  get	
  me	
  to	
  do	
  

something.	
  I	
  have	
  not	
  witnessed	
  the	
  wonder	
  of	
  his	
  being	
  in	
  his	
  closedness	
  and	
  

otherness,	
  therefore	
  I	
  find	
  it	
  easy	
  to	
  ignore	
  him.	
  

	
  

2.	
  Barrier	
  

	
   	
  The	
  power	
  of	
  faithful	
  place-­‐sharing	
  that’s	
  both	
  open	
  and	
  closed	
  is	
  that	
  the	
  

other	
  person	
  becomes	
  our	
  barrier	
  or	
  our	
  limit.	
  	
  When	
  we	
  come	
  up	
  against	
  their	
  

person,	
  we	
  discover	
  who	
  we	
  are.	
  Whenever	
  we’re	
  forced	
  to	
  see	
  the	
  other	
  person	
  

(and	
  are	
  not	
  allowed	
  to	
  use	
  them,	
  but	
  to	
  really	
  see	
  them),	
  we	
  discover	
  ourselves.	
  It’s	
  

in	
  interaction	
  with	
  others	
  that	
  we	
  discover	
  our	
  gifts,	
  abilities,	
  and	
  overall	
  

uniqueness.	
  We	
  form	
  our	
  very	
  identities	
  as	
  we	
  come	
  up	
  against	
  the	
  barrier	
  of	
  other	
  

people.	
  It’s	
  often	
  only	
  after	
  witnessing	
  another’s	
  closed-­‐ness	
  and	
  seeing	
  the	
  other	
  as	
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our	
  barrier	
  and	
  limit	
  that	
  we	
  begin,	
  through	
  the	
  relationship,	
  to	
  discover	
  our	
  own	
  

person.	
  	
  

	
   It	
  is	
  when	
  someone	
  acts	
  upon	
  us	
  as	
  a	
  barrier	
  and	
  limit	
  that	
  we	
  are	
  actually	
  

invited	
  into	
  a	
  relationship.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  through	
  action	
  one	
  to	
  another	
  that	
  we	
  discover	
  our	
  

very	
  selves,	
  but	
  discover	
  that	
  our	
  selves	
  are	
  bound	
  in	
  relationship	
  to	
  others.	
  	
  We	
  

need	
  others	
  to	
  be	
  our	
  limit.20	
  	
  	
  

	
   A	
  theology	
  of	
  God’s	
  otherness	
  encountered	
  in	
  revelation	
  is	
  the	
  assertion	
  that	
  

we	
  know	
  God	
  through	
  God’s	
  own	
  action.	
  	
  There	
  is	
  no	
  knowledge	
  of	
  God	
  outside	
  of	
  

God’s	
  own	
  action,	
  outside	
  of	
  encounter	
  (so	
  this	
  theological	
  perspective	
  asserts).	
  	
  

And	
  now	
  that	
  God	
  has	
  made	
  Godself	
  known	
  through	
  the	
  action	
  of	
  taking	
  on	
  

humanity	
  it	
  is	
  in	
  encountering	
  humanity,	
  it	
  is	
  in	
  action	
  with	
  and	
  for	
  our	
  fellow	
  

human	
  being,	
  in	
  coming	
  up	
  against	
  our	
  limit,	
  that	
  we	
  encounter	
  God.	
  	
  But	
  only	
  if	
  we	
  

see	
  that	
  God	
  has	
  encountered	
  the	
  world,	
  that	
  God	
  has	
  acted	
  in	
  revealing	
  Godself	
  by	
  

being	
  found	
  on	
  the	
  cross,	
  by	
  being	
  found	
  in	
  suffering	
  and	
  brokenness,	
  acting	
  for	
  the	
  

world	
  by	
  suffering	
  the	
  world,	
  restoring	
  relationship	
  by	
  suffering	
  broken	
  

relationship.	
  	
  In	
  the	
  mutual	
  action	
  of	
  shared	
  suffering	
  we	
  witness	
  the	
  other	
  person	
  

as	
  barrier,	
  as	
  that	
  which	
  cannot	
  be	
  transversed,	
  and	
  in	
  encountering	
  that	
  barrier	
  we	
  

find	
  ourselves	
  with	
  our	
  neighbor	
  in	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  God.	
  	
  	
  	
  

	
  	
   The	
  power	
  of	
  relationships	
  in	
  ministry	
  is	
  not	
  that	
  relationships	
  are	
  ideal	
  tools	
  

to	
  get	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  do	
  things	
  or	
  intimacy	
  zones	
  that	
  make	
  adolescents	
  feel	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20	
  “The	
  resistance	
  of	
  the	
  Other	
  is	
  not	
  merely	
  a	
  negation	
  of	
  the	
  act	
  of	
  the	
  Self,	
  it	
  is	
  necessary	
  to	
  the	
  
possibility	
  of	
  the	
  act,	
  and	
  so	
  constitutive	
  of	
  it.	
  For	
  without	
  a	
  resistance	
  no	
  action	
  is	
  possible.	
  To	
  act	
  at	
  
all	
  is	
  to	
  act	
  upon	
  something.	
  Consequently,	
  the	
  Other	
  is	
  discovered	
  in	
  tactual	
  perception	
  both	
  as	
  the	
  
resistance	
  to,	
  and	
  the	
  support	
  of	
  action.”	
  MacMurray,	
  John	
  The	
  Self	
  as	
  Agent	
  (London:	
  Faber	
  and	
  
Faber	
  Limited,	
  1953),	
  p.	
  110.	
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things.	
  Their	
  power	
  is	
  that	
  they	
  offer	
  young	
  people	
  barriers;	
  they	
  offer	
  our	
  humanity	
  

as	
  the	
  adolescents’	
  limit,	
  as	
  the	
  adolescents	
  become	
  ours.	
  	
  And	
  as	
  such,	
  the	
  

relationship	
  becomes	
  the	
  place	
  where	
  adolescents	
  discover	
  their	
  own	
  person,	
  as	
  

they	
  encounter	
  the	
  otherness	
  of	
  God	
  in	
  the	
  nearness	
  but	
  strangeness	
  of	
  our	
  

humanity.	
  

	
   But	
  to	
  be	
  barriers	
  we	
  need	
  to	
  be	
  ourselves.	
  We	
  need	
  to	
  be	
  open	
  and	
  closed	
  

with	
  adolescents;	
  we	
  need	
  to	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  say,	
  “No	
  further;	
  this	
  is	
  me	
  and	
  that	
  is	
  you.”	
  	
  

When	
  we	
  became	
  so	
  open	
  to	
  young	
  people	
  that	
  we	
  cannot	
  be	
  closed	
  we	
  lose	
  the	
  

ability	
  to	
  be	
  a	
  barrier	
  to	
  young	
  people.	
  Instead	
  we	
  become	
  a	
  jungle	
  gym;	
  our	
  

relationships	
  with	
  them	
  give	
  adolescents	
  something	
  to	
  do,	
  but	
  we	
  cannot	
  claim	
  our	
  

otherness	
  enough	
  to	
  become	
  their	
  barrier,	
  to	
  communicate	
  to	
  them	
  who	
  we	
  

witnessed	
  them	
  to	
  be.	
  	
  

	
  

3.	
  Corresponding	
  to	
  Reality	
  

In	
  the	
  British	
  movie	
  About	
  a	
  Boy,	
  Marcus	
  is	
  an	
  eccentric	
  kid	
  who	
  lives	
  with	
  a	
  

hippie-­‐ish,	
  depressed,	
  single	
  mother.	
  Soon	
  Marcus	
  meets	
  Will,	
  a	
  bachelor	
  who	
  thinks	
  

only	
  of	
  himself,	
  on	
  a	
  picnic	
  with	
  Marcus’	
  mother’s	
  friend,	
  Susie.	
  	
  Marcus	
  was	
  along	
  

on	
  Will	
  and	
  Susie’s	
  date	
  because	
  his	
  mother	
  was	
  feeling	
  “blue.”	
  Upon	
  dropping	
  

Marcus	
  off	
  at	
  home,	
  they	
  stumble	
  across	
  his	
  mother	
  passed	
  out	
  on	
  the	
  floor,	
  having	
  

attempted	
  suicide.	
  	
  

For	
  the	
  next	
  several	
  weeks	
  Marcus	
  shows	
  up	
  at	
  Will’s	
  flat	
  after	
  school.	
  At	
  first	
  

Will	
  is	
  reluctant	
  to	
  allow	
  Marcus	
  in;	
  after	
  all,	
  Will	
  is	
  self-­‐centered,	
  and	
  Marcus	
  is	
  a	
  

weird	
  kid.	
  	
  But	
  it	
  soon	
  becomes	
  something	
  Will	
  expects:	
  Marcus	
  arrives,	
  they	
  watch	
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Count	
  Down,	
  and	
  Marcus	
  leaves.	
  There’s	
  no	
  agenda.	
  Marcus	
  likes	
  being	
  with	
  Will,	
  

and	
  after	
  a	
  while	
  Will	
  looks	
  forward	
  to	
  being	
  with	
  Marcus.	
  After	
  several	
  weeks	
  

together,	
  Will	
  uncharacteristically	
  breaks	
  the	
  normal	
  rhythm	
  of	
  their	
  time	
  by	
  asking	
  

Marcus,	
  “So	
  how	
  is	
  it	
  going	
  at	
  home,	
  then?”	
  

“You	
  mean	
  with	
  my	
  mom,”	
  returns	
  Marcus,	
  trying	
  hard	
  to	
  show	
  that	
  it	
  is	
  not	
  

obvious	
  what	
  Will	
  is	
  referring	
  to.	
  “She’s	
  alright,	
  thanks.”	
  Marcus	
  continues,	
  looking	
  

away	
  quickly.	
  

“I	
  mean	
  she’s…”	
  Will	
  adds	
  tentatively,	
  unwilling	
  to	
  finish	
  his	
  thought.	
  But	
  

Marcus	
  knows	
  exactly	
  what	
  he	
  is	
  referring	
  to,	
  finishing	
  Will’s	
  sentence,	
  “I	
  know,	
  no,	
  

nothing	
  like	
  that.”	
  

Sensing	
  Marcus’	
  anxiety	
  about	
  his	
  mother	
  Will	
  responds,	
  “So	
  that	
  still	
  

bothering	
  you	
  then?”	
  

“Does	
  it	
  bother	
  me?”	
  Marcus	
  adds	
  trying	
  to	
  appear	
  stoic.	
  	
  

We	
  are	
  then	
  taken	
  into	
  Marcus’	
  thoughts:	
  “Every	
  single	
  day,	
  that’s	
  why	
  I	
  come	
  

here	
  instead	
  of	
  going	
  home.”	
  Looking	
  away	
  he	
  answers	
  Will’s	
  question,	
  “A	
  bit,	
  when	
  I	
  

think	
  about	
  it.”	
  

Will	
  can	
  only	
  respond	
  by	
  looking	
  away,	
  shaking	
  his	
  head.	
  Then	
  in	
  deep	
  

compassion	
  and	
  understanding	
  he	
  says,	
  “F-­‐-­‐king,	
  hell.”	
  Marcus	
  and	
  Will	
  share	
  a	
  

meaningful	
  look	
  and	
  the	
  scene	
  ends.	
  	
  

We	
  next	
  see	
  Marcus	
  walking	
  home	
  saying	
  again	
  to	
  himself,	
  “I	
  don’t	
  know	
  why	
  

Will	
  swore	
  like	
  that	
  but	
  it	
  made	
  me	
  feel	
  better;	
  it	
  made	
  me	
  feel	
  like	
  I	
  wasn’t	
  being	
  so	
  

pathetic	
  for	
  getting	
  so	
  scared.”	
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In	
  this	
  scene	
  Will’s	
  “F-­‐-­‐king	
  hell”	
  is	
  corresponding	
  to	
  reality;	
  he	
  has	
  taken	
  the	
  

time	
  to	
  see	
  Marcus’	
  suffering	
  and	
  can	
  only	
  respond	
  from	
  the	
  core	
  of	
  his	
  own	
  being.	
  

He	
  has	
  seen	
  the	
  world	
  from	
  Marcus’	
  place,	
  and	
  as	
  the	
  scene	
  ends,	
  Marcus	
  responds	
  

that	
  he	
  feels	
  understood,	
  and	
  that	
  Will	
  has	
  entered	
  into	
  this	
  difficult	
  situation	
  with	
  

him.	
  	
  Marcus’s	
  place	
  of	
  Godforsaken	
  loneliness	
  has	
  become	
  the	
  location	
  of	
  new	
  

community,	
  new	
  possibility,	
  it	
  has	
  become	
  the	
  place	
  where	
  God	
  is	
  present.	
  	
  With	
  

Will’s	
  “f-­‐-­‐-­‐king	
  hell”	
  he	
  has	
  spoken	
  what	
  is,	
  he	
  has	
  called	
  a	
  thing	
  what	
  it	
  is.	
  	
  He	
  has	
  

placed	
  his	
  person	
  in	
  Marcus’s	
  hell.	
  	
  He	
  has	
  seen	
  his	
  reality	
  and	
  by	
  seeing	
  and	
  acting	
  

to	
  call	
  it	
  what	
  it	
  is,	
  he	
  has	
  joined	
  Marcus	
  in	
  his	
  hell.	
  	
  But	
  Will	
  has	
  joined	
  him	
  as	
  

himself,	
  he	
  has	
  really	
  experienced	
  Marcus’s	
  pain,	
  but	
  he	
  has	
  not	
  confused	
  whose	
  

pain	
  it	
  is.	
  	
  He	
  is	
  able	
  to	
  really	
  join	
  Marcus	
  in	
  suffering	
  because	
  Will	
  is	
  closed	
  enough	
  

to	
  distinguish	
  Marcus’s	
  issue	
  from	
  his	
  own.	
  	
  If	
  somehow	
  he	
  imagined	
  that	
  Marcus’	
  

suffering	
  was	
  his	
  own	
  he	
  would	
  not	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  say	
  “f-­‐-­‐king	
  hell”	
  for	
  he	
  would	
  either	
  

have	
  to	
  quickly	
  solve	
  the	
  issue	
  or	
  deny	
  it	
  exists.	
  	
  

Marcus	
  is	
  still	
  in	
  his	
  hell,	
  but	
  no	
  longer	
  alone,	
  he	
  has	
  been	
  joined,	
  his	
  suffering	
  

has	
  been	
  shared	
  and	
  as	
  shared	
  suffering	
  it	
  witnesses	
  beyond	
  itself	
  to	
  the	
  God	
  who	
  

joins	
  God’s	
  very	
  being	
  with	
  the	
  suffering	
  of	
  humanity	
  in	
  the	
  person	
  of	
  Jesus	
  Christ.	
  	
  

Will’s	
  “calling	
  a	
  thing	
  what	
  is”	
  is	
  the	
  call	
  to	
  join	
  God	
  where	
  God	
  can	
  be	
  found	
  in	
  hell,	
  

bringing	
  life	
  from	
  death.	
  	
  Will’s	
  “f-­‐-­‐king	
  hell”	
  becomes	
  the	
  joining	
  of	
  his	
  person	
  with	
  

Marcus	
  as	
  Jesus	
  joins	
  his	
  with	
  ours	
  by	
  suffering	
  the	
  fullness	
  of	
  our	
  reality.	
  	
  Will’s	
  “f-­‐-­‐

king	
  hell”	
  is	
  at	
  the	
  same	
  time	
  both	
  the	
  assertion	
  of	
  “reality”	
  (it	
  is	
  hell	
  to	
  worry	
  about	
  

your	
  mom’s	
  depression),	
  and	
  hope.	
  	
  Will’s	
  “f-­‐-­‐king	
  hell”	
  reveals	
  that	
  Marcus	
  is	
  no	
  

longer	
  alone,	
  that	
  his	
  frail,	
  worried	
  humanity	
  is	
  bound	
  to	
  another,	
  to	
  Will.	
  	
  And	
  if	
  it	
  is	
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be	
  bound	
  in	
  Will	
  it	
  can	
  be	
  just	
  as	
  well	
  bound	
  to	
  the	
  one	
  that	
  promise	
  to	
  bring	
  life	
  

from	
  death,	
  to	
  bring	
  hallelujah,	
  from	
  f-­‐-­‐king	
  hell.	
  	
  But	
  there	
  can	
  be	
  no	
  hallelujah	
  

without	
  f-­‐-­‐king	
  hell,	
  just	
  as	
  their	
  can	
  be	
  no	
  resurrection	
  without	
  the	
  cross,	
  no	
  

ultimate	
  through	
  the	
  avoidance	
  of	
  the	
  penultimate.	
  

	
   Much	
  like	
  Will	
  in	
  About	
  a	
  Boy,	
  corresponding	
  to	
  reality	
  with	
  young	
  people	
  

often	
  happens	
  as	
  we	
  simply	
  spend	
  time	
  with	
  them.	
  Will	
  didn’t	
  do	
  anything	
  magical	
  

or	
  professional;	
  he	
  simply	
  weekly	
  (or	
  daily)	
  watched	
  the	
  game	
  show	
  Count	
  Down	
  

with	
  Marcus,	
  and	
  as	
  he	
  did,	
  Marcus	
  revealed	
  windows	
  into	
  his	
  reality.	
  	
  If	
  we	
  can	
  

simply	
  spend	
  time	
  with	
  adolescents	
  with	
  the	
  simple-­‐but-­‐profound	
  desire	
  to	
  be	
  with	
  

them	
  in	
  their	
  realities,	
  we	
  have	
  become	
  their	
  place-­‐sharers.	
  

	
  

4.	
  Freedom	
  in	
  Mutuality	
  	
  

Too	
  often	
  we	
  imagine	
  that	
  a	
  good	
  youth	
  worker	
  is	
  able	
  to	
  get	
  adolescents	
  to	
  

open	
  up	
  and	
  talk,	
  so	
  we	
  carpet-­‐bomb	
  them	
  with	
  questions:	
  “How	
  is	
  school?	
  Who	
  are	
  

you	
  dating?	
  How	
  is	
  volleyball?	
  How	
  is	
  your	
  prayer	
  life?	
  How	
  are	
  things	
  at	
  home?”	
  

and	
  on	
  and	
  on.	
  	
  As	
  any	
  parent	
  or	
  youth	
  worker	
  knows,	
  getting	
  a	
  15-­‐year-­‐old	
  guy	
  to	
  

answer	
  any	
  of	
  these	
  questions	
  with	
  more	
  than	
  two	
  words	
  is	
  a	
  miracle.	
  Rather,	
  in	
  the	
  

freedom	
  of	
  this	
  free	
  space,	
  the	
  goal	
  may	
  not	
  be	
  to	
  get	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  talk	
  as	
  much	
  

as	
  it	
  is	
  to	
  allow	
  them	
  to	
  join	
  in	
  our	
  lives,	
  to	
  come	
  close	
  to	
  us	
  and	
  watch	
  as	
  we	
  seek	
  to	
  

live	
  faithfully	
  as	
  authentic	
  human	
  beings.	
  The	
  goal	
  isn’t	
  to	
  get	
  adolescents	
  to	
  open	
  up	
  

to	
  us	
  as	
  much	
  as	
  it	
  is,	
  in	
  silent	
  assertion	
  through	
  our	
  relationships	
  with	
  them,	
  to	
  

invite	
  them	
  to	
  come	
  close	
  us,	
  to	
  see	
  us,	
  to	
  be	
  with	
  us,	
  and	
  to	
  watch	
  as	
  we	
  seek	
  to	
  live	
  

out	
  this	
  thing	
  called	
  discipleship	
  in	
  fear,	
  hope,	
  doubt,	
  and	
  joy.	
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This	
  is	
  what	
  Ray	
  Anderson	
  calls	
  closing	
  the	
  circle	
  of	
  transcendence.	
  	
  If	
  God	
  is	
  

found	
  next	
  to	
  our	
  humanity	
  through	
  the	
  humanity	
  of	
  Godself,	
  then	
  we	
  are	
  calling	
  

young	
  people	
  not	
  away	
  from	
  their	
  own	
  and	
  our	
  humanity,	
  but	
  to	
  it,	
  encountering	
  it	
  

as	
  we	
  together	
  seek	
  God.	
  	
  As	
  open/closed,	
  a	
  barrier,	
  and	
  corresponding	
  with	
  reality	
  

we	
  call	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  come	
  and	
  live	
  near	
  us,	
  to	
  watch	
  and	
  participate	
  in	
  our	
  lives.	
  	
  

Not	
  because	
  we	
  are	
  perfect,	
  not	
  because	
  we	
  possess	
  something,	
  not	
  because	
  it	
  is	
  

about	
  us,	
  but	
  because	
  we	
  believe	
  that	
  God	
  is	
  a	
  God	
  who	
  encounters	
  us	
  not	
  outside	
  

but	
  within	
  relationships	
  of	
  broken	
  people	
  bring	
  new	
  life	
  out	
  of	
  our	
  broken	
  places.	
  	
  

Therefore	
  we	
  call	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  come	
  near	
  to	
  us,	
  not	
  to	
  share	
  in	
  our	
  perfection	
  

but	
  our	
  brokenness,	
  not	
  in	
  our	
  completion,	
  but	
  in	
  our	
  emptiness,	
  not	
  in	
  our	
  

fulfillment,	
  but	
  in	
  our	
  yearning.	
  	
  To	
  be	
  with	
  us	
  in	
  these	
  places	
  is	
  to	
  witness	
  the	
  

beautiful	
  fragility	
  of	
  our	
  humanity	
  that	
  seeks	
  for	
  a	
  God	
  found	
  in	
  just	
  such	
  places.	
  	
  It	
  

is	
  the	
  invitation	
  to	
  young	
  people	
  to	
  themselves	
  seek	
  God	
  together	
  with	
  us	
  in	
  the	
  

fragility	
  of	
  their	
  own	
  humanity,	
  in	
  relationships	
  where	
  we	
  share	
  each	
  others	
  places	
  

as	
  the	
  proclamation	
  and	
  experience	
  of	
  God	
  sharing	
  ours.	
  	
  


