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Abstract

Moralistic therapeutic deism in the life of our adolescents is a result of the loss of
pneumatological consciousness in the life of our churches. If we are to help our youth toward
holistic discipleship, whereby they are properly situated in subjective connection to an objective
reality, we must help them recover a sense of God as Holy Spirit. Such a conception will
counteract an understanding of God as utilitarian, predictable, distant, and relatively impotent
with an understanding of God as missional, sovereign, immanent and relational, and point youth
toward a sense of vocation, hope, Presence, and community.

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism

It was the study that shook the world, at least that part of the world concerned with
adolescent religiosity. The National Study of Youth and Religion, funded by the Lilly
Endowment, released its findings in a 2005 publication called Soul Searching: The Religious and
Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers.' The response was nothing less than a seismic
reverberation that rippled throughout the world of practical theology, and Sou/ Searching was
quickly and almost universally hailed as one of the most important books in the history of youth
ministry studies. While its findings did not rise to the level of singular revelation to those who
already had a significant amount of contact with adolescents, the results of the study nevertheless
provided scientific evidence to bear out what many had suspected through anecdotal experience,
showed in comprehensive fashion precisely how the disparate phenomena in adolescent
religiosity were interconnected, and supplied vocabulary to describe the spiritual proclivities of
the next generation.

The thesis is well-known by now. The authors, Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist
Denton, summarize the religious beliefs of adolescents as having five main characteristics. First,
there is a God that created the world and watches over us. Second, God’s desire is for people to
be good, nice and fair, a desire that can be discerned not only in the Christian Bible but in most if
not all world religions and codes of conduct. Third, the purpose of life is to find happiness and to
have positive self-esteem, and religion ought to help with those pursuits. Fourth, God is
uninvolved with our lives, generally speaking, except in those moments where God is needed for
help with some pressing issue. And fifth, you go to heaven when you die if you are a good
person. These beliefs were summarized as “moralistic therapeutic deism,” which those in the
know now simply abbreviate as “MTD.”* Adolescent religiosity is moralistic because the

! Christian Smith & Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American
Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).

? For a helpful summary of moralistic therapeutic deism, see ch. 4 of Soul Searching, entitled, “God, Religion,
Whatever, especially p. 162-171.




purpose of religion is to provide a moral framework. It is therapeutic because the purpose of
religion is to provide a means toward the inward realization of personal fulfillment. And it is
deistic because, other than as provider of moral guidelines and emotional stability, God is
presently absent.

This was not a sudden development. Religion — in this country at least — has been inching
toward moralistic therapeutic deism for decades, even centuries. Wider cultural and
philosophical trends® have influenced American religiosity in such a way that observation of
religion itself has not decreased, but rather it has undergone a transformation toward increasing
moralism, experientialism and self-determination. There have been many different suggestions as
to the mechanics of this transformation. Perhaps the increasing diversity of beliefs in our culture
have for so long rubbed up against each other that they have smoothed the edges of religious
distinctives into a generalized set of common denominators. Perhaps the increasing secularity in
our culture has transformed religion oriented on transcendence into a common “civic religion”
that endorses beliefs best suited for the maintenance of our society. Perhaps the increasing
individuality in our culture has encouraged a move away from an adherence to tradition and
toward an embrace of “spirituality” that maximizes the personalization of beliefs.

While I think that all of these ideas are valid, I would like to suggest a theological reason
for moralistic therapeutic deism. In other words, I think that adolescents have embraced this form
of religiosity not only as a consequence of social or cultural or developmental influences, but
also as a consequence of the theology of the Church. That is to say, what the Church believes
about God, and therefore what the Church has taught concerning who God is, has led youth
ineluctably to a theological understanding of things that is best described as moralistic
therapeutic deism.

The Theo-Logic of Discipleship

Needless to say, moralistic therapeutic deism is theologically untenable from the
standpoint of Christian orthodoxy and it is incompatible with theological understandings of
Christian discipleship. In fact, we might say that MTD is theologically untenable because it
misapprehends discipleship. To understand why, we should look briefly at the theological notion
of discipleship.

To be a disciple is to be, literally, a “follower” or a “learner.”” The logic of discipleship is
such that there are three components: first, a formative leader or teacher (“master”); second, a
receptive follower or pupil (“disciple”); and third, a determinatively ordered relation between the
two such that the leader-teacher is primary and foundational, and the follower-pupil is secondary
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? For instance, rationalism and progressivism — both prominent from the Enlightenment forward — champion the
increasing moral utility of religion. Transcendentalism (the American version of romanticism, which was a
philosophic and artistic movement in Europe in the latter part of the eighteenth century) and individualism (which
has been theorized to be closely connected with the rise of consumerism) emphasize the experiential nature of
spirituality. Secularism and humanism suggested the centrality of societal power over against any sort of divine
determination of things.

* The word “disciple” comes from the Latin “discipulus,” meaning “student” or, more literally, “one who is taught.”
In the New Testament, the word we translate as “disciple” is “mathetes,” which means “learner.”



and derivative.” Dysfunctional discipleship emerges when this logic is violated in one of three
ways — when the subjective existence of the disciple collapses into the objective reality of the
master, when the objective reality of the master is immaterial to the subjective existence of the
disciple, and when the determinative relationship between disciple and master becomes
improperly ordered, usually inverted.

Christian identity is one of discipleship, specifically, to Jesus. Biblically speaking, to be a
Christian is to be a “little Christ,” or a “Christ follower’®; the disciples spoken of in the Gospels
followed their rabbi that they might learn from him how to properly exist in accordance with
their identity as children of God engaged in bringing about the Kingdom by the power of the
Holy Spirit. Thus a Christian disciple is one who is related to Jesus in such a way that the
believer is the receptive follower-pupil, and Jesus is the formative leader-teacher. According to
the theo-logic of Christian discipleship, the precise nature of all three components — master,
disciple, and the order of the relation between them — is critical. Jesus as master is primary and
foundational, and the identity, and therefore existence, of the believer as disciple is secondary
and derivative. Moralistic therapeutic deism occurs, at least amongst Christians, as a result of
dysfunction within this theo-logic of discipleship.

I will not here go into the specific manifestations of dysfunction that result from the three
different violations within the theo-logic of Christian discipleship. Suffice it to say that subject-
driven discipleship, object-driven discipleship, and disordered discipleship are all alive and well
within youth ministries, and all three contribute to the particular dysfunction of moralistic
therapeutic deism. In short, MTD in the lives of Christian youth is a result of discipleship
misapprehended — misconceived, misconstrued, misconnected and misconducted — to the extent
that subjective Christian existence is not sufficiently determined by the objective reality of Jesus.

The Misapprehension of MTD

Why is moralistic therapeutic deism wrong? How does MTD result from a
misapprehension of Christian discipleship? How is discipleship as determined by morality,
therapeutic effect and a utilitarian interaction with God incompatible with Christian existence
theologically understood?

First, with respect to morality, virtue and particular modes of conduct are certainly
central to Christianity, as they are to most religions. How we choose to live our lives in
connection with our neighbor — our moral existence — is part and parcel to Christian discipleship.
Jesus said that our righteousness is measured not merely by our love of God, but also by our love
of neighbor.” However, our virtues and modes of conduct are meant to be ineluctable

> We see this more vividly in the German translation of the word for discipleship, “Nachfolge,” which means,
literally, “following-after.”

% The word “Christian” as used to refer to followers of Jesus is only used three times in the New Testament — Acts
11:26 and 26:28, and 1 Peter 4:16. The word was meant to indicate those people who followed the teachings of
Jesus of Nazareth, the one they claimed to “the Christ.” The word “disciple” in the Gospels and in Acts, however, is
used more than 250 times to refer to the followers of Jesus. In other words, those identified as “Christians” were
those who were disciples of Jesus.

7 See Matthew 22:37-40, Mark 12:28-31, Luke 10:25-28. See also Romans 13:9-10, Galatians 5:14, and James 2:8.



consequences of our theological beliefs, not preconditions for them.® What we believe about who
God is and who we are determine our beliefs about what we are to do in this world. In other
words, Christian belief is not derived from a workable system of ethics, but rather our system of
ethics is derived from what our theological beliefs. The indicative — the way things are —
determines the imperative — the good we ought to do. If religion exists merely to point people
toward “good” action, then the notion of “good” will in turn determine the reality that mandates
that good.” But according to Christian orthodoxy, the reality of God precedes any notion of
goodness'’ and, indeed, any existence at all."

Second, with respect to therapeutic effect, Scripture does promise inner transformation as
part of Christian existence. The inward state of the believer — our emotive existence — is both the
cause and consequence of discipleship. The Apostle Paul tells us that we are transformed,
renewed, given gifts of peace and hope and joy.'? However, this experience of inner
transformation is not cheaply attained, nor does it necessarily connote what we anticipated.'* The
“peace” or “joy,” for instance, that we may attain are not necessarily the peace or joy for which
we were aiming. In other words, Christian belief does not exist to create any particular inward
state — at least not the inward state for which we aspire — but rather our inward state is
transformed according to the good will of God. If religion exists merely to make us “happy,”

¥ The philosophical tenant of actualism states that there are no inwardly held beliefs that do not have consequences
upon the ways that life is lived. Similarly, one component to existentialism is that our identity is not understood by
means of any set of beliefs to which we might claim to adhere, but rather that the things we actually believe are
revealed in our actions; thus our identity is the sum total of the choices that we make.

? Ludwig Feuerbach famously critiqued the notion of God as a human creation; those who were religious were
merely imagining a God that was an infinite extension of their own ideals. “The consciousness of the infinite is
nothing else than the consciousness of the infinity of the consciousness; or, in the consciousness of the infinite, the
conscious subject has for his object the infinite of his own nature.” (Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity [1841],
trans. Marian Evans. London: John Chapman, 1854), 2-3.

' The idea that God determines what is good and not the other way around is alluded to in Jesus’ interaction with
the Rich Young Man in Matthew 19:17: “And he said to him, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is
only one who is good. If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.’”

" The Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo states that God created everything out of nothing, and therefore God
precedes all existence. This ontological priority means that that which is good is so because God created it, not
because it has any independent claim on “goodness” apart from God. See, for instance, James 1:17.

"2 In Romans 12:2 we are told that we may be “transformed by the renewing of your minds.” In Ephesians 1:8, Paul
claims that “with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you.” In
In 1 Thessalonians 2:16, we are told that Jesus “loved us and through grace gave us eternal comfort and good hope.”
And Romans 14:17 says that for which we aspire “is not food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in the
Holy Spirit.”

" In Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer speaks of the tendency to live as if grace of God were cheaply bought, and
therefore not powerful or dear enough to change the way that we live. This attitude, says Bonhoeffer, does not
recognize that the grace which God lavishes upon us cost God dearly. Our lives of discipleship, lived in light of this
notion of costly grace, must also cost us dearly. See Bonhoeffer, Discipleship [1937]: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works,
Volume 4, ed. Geffrey B. Kelly and John D. Godsey, trans. Barbara Green and Reinhard Krauss (Minneapolis,
Fortress Press, 2001).



then the notion of “happy” will in turn determine the reality that evokes that happiness.'* But,
again, according to Christian orthodoxy, the reality of God precedes any notion of happiness and,
indeed, any inward state.

And third, with respect to a utilitarian interaction with God, it does seem reasonable to
desire understanding when it comes to the way that God intervenes in our lives. How God and
believer relate to one another — our spiritual existence — should make some sort of sense. Perhaps
ours is a “faith seeking understanding,” but even to people of deep faith, God will often seem
silent at best, absent at worst, and this can easily lead to a functional deism where the faithful
will doubt God’s intervention in our existence.'> Many Christians believe sincerely in the reality
of God, but have been too frustrated by what they can only perceive as God’s inaction to see the
wisdom of living according to that reality, at least not too radically. God, then, when it comes to
intervention, is left as a last resort, as a genie in the sky to which we deliver our wishes and
bargains and desperation. However, perhaps we come by this functional deism because we are
looking for God’s interventions in the wrong places and in the wrong ways. Our interaction with
God — or, more accurately, God’s interaction with us — occurs in ways and means that are
unanticipated, illogical, uncontainable, and, at times, unwanted. In other words, God’s
interventions in the world are prosecuted not according to our agenda, or even according to our
rationality. If religion exists merely according to our understanding of God, then the limits of our
understanding will in turn determine the boundaries within which we will look for that God. But
the reality God is beyond our existence, and it is God’s intervention of relationality into that
existence that then shapes our understanding of God, not the other way around.

It is only within a proper mode of discipleship that a proper understanding of God will be
apprehended. It is only when the subjective existence of the disciple is determined by — and not
determines — the objective reality of Jesus that she will be in a posture that receives the formative
work of God in faith.'® It is only when the believer allows God to define who God is, who the
disciple is, and what the disciple is to do in the world that she might be theologically grounded.

' Sigmund Freud claimed that God was, in effect, a product that which our ego desires to be true. Religion is an
illusion that appeals to “fulfillments of the oldest, strongest, and most urgent wishes of mankind.” (Freud, Future of
an Ilusion [1927], trans. James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1961), 38.)

'S Friedrich Nietzsche claimed that God was an imaginary concept used to explain gaps in our knowledge, and that
that concept was then used as a means to power. However, now that we have the intelligence and moral will to do
away with such a concept, we have enabled the “death of God.” See Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra [1883-
1885], trans. Graham Parkes (Oxford: Oxford World's Classics, 2005).

'S The idea that faith precedes understanding of God — rather than the other way around — is related in the famous
dictum of Anselm, “faith seeking understanding.” This sentiment is also an assertion of postmodern epistemology,
namely, that relationality determines rationality. It is only through our relationship with that which is to be known
that we may have any understanding concerning its nature. We must allow the object to be known to define itself, as
it were. Many different thinkers from diverse disciplines have posited the importance of allowing objects of
investigation to define their own ways of being known. In other words, discovery must allow for emergent
rationalities. Physicist Albert Einstein, existentialist Soren Kierkegaard, chemist and philosopher Michael Polanyi,
artist M.C. Escher, psychologist Carl Rogers, educator Parker Palmer, Jewish philosopher Martin Buber and
Christian theologian Thomas Torrance are just a few of those who have, in their own disciplines, noted that to truly
understand a subject, that subject must shape its own form of rationality. And that rationality is received through our
openness to the subject and our connection to it. In other words, ontology defines epistemology, not the other way
around.



And the place where this discipleship and therefore orthodoxy is meant to be apprehended is
within the Body of Christ, the Church.

And yet, too often, the Church is not countercultural in regards to discipleship and
religious belief. As mentioned above, the Church is actually complicit in the promotion of
moralistic therapeutic deism within the faith life of adolescents. How, exactly, does the Church
encourage this sort of religiosity in its youth? We have noted that a misapprehended discipleship
leads to MTD. But the reason for the Church’s misapprehension of discipleship lies in the
foundation of its theology. In other words, the Church encourages moralistic therapeutic deism in
the religious lives of its adolescents because it misconceives the very being of God.

The Pneumatological Poverty of the Church

What is the Church’s conception of God that has so misled its congregants? What is this
theological understanding that has so misshapen the religiosity of our youth? Succinctly put,
Christians — in the global West, at least'’ — do not adequately perceive God as Holy Spirit. The
Church, and therefore youth ministry, suffers from a bad case of insufficient pneumatology, and
one of the symptoms of this malady is the current state of adolescent spirituality.

In our youth ministries, God is spoken of a lot. Often, “God” is imagined or referenced
according to names or qualities that tend to be appropriated to the First Person of the Trinity.'®
Mimicking the Lord’s Prayer, God is often addressed as “Father God,” or understood as Creator,
as sovereign, and as omniscient. Similarly, Jesus — the incarnation of the Second Person of the
Trinity — is mentioned a lot, too. He is called “Lord and Savior,” and many youth are encouraged

"7 To the extent that, in the wake of globalization, cultural trends in the global West influence cultural trends
everywhere, these conclusions might be extrapolated. In other words, moralistic therapeutic deism can be carried on
the back of other exported Western goods and values, particularly those goods and values that promote MTD here.
And this goes for Christian culture, too; church culture in the West has the power to influence the way that church is
done anywhere that Western Christian organizations plant churches, sell books and do “mission” work. However, as
with other cultural trends, theology has an indigenous force and effect that cannot be underestimated. Depending on
the power of indigenous cultural artifacts, the Western goods and values may have more or less influence. For
instance, in some countries, “local” theology features a stronger emphasis upon understanding God as Holy Spirit
because it emerges from a culture with goods and values that encourage such an understanding — perhaps, say,
because other religions in its history emphasize the activity of the spiritual world, or because a socio-economic
reality of poverty makes those in the church more open to an understanding of God’s intervention.

'8 The doctrine of appropriation attributes characteristics to one of the three Persons of the Trinity according to the
traditional theological loci, usually systematically ordered around the Nicene Creed. For instance, those
characteristics and activities mentioned in the first article — God as creator, God as one, God as almighty, God as the
author and object of belief — are appropriated to the First Person of the Trinity, God the Father or God the Creator.
However, this attribution is artificial and largely for convention because any characteristic or activity appropriated to
one Person is no less the characteristic or activity of any of the other Persons. God the Son and God the Spirit are no
less Creator or Almighty, for instance. The ancient theological dictum states “opera Trinitatis ad extra indivisa
sunt,” or "the external acts of the Trinity are indivisible.” Augustine points out that the only thing that can be
predicated of one divine Person in distinction from another is its relationship to them! For example, the only thing
that can be said of God the Father that cannot also be said of God the Son is that God the Father begets the Son and
sends the Spirit, and that’s it. In other words, the on/y thing that distinguishes the three is the nature of their
relationship with one another; everything else is held in common. All this to say that any emphasis within the
Church on one Person of the Trinity not only disregards those characteristics and activities as also being of the other
two Persons, but also disregards the characteristics and activities appropriated to the un-emphasized Person(s) as
being characteristics and activities of God.



to “let him into your heart” or to “follow him” or to “accept him.” Now, it is true that the Holy
Spirit — the Third Person of the Trinity — will get mentioned, particularly in certain theological
and ecclesial traditions. And often the Spirit is mentioned in the context of inspiration,
overwhelming emotion, or feelings of happiness. Yet, compared to the First and Second Persons
of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit gets relatively little air time in youth ministries. How has it come
to pass that we have relegated the Holy Spirit to third-class status in the Godhead, demoted her'’
to first lieutenant, made her into the forgotten step-child?

The short answer is that God as Holy Spirit emphasizes characteristics and activities of
God with which we are not comfortable, that is, God as Holy Spirit is the God of radical
discipleship. The Holy Spirit is in the business of establishing a relational pattern whereby the
believer is united to Jesus such that Jesus is primary and foundational and the believer is
secondary and derivative. Within discipleship, a Holy Spirit to human spirit connection®® creates
a vital nexus in which Jesus takes on the role of formative leader-teacher and the believer adopts
the role of receptive follower-pupil. But this nexus, while the telos of human existence, can be
both unappealing and nonsensical to those who conceive of “religious” life because it conceives
of God very differently. As we have seen, moralistic therapeutic deism is contrary to the notion
of Christian discipleship because it imagines a God that is utilitarian, predictable, distant, and
relatively impotent. Unsurprisingly, these four characteristics or (in)activities militate against a
notion of God as Holy Spirit.

By embracing a robust pneumatology that understandings God as Holy Spirit, we will
come to apprehend discipleship properly, and not according to moralistic therapeutic deism. In
other words, as the Church recovers a holistic sense of God, it will also communicate to its youth
a theologically sound understanding of God that is not utilitarian, predictable, distant, and
relatively impotent. God that is Holy Spirit — no less than God that is Father or Creator, or God
that is Son or Word or Spirit — is a God that is missional, sovereign, immanent and relational.
These latter four characteristics and activities of God, often neglected in the church because they
are pneumatological appropriations of God, are precisely those that must be engaged if we are to
make room for true Christian discipleship.

The Holy Spirit: God as Missional

The word “mission” means, literally, “sendingness” or “being sent.” Mission is not
merely to be understood in an ecclesiastical sense, as an activity of the Church, but rather
primarily in a theological sense, as descriptive of the being and act of God. Describing God as
“missional” indicates that God’s very being is characterized by mission, attributing to God the

' 1 use the female pronoun not only for easy linguistic distinction from any other Persons, but also because “ruach,”
the Hebrew word translated as “Spirit” in the Old Testament, is feminine. The Greek word translated as “Spirit” in
the New Testament, “prneuma,” is gender neutral.

2 Romans 8:15b-8:17 illustrates this Spirit-to-spirit connection in which believers as children of God are joined to
Christ: “When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!” it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of
God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that
we may also be glorified with him.” Similarly, 1 John 3:24 assures us that it is the work of the Spirit that joins the
believer to Christ: “And by this we know that [Christ] abides in us, by the Spirit which he has given us.” For more
on the nature of the connection created in Spirit-to-spirit interaction, see James Loder, The Transforming Moment
(Colorado Springs: Helmers & Howard, 1989), and on the lifetime development of that connection in theological-
psychological perspective, see Loder, The Logic of the Spirit (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998).



ontological characteristic and activity of “sendingness.” God is, by nature, “ecstatic,” or
outwardly oriented toward that which is not God, namely, us. And we see this most clearly when
we understand God as Holy Spirit.

To confess God’s very being as Trinity is to confess a God that is eternally engaged with
creation, especially humanity. God is the Creator of all that is; we see in our confession of the
First Person of the Trinity a God that sovereignly establishes existence. In the fullness of time,
God, in the person and work of Jesus Christ, entered into that creation in order to become
reconciled to it; we see in our confession of the Word of God, the Second Person of the Trinity, a
God that speaks salvation into existence. And, here and now and everywhere, God redemptively
binds creation to that reconciliation; we see in our confession of the Holy Spirit, the Third Person
of the Trinity, a God that actualizes salvation into our own disparate existences.

In short, a Trinitarian God is a God that is ontologically oriented toward creation,
especially humanity. God is built, so to speak, to reach out to us. God is by nature a sending
God: God the Father sends God the Son, God the Father and God the Son send God the Spirit,
and God the Spirit sends the Church into the world. God is missional in being, and that being is
actualized in God’s ongoing mission of creation, reconciliation and redemption. And to the
extent that we are empowered and directed by the Holy Spirit, we are drawn into that mission.
But that mission is not ours, not properly speaking. It is God’s mission into which we are drafted.
We are a missional people, but only in the sense that we are part of God’s mission.

This is contrary to the moralistic therapeutic deist’s notion of God. According to MTD,
God is useful for our needs, whether they be a moral framework, an inner peace, or an answered
prayer. But according to the missional notion of God, we are the ones that are utilized for God’s
purposes, not the other way around. The Holy Spirit fills us with gifts in order to be equipped for
the missio Dei. However, these gifts are not anything that we earn, nor are they measures of
righteousness. They are pure gift, endowed for the purposes of God’s mission of creation,
reconciliation and redemption.

To understand God as Holy Spirit is to understand God as a missional God, reaching out
to us in order to transform us into disciples that might further extend the Kingdom of God. This
understanding might help transform a perception of God as a means to human ends into a
perception of humans as a means to divine ends. In other words, through understanding God as
Holy Spirit and therefore a missional God, adolescents might have a transformed understanding
of vocation within discipleship.

Often, “vocation” is understood in terms of one’s profession. But the theological sense of
vocation is much broader; indeed, it is infinitely broader. Vocation is our calling, the thing
toward which we are oriented in life. And, as we have seen, our calling is to be disciples of
Jesus, empowered by the Holy Spirit to bring about the Kingdom of God. This is the vocation
that all believers share. In addition, we are all given particular gifts, experiences and passions
that we might fulfill our vocation in particular ways. Some of us are more equipped to be
teachers, some of us are gifted in encouragement, some of us have been given experiences and
passion that orient us especially toward works of justice, some of us have been blessed with a
deep sense of prayer. So, while all believers have the same vocation, they also express that
vocation in particular ways.

In order to counteract the cultural message of moralistic therapeutic deism, we ought to
instill a notion of God as Holy Spirit by helping students to understand their general and
particular vocation. We can do this by teaching students what discipleship is, and by helping
them discern their particular experiences, passions and gifts within that calling of discipleship.



One way to do this is by helping students identify their own unique ministry, how they are
contributing to God’s mission of creation, reconciliation and redemption. A second way to do
this is by increasing missional engagement with the world by leading students in activities in
which they address material needs of their own communities. A third way to do is by increasing
missional engagement with the world by training students to be effective witnesses to the holistic
Good News.

In sum, a recovered pneumatology in the church will increase our understanding of God
as a missional God, and as ourselves as caught up in that ecstatic missio Dei. This understanding
will be abetted by a theological understanding of vocation whereby students see themselves
generally and particularly participating in God’s mission of creation, reconciliation and
redemption. Practical means toward this end involve helping students identify their specific
experiences, passions and gifts that they might embrace their vocation, and also facilitating
means by which they can express that vocation as disciples in missional identity.

The Holy Spirit: God as Sovereign

The notion of “sovereignty” indicates both autonomy and authority. The theological
attribute of God as sovereign is grounded in the Creator-creation distinction. According to
Christian orthodoxy, God created ex nihilo, or “out of nothing.” This implies that God was
ontologically complete antecedent to creation, and that creation was a product of God’s good
will. If this is the case, then the existence of creation is dependent upon God. Moreover, the
nature of creation is also dependent upon God. In other words, it is not merely because of God
that creation exists, but it is also because of God that creation exists in the manner that it exists.

The moral therapeutic deist would affirm the notion that God authored the metaphysical
structure of reality. In fact, she would say that that structure may is perceptible, as in our moral
frameworks. While the ultimate nature of God remains mysterious, MTD would claim, the nature
of God is irrelevant since God is no longer operative in our existence. What is relevant, however,
are the frameworks in which we operate in our day to day lives, and those frameworks are
structured according to a discernible nature. Through the use of such epistemological faculties as
reason, intuition and experience, one can theoretically figure things out.

However, according to Christian orthodoxy, God’s sovereignty extends beyond the
formation of creation. God continues to have autonomy and authority in relation to creation.”'
Theologically speaking, we might term these two categories as “freedom” and “love.” God exists
in freedom, meaning that the God’s being, ontologically independent of creation, results in God’s
actions that are undetermined by creation. Note that this does not mean that God does not will to
be a God in covenanted relation to creation, nor that God does not act in response to the needs of
creation. Rather, God’s freedom means that God’s relation to creation and actions in regards to
creation is a determination of God’s own will and not of some necessity “higher” than God.
Thus, in the wake of sin, God established an active relationship with Israel’s progenitors in order
to save all humanity, not because God had to — as if some higher law forced God’s hand — but

2! Some theologies posit a different relation between God and creation, namely, pantheistic or panentheistic systems.
In these systems, God is ontologically the same as creation (pantheism) or creation is ontologically connected to, or
contained in, God (panentheism). These ontological arrangements have consequences for the level of God’s
sovereignty over creation. With pantheism and panentheism, God does not have autonomy from creation, and
therefore God’s authority is not absolute.



rather because it was the product of God’s good will of love. That God is a God of love means
that God, in freedom, wills to be reconciled and redeemed with creation, and that God continues
to intervene in creation to bring that will to completion.

God as Holy Spirit exhibits God’s sovereignty in that the Holy Spirit acts in freedom and
love. The Holy Spirit is bound neither by our reasoning and perception, nor by our understanding
of the form of love. In contradistinction from MTD, the logic of God is not always discernible,
nor is it always rational. In fact, God is rather notoriously unpredictable. This is because the
Holy Spirit acts according to the free and loving will of God and not the logic of humanity. It is
God who makes the claim on reality, not the reverse.

In Scripture, we see the unpredictability of God in two common images for the Spirit of
God, wind and fire. Both of these images depict natural forces that are unpredictable — there is no
way to know which way the wind will blow or the shape fire will take. In addition, both are
powerful in their ability to bring blessing or curse — fire can bring warmth or destruction, wind
can bring either Mediterranean moisture or arid desert heat. In the same way, the Spirit of God
acts in freedom to bring about God’s good will according to the divine and not human agenda.

The fact that God acts in freedom and love ought to be a great source of hope. When all
around seems bleak according to our own reasoning and perception, it can be a great comfort to
know that God is at work according to a divine will and logic. That God is Holy Spirit means
that we can have hope that the love of God is always at work, even if unseen or illogical, because
God works in freedom, not according to our strictures or expectations. Moreover, the sovereignty
of God guarantees that, ultimately, God’s will will be done. Unlike us, who are hindered by our
dependencies and failings, God’s autonomy and authority mean that God’s love will eventually
triumph over evil.

In order to counteract the cultural message of moralistic therapeutic deism, we ought to
instill a notion of God as Holy Spirit by helping students to grasp the hope inherent in a God that
works in freedom and love. We can do this by teaching students that God has the autonomy and
authority of sovereignty. One way to do this is by teaching students rigorously the story of
Scripture, which is their story. In this story of salvation history, students will see how time and
again God’s character of autonomy and authority, of freedom and love, is worked out for the
good of all. A second way to do this is by teaching students the story of their faith tradition,
which is also their story. If students hear the story of the Church, they will become more familiar
with the redemptive work of God in their world here and now. And a third way to do this is by
telling students the stories of others, especially those of people in their faith community. As
students hear how God has been active in the lives of others, they will garner hope that God will
work similarly in theirs.

In sum, a recovered pneumatology in the church will increase our understanding of God
as a sovereign God, as One whose autonomy is worked out in freedom and love. This
understanding will buttress a theological hope whereby students see the promise of God’s
determination to work all things together for good. Practical means toward this end involve
helping students learn the story of God in Scripture, learning the stories of their faith tradition,
and learning the stories of those in their faith community that they might see how the Holy Spirit
exercises God’s free will of love.

The Holy Spirit: God as Immanent



Theology often tries to walk a tightrope between the mystery and knowability of God.*
This duality is a reflection of the ontological status of God’s transcendence and God’s
immanence. On the one hand, God is infinitely removed from creation. As noted above, God
created ex nihilo, and is therefore not a part of creation. God is ontologically distinct from all that
exists in the universe. The “infinite qualitative difference”* between God and creation means
that it is not possible to know the transcendent essence of God. God is ultimately mystery; we
cannot access God, and even if we could, we do not have the faculties or categories to perceive
or describe God.

However, though God is ontologically distinct from creation, that does not mean that God
chooses to stay removed from creation. In fact, according to Scripture, God is very involved in
the existence of the universe, and is constantly intervening. In the life of Israel, in the words of
the prophets, in the provision of the Law, and primarily in the person and work of Jesus, God
upholds, inspires, directs, and transforms creation, particularly humanity. In other words, God’s
relationship to the universe is not only limited to God’s creation of it, but rather God is also
intimately and immanently involved in the continued existence and indeed final fate of the
universe. Even while maintaining eternal distinction from it, God participates in creation
frequently, decisively, authoritatively, and always according to God’s good will.

The moral therapeutic deist would affirm the distinction, mystery, and unknowability of
God. Deism believes that God created the universe, but is not presently involved with its
existence; God does not intervene in our world. In other words, MTD can go along with the
transcendence of God, but balks at the immanence of God. But, of course, the testimony of
Scripture and the assertions of Christian orthodoxy affirm both God’s transcendence and
immanence. In fact, Christianity is grounded in the belief that a transcendent God not only
interacts with and intervenes in our existence, but does so radically. Of course, the doctrine of
the Incarnation tells us that God took into God’s own self the fullness of created reality in the
person and work of Jesus. But God’s involvement and intervention did not end there.

The understanding of God’s immanence in the existence of the universe is precisely the
understanding of God as Holy Spirit. To say that God is Holy Spirit is to say that God is active
here and now and everywhere; the deist’s God is not Holy Spirit because her God is not
immanent. Jesus told his disciples that it was best for him to leave them so that the Holy Spirit

22 Two forms of theological method —apophatic and cataphatic —embody these two assertions. Apophatic theology,
also called the via negativa or “way of negation,” claims that, because the mystery of God makes divinity ineffable,
the only way to speak of God is to claim what God is not, namely, those assertions that we posit in our constructs.
Cataphatic theology, also called the via positiva or “positive way,” on the other hand, claims that we can garner
propositional understanding of God. Though not strictly so, Eastern Orthodoxy and strands of mysticism have made
greater use of apophatic theology while Western Christianity has made greater use of cataphatic theology. There was
a movement in the early twentieth century, “dialectical theology,” that attempted to move back and forth between
these two methods, claiming that the Incarnation made speech about God possible while at the same time
maintaining God’s hiddenness.

2> This distinction between God and creation was foundational to everything, according to Seren Kierkegaard. “God
and man are two qualities between which there is an infinite qualitative difference. Every doctrine which overlooks
this difference is, humanly speaking, crazy; understood in a godly sense, it is blasphemy.” (Kierkegaard, Sickness
Unto Death [1849]. Radford, VA: Wilder Publications, 2008, 106.) This distinction was helpful to some, in the wake
of the valid critiques of Feuerbach and others, to claim the reliability of theology if grounded in that which is
understood to be revelation, that is, God’s words to us and not our words about an unknowable God. How we come
to claim what is and is not revelation is another matter, however.



could take his place as God’s presence in the world. Why is it better for us to have the Spirit of
God in the world rather than the Incarnation? Because Jesus, as a human being, could only be in
one place at one time in one form. Not so the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, also called the “Spirit
of Christ” in Scripture, is the presence of God to all people at all times in many different forms.

God is radically present to us here and now by means of the Holy Spirit. God’s
immanence, or constant and multivalent “Presence,” is not isolated to emotional experiences,
institutional structures or charismatic leaders. Rather, that God is Holy Spirit means that the
divine Presence is one that might be apprehended wherever we are. This Presence is not merely
reflection upon God nor is it merely a feeling of gratefulness to God. Rather, the Holy Spirit is
God’s actual ontological immanence. God is no less present in the world by means of the Holy
Spirit than by means of the Incarnation, yet that Presence is infinitely more accessible.

In order to counteract the cultural message of moralistic therapeutic deism, we ought to
encourage an understanding of God as Holy Spirit by helping students to apprehend the radical
immanence of God. We can do this by nudging students toward the constant and multivalent
divine Presence available in Spirit-to-spirit interaction. One way to do this is by introducing
students to spiritual disciplines. Scripture and tradition have given us many different individual
and communal spiritual practices by which a person may come to discern the movement of the
Holy Spirit. A second way to do this is by involving students in the liturgical and sacramental
practices of the church. As students become familiar with the ancient practices of their tradition,
they will experience a connection not only to God, but also to their community across time and
space. A third way to do this is by exposing students to varied forms of worship. Though musical
worship is especially appreciated by students, there are many other forms of worship by which
students might experience God’s immanence.

In sum, a recovered pneumatology in the church will increase our understanding of God
as an immanent God, as a God that is just as present as removed, just as known as mystery. This
understanding will lead to an apprehension of the divine Presence, as a constant and multivalent
availability of God’s Spirit. Practical means toward this end involve introducing students to
spiritual disciplines, involving them in sacramental and liturgical practices, and exposing them to
different forms of worship that they might experience the powerful and abundant presence of
God all around them.

The Holy Spirit: God as Relational

Creation is not merely at the instigation of bare existence. God does not merely actualize
the physical extension of that which existed in divine mind. Rather, Scripture depicts creation as
a progressive instigation of vitality. According to Genesis, only the first step of creation was the
formation of existence itself. But, from that point, God orders creation that it might bear life.
First there is vegetative life, then animal species, then, ultimately, human life. It seems that
humanity is the culmination of creation, the centerpiece of God’s creative activity.

Indeed, it is only humanity that bears the mark of the imago Dei, or the “image of God.”
To the consternation of many theologians, nowhere in Scripture is the precise nature of the
imago Dei revealed. This silence has led many to propose different ideas for how, exactly,
humanity images God. However, these are at best merely guesses. We do not know what the
image of God is. What we do know, however, is that humanity — unlike anything else in creation
— does bear the image of God. What does this suggest? First, it suggests that humanity, apart
from all other life, is unique. Second, it suggests that God values humanity above all other forms



of life. Third, if God is good, then it suggests a great blessing of goodness, which, of course, is
also a great responsibility. And fourth, because of the shared image, it suggests the possibility of
interactive communication and relationality between God and humanity.

This last suggestion of the imago Dei 1s important. Combined with the communal
creation of humanity in both Genesis accounts, it seems that humanity is ontologically relational.
Humanity was created for relationship with both God and humans.** God created us for
relationship with God and others. In Christ, God overcomes the sin that keeps us from those
relationships. And in the Holy Spirit, God redeems those relationships to their created and
reconciled reality.

The Spirit is understood in Scripture to be the source, restorer and promoter of life. This
is captured in contemporary notions of “spirit” as well. To have “spirit” is to have vitality.
Literally, “inspiration” means “to put the spirit into,” or “to put life into.” The biblical words that
we translate as “spirit” — ruach in Hebrew and pneuma in Greek — can also be translated as
“breath” or “wind.” In Genesis, God breathes life into a handful of dirt in the creation of Adam.
In Ezekiel, a divine wind animates dead bones to dance with life. In Acts, the storm of the Spirit
creates a renewal of relational vitality. As Spirit, God acts unpredictably but unfailingly to
encourage the existence of life, and central to life is relationality between humanity and God and
within the human community.

As we have seen, the moralistic therapeutic deist views God as relatively impotent. God
1s not active in creation, and therefore is not in the business of encouraging vitality. We are on
our own when it comes to maintaining, restoring or promoting our relationships. At best, the idea
of God is a resource of which we can avail ourselves when it comes to our relationships in that in
can provide an interpersonal moral framework and therapeutic tool.” This, of course, encourages
a conception of God that merely best supports the desired framework or inner state. In other
words, MTD encourages a subjective construction produced by the ego rather than knowledge
communicated from an objective reality on its own terms.

Perhaps the most direct way to participate in the movement of God’s Spirit is to become
immersed in the community of faith. The same Spirit that animated Jesus two thousand years ago
continues to animate the Body of Christ. It is by fulfilling our intended relationality with others
that we apprehend our intended relationality with the divine. God is mediated to us only through

* Note that I am not saying that the imago Dei is a propensity for relationality. While that is an attractive notion,
there is no more Scriptural warrant for relational capacity being the imago Dei than there is for anything else.
However, the fact that there is an imago Dei — whatever it might be — does suggest a correspondence between God
and humanity. Further, apart from the imago Dei entirely, the Genesis accounts of creation depict humanity as
formed for and amidst others, suggesting intra-human relationships are also part and parcel to who we are meant to
be.

% This is the use of theology for Immanuel Kant. For Kant, three theological dictums in particular — the divinely
endowed gift of free will, the promise of eternal life (and judgment), and the existence of God as the summum
bonum (“ultimate good”) — were essential for the proper exercise of ethics. Whether or not for Kant these theological
dictums actually corresponded to objective realities is questionable, but probably, to him anyway, immaterial. Their
assertion functioned properly within the operation of the subject to maintain the operation of rational ethics. For
Kant’s use of theological propositions, see Kant, Critique of Practical Reason [1788], trans. and ed. Mary Gregor
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), and Kant, Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason [1793],
trans. and ed. Allen W. Wood and George di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).



others, just as we mediate God to others.”® And as we are caught up in the communal mediation
of God, the Holy Spirit is actively apprehended by us and others. God self-reveals in the midst of
God’s activity, and God is active in the midst of God self-revelation, and both happen only as the
Holy Spirit inhabits, animates and unifies the Body of Christ.

In order to counteract the cultural message of moralistic therapeutic deism, we ought to
encourage an understanding of God as Holy Spirit by helping students to apprehend their
intended relational nature with God and with each other. We can do this by nudging students
toward connection to the Body of Christ, as it is within this Body that the Holy Spirit is active.
One way to do this is by encouraging students to be involved with the larger church, and not
merely the youth ministry. If we believe that the Holy Spirit is active in the full Body of Christ,
then we need not fear that God will meet them outside the youth room; quite the contrary, we
must believe that God will only fully meet them in the larger Body. A second way to do this is
by inviting many different kinds of adults in the youth ministry. If we believe that God accesses
us through the Body, then we must ensure that all the different members of that Body have
access to students, and not merely those people that we deem to be a cultural “fit.” A third way
to do this is by placing students in ministry and leadership positions in the larger church. If we
believe that as members of the Body adults can benefit students, there is no reason to believe that
the reverse is not also true. To put students in ministry and leadership positions in the larger
church is to agree that the Holy Spirit is active in all members of the Body, not merely those who
are by cultural standards outside the church.

In sum, a recovered pneumatology in the church will increase our understanding of God
as a relational God who desires to give us vitality through our relationality. This understanding
will facilitate students’ connection to the larger Body of Christ that the Holy Spirit might be
mediated to them through it, and to it through them. Practical means toward this end involve
encouraging students toward involvement in the larger church, involving a wide variety of adults
in student ministry, and putting students in ministry and leadership positions in the larger church
so that we might see a more diverse and holistic movement of the Holy Spirit as it breathes life
through the Body that envelops them.

Conclusion

Adolescent religiosity does not feature an understanding of God as Holy Spirit, and the
result is moral therapeutic deism. Or, perhaps, cultural phenomena have encouraged MTD, and
this has in turn discouraged an understanding of God as Holy Spirit. Most likely, both are true.
Nevertheless, the cure to this theological sickness seems plain: we must recover a robust
pneumatology in our churches and therefore our ministry to adolescents. It is only by means of a
theo-logical discipleship established by the Holy Spirit that we might be properly connected to
God. Within this connection, we are receptive follower-pupils, Jesus is formative leader-teacher,
and we are determinatively ordered such that, both ontologically and epistemologically, Jesus is
primary and foundational and we are secondary and derivative. Students flailing in a sea of
MTD, struggling to subjectively construct some identity, must be led to dry land where they can
stand upon a solid piece of objective reality. It will only be the Holy Spirit that gets them to that

26 Bonhoeffer speaks of this mediated state of affairs in his first chapter of Life Together. See Bonhoeffer, Life
Together [1939] and Prayerbook of the Bible: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Volume 5, ed. Geffrey B. Kelly, trans.
Daniel W. Bloesch and James H. Burtness (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1996).



land. For them to apprehend Spirit-breathed discipleship, the Church must embrace its role as a
nursery of the Holy Spirit where students can inhabit their intended identity. As students are
immersed in Spirit-to-spirit relationality within the Body of Christ, they will slowly find that
God is not utilitarian, predictable, distant, nor relatively impotent. Rather, the God who is Holy
Spirit is a God who is missional, sovereign, immanent and relational. This will encourage
adolescents toward an identity defined by vocation, hope, a sense of God’s presence, and
connection to the whole Body of Christ. Such an identity will take on many different shapes and
sizes, but it will certainly be transformed. In the wake of the Holy Spirit, moralistic therapeutic
deism cannot stand.



