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"The word became flesh and dwelt among us:  
Incarnational Youth Ministry and Contextualization" 

 
 
It is indeed an honor to not only be among you, but even more so to have the 
opportunity to share some of my understanding of our task in the academy, and our 
place in the church of Jesus Christ. 
 
Introduction and my background 
 
I was raised in an IBM family that moved almost yearly until I was in my sophomore 
year of high school. Raised in a “civil mainline faith,” baptized as an infant, going to 
church weekly, sitting as a family, our church life was more ritual than formational. I do 
believe, however, that the roots of faith were planted in me throughout my life.  
 
When I was a in 10th grade, I was invited to a Young Life club, hated it, and the next day 
was befriended by the volunteer leader, Dan, the older brother of our esteemed youth 
ministry pioneer, Gordon Conwell’s Dean Borgman. Within months, we moved to 
California, and my Young Life leader told me I needed to go to a church where I would 
be discipled. Soon thereafter I was baptized (deeply and permanently wounding my 
mother), taught doctrine, given the opportunity to use my gifts and serve others, and 
even encouraged to stay involved in Young Life. These formative years, aside from the 
total lack of understanding how my life in Christ would impact my family system (which 
we’ll discuss later), grounded me in a strong sense of connection to the body of Christ 
and a firm belief in my calling to participate in God’s love and ministry to the world.  
 
In college, I went on Young Life staff, attended Fuller Seminary (MA Theology, with all 
Young Life field staff), and lived as a hybrid in youth ministry: fully committed to the 
parachurch mission expressed in that organization, while fully participating in and being 
embraced by my local church. I was on Young Life staff for 15 years – area and regional 
director, and ultimately moving into a national training role.  
 
In 1990, I was hired by Denver Conservative Baptist Seminary to start what they told me 
was the first MA in youth ministry (other than, evidently, the Southern Baptists, who I 
was told didn’t count) as a part time assistant professor of youth ministry, still also 
working for Young Life. The next summer, due to some shifts in Young Life and the 
success of the program, I went full time with Denver. As part of my contract, they 
required me to get a PhD as soon as possible, and in 1995 I graduated from the 
University of Denver with a PhD in Human Communication Studies.  In July, 1997, we 
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moved to Fuller Seminary to, as the president, Richard Mouw, put it to me, completely 
reimagine Fuller’s commitment to young people around the world. That has been my 
role ever since, as although I am an administrator, I remain the chair of the youth, 
family, and culture department, overseeing all School of Theology academic youth and 
family ministry programs, from certificates to masters programs, to our doctor of ministry 
cohorts and the PhD in Practical Theology, youth, family and culture emphasis.  
 
The Shaping of my Perspective  
 
I come to the conversation today with 20 formal years of history in the academy, and 
nearly a decade before that of adjunctive academic involvement (for example, I helped 
design Young Life’s field education academic component in 1981).  As I offer my 
comments on the issue of how our teaching and curricular core relates to what is 
labeled “incarnational youth ministry” and what it means to equip for ministry 
contextualization, my own convictions arise, perhaps like yours, from the integration of 
key influencers and my own experience in ministry.  
 
As I have read and interacted with colleagues in discussing the history of academic 
youth ministry, there are differences in perspective across our field. As we come to the 
table to dissect and analyze the background, impetus and ultimate mission of youth 
ministry education, it seems to me that most often our perspectives and differences may 
be due more to our own history than a carefully deliberated philosophy, whether our 
formation has emerged through our denominational affiliation, a particular parachurch or 
“popular” ministry philosophy, theological tradition or even geography. When all is said 
and done, I believe that we share a basic commitment to encouraging the young to 
receive and embrace their calling in the community of faith. That is, in essence, what 
youth ministry education entails.  
 
As I offer my thoughts today, I have obviously been formed through my experiences 
interacting with the people and worlds I have been exposed to, which is why I shared 
my story today. If I were to summarize my perspective on life and ministry, I 
acknowledge that I am first and foremost a Fuller/Young Life product, with a huge dose 
of Youth Specialties thrown in. Some of the key voices who have shaped me include: 

• Darrell Guder (former Dean of Princeton Seminary and Whitworth College, and, 
when I started my career, the training director for Young Life),  

• Mike Yaconelli (co-founder of Youth Specialties),  
• Duffy Robbins (professor at Eastern University for nearly three decades, and 

Youth Specialties mentor),  
• Henri J.M. Nouwen (who was a mentor and friend, and led me into a “contextual 

spirituality” that has profoundly formed who I am and how I think) 
• Miroslav Volf (Yale, but at Fuller when I arrived, asking me, “What theological 

issues would I teach a youth ministry student “; my answer was somewhat less 
than academic, and yet the question initiated an invaluable process that led to 
my appointment on the PhD Practical Theology faculty) 

• Richard Mouw, and colleagues at Fuller Seminary (civility and engagement; 
Uncommon Decency) 
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Incarnational Youth Ministry and Contextualization  
 
To the task at hand, the title to kick us off this year “Incarnational Youth Ministry and 
Contextualization.” To some there may be the expectation for me to focus on the 
context of youth ministry practice, and likely one would assume that I would be 
spending the bulk of my comments on the world of teenagers. Because of my 
ethnographic work culminating in first Hurt and then last May, Hurt 2.0, I can see how it 
would seem logical for me to talk about the context the kids our students serve has 
shifted. But, as I have thought and prayed about this invitation, the word that more 
profoundly jumped out at me was the term Incarnational. While I do have plenty to say 
about the context of today’s kids (and, by the way, contrary to what has been written 
about my work, I did not “only” study “fringe kids,” but rather conducted a North 
American wide ethnographic study of all kids), not only in the US but around the world – 
issues like the intense feelings of isolation so many feel, and how even brain processes 
are lengthening – I believe that my greatest contribution to this conversation would be 
less about the actual context where our students will serve, and more focused on how 
we prepare our students to enter and serve within that context. I, therefore, have 
chosen to spend the bulk of my time exploring what an incarnational commitment to 
serving contextually actually looks like.  
 
Incarnational is not an easy word in the theological academy. It is an oft utilized term to 
describe a foundational ministry philosophy, and has been around for quite a while. As 
Ray Anderson put it, “’Incarnational ministry’ is certainly not a new theme for theology or 
the church. The heart of the faith has always been found in the eternal Word of God, 
who ‘became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14)” (Anderson et al., 1990, xiii). Yet 
even Darrell Guder, whom I count as one of the more definitive sources in defense of 
the use of the term, offers caution in its application: “There is a danger in making an 
adjective out of the noun incarnation”  (Guder, 1999, 11). Among the critiques of 
“incarnational” as an adjective are those who are concerned that the label grants 
permission to misuse the nature of the Incarnation itself, as Andy Root writes, “The 
incarnation is not about influence but accompaniment” (Root, 2007, 79). There are 
others who view that the uniqueness of the Incarnation, the event itself, makes its use 
as a methodological strategy precariously reductionistic. In addition to these two, there 
are several other voices lamenting the use of “incarnational” as an adjective. 

Yet, while various critics appropriately plead for caution, incarnational ministry remains 
an historic, theologically viable and powerfully descriptive phrase,. As Guder points out, 
“it is a concept that, in a very profound way, defines the ‘how’ of gospel witness… 
Incarnational witness is focused entirely upon the event of Jesus Christ as God’s saving 
action for all creation… We study the Gospels, then, in order to be formed into a 
missionary community that will continue to incarnate the Gospel” (Guder, ibid., 3, 19, 
29). 

As a phrase, then, I appeal to us to keep in mind the unique place of the Incarnation as 
the central event of all of history, and to hold fast to the conviction that the presence of 
the Incarnate Word is not limited to something that happened a long time ago, but it is 
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an on-going event that is made manifest in the presence of Holy Spirit and the Church, 
Christ’s “body” on earth. “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21) is 
the defining theological foundation upon which incarnational ministry rests. 
 
Incarnational Ministry: Paul as Model 
 
In order to understand what being “sent” means and looks like, then, I appeal to Paul’s 
ministry, as both missionary and disciple. Nowhere is the Apostle as direct in his view of 
the nature of ministry than in 1 Thessalonians 2, beginning with the first verse: “You 
know, brothers and sisters, that our visit to you was not without results.” There is some 
disagreement among us, perhaps, of the specific application of an incarnational 
presence in youth ministry, whether or how intentional an agenda and outcome is 
appropriately pursued under the banner of incarnational ministry, or an “’end’ to which 
the relationship should lead” (Root, ibid., 15). This is an important question, as certainly 
there has been much manipulation in the name of incarnational ministry that in practice 
violates the spirit of John 20:21. Yet, to me at least, Paul did not risk life and limb, 
endure hardship and even torture, without more than a desire to be “with” others. His 
view of mission was grounded in the conviction that, as a witness to Jesus Christ, was 
the goal of inviting men and women to embrace and participate in God’s invitation to 
wholeness (shalom) in Christ, while being careful to infuse that witness with “gentleness 
and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). Thus, “our visit to you was not without results,” 
demonstrates that the results were of God’s doing. In addition, Paul also demonstrates 
his faithfulness to being a “witness” (Acts 1:8) incarnating himself (John 20:21) 
compelled (2 Corinthians 5:14) to participate in God’s work in the world as a 
proclaiming, incarnational presence to the people God loves (“How can they hear 
without someone preaching to them?” Romans 10:14).  
 
In 1 Thessalonians 2, Paul reveals his understanding of what it means to practice 
ministry in a specific context incarnationally. In so doing, the Apostle models three 
aspects of incarnational ministry that, in my view, define our calling as educators who 
equip men and women for the call to youth ministry. 
 
First, we go to kids. Youth ministry is primarily a going mission of the church (indeed, 
“The word mission is the Latinized version of the central theme of John’s Gospel: 
sending” [Guder, 1999, 3]). In a world that has become increasingly fragmented and 
polarized, where adolescence is extending through the erosion of tangible social capital, 
and where – literally – nobody “goes” to kids (sure, adults control, coerce, and use kids, 
but who actually goes, incarnationally, without a self-serving agenda?). And this is 
where the “we” is important. Paul uses the term “our visit,” referring, probably, to the 
entourage who accompanied him on his missionary journeys. But, as an application of 
incarnational ministry, and in the spirit of John 20:21 (“As the Father has sent me…”), it 
is not only Paul, or even Paul and a few volunteers, who go. It is the Church of Jesus 
Christ who goes. In a very real sense, as we teach our students that youth ministry is 
about “going,” we are participating in the incarnation because it is literally Jesus who 
goes as the sent community. 
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Second, we go maternally. As Paul recounts his history among his readers, he 
reminds them of his intimate relational investment in them: “Just as a nursing mother 
cares for her children, so we cared for you. Because we loved you so much, we were 
delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well” (1 
Thessalonians 2:7b-8). Using the metaphor of not just a mother but a nursing mother, 
Paul reveals what can be described as his maternal style of ministry as his responsibility 
being a sent-one by Jesus.  
 
In a Christian culture that consistently pushes an agenda toward gender differentiation 
and uniqueness, in the New Testament there is little if any mention that in practice 
followers of Christ are called to be anything other than both male and female in the way 
we holistically nurture, equip and love the students we serve and one another. “As the 
Father has sent me…” has raised the bar of what incarnation means and looks like – for 
both men and women in ministry. As with Jesus, those characteristics that are typically 
considered “feminine,” like nurture, and gentleness, and tenderness, and the 
commitment to initiate intimate connection, are essential elements of incarnational 
ministry.  
 
Third, we go paternally. Both men and women are called to go with a paternal as well 
as maternal style as we seek and minister to the young. “For you know that we dealt 
with each of you as a father deals with his own children, encouraging, comforting and 
urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory” (1 
Thessalonians 2:11-12). Incarnational ministry is not satisfied with simply going (“our 
visit to you…”) or even maternally including and welcoming (“like a nursing mother…”), 
but we are also called to paternally engage in the ministry of reconciliation among those 
who have responded to Christ in faith. In my view, incarnational ministry incorporates 
the whole package of the presence of Christ in our going. As Paul went he loved and 
embraced, and he remained committed to those he loved by being a presence of 
support and encouragement.  
 
Incarnational Ministry Contextualized: What it means, and what it looks like 
 
As we teach our students that youth ministry is about being sent, and what it means to 
go with the relational commitment to being both maternal and paternal in our nurture 
and mission, we must go as primary listeners and students of the world that they are 
growing up within. That is the reason I have invested in what I call the Hurt Project for 
the past decade. To be a maternal presence, for example, we need to help our students 
to work to understand the kind of gentle nurture the students they serve need. In some 
contexts gentleness is reflected in small groups and leaders that stay with kids 
throughout their school years. For others, we may be called upon to provide an 
environment that provides tangible resources and emotional, and perhaps financial, 
support.  
 
Most often, in my experience, discussions of context are limited to delivery of content in 
a way that culturally palatable. My take is vastly different than this. I believe the value of 
contextualizing our ministry is in our ability to be appropriately incarnational. The notion 
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of incarnation ministry contextualized, then, has multiple significant implications for the 
way we teach and think about youth ministry. I close with three: 
 
First, in our going, we are not only called to go as individuals – youth pastors, small 
group leaders, etc. – we go as the full expression of the body of Christ. Youth ministry, 
then, to be incarnational, is the presence of Christ to and for kids, and that presence is 
expressed not only in the one going but in the one as the representation of the whole. In 
other words, we must train our students to see youth ministry as the ministry of the 
entire church (yes, even parachurch students need to know this, as “para” is a 
misnomer; parachurch ministry is always an expression of the body of Christ). Everyone 
in a congregation, therefore, is called to participate in youth ministry, and our students 
are then tasked to be the trainers, equippers, and flag bearers of this calling.  
 
Second, the goal of incarnational youth ministry is to be witnesses to God’s plan and 
story, and invite kids into that reality. Historically, youth ministry has generally been 
stuck in an individualistic and subjectified theology of salvation and even discipleship. 
The goal for most if not nearly all of contemporary youth ministry is “to make disciples,” 
and by that we mean one on one faithful followers of Jesus Christ. Each tradition may 
describe this differently, but for the most part this is what is consistently communicated 
about the goal of youth ministry – you and Jesus, kid. Jesus’ mission, however, and 
ours as we are sent by him, has never been solely concerned with the response of the 
individual, but rather the individual finding their place in the faith community, as 
members of Christ’s body, the Church, both local and universal. We are called, yes, to 
witness to the God who has come, and to help translate the invitation of the good news, 
but always seeking to apply that response to welcome and embrace each young person 
as an adopted member of the community. (I used to describe youth ministry as 
“assimilation, “ but through the tutoring of a class of D.Min. students, I realized that 
“adoption” was a far better theological descriptor of the goal of incarnational youth 
ministry.) The goal of youth ministry, then, if we are truly incarnational, is to adopt young 
men and women into full participation in the community of faith. 
 
Lastly, we must train our students to do all they can to avoid the current tendency of 
discipleship by shaming, and instead learn what it means for the welcoming community 
to “encourage, comfort, and urge” kids to follow Jesus Christ within the context of 
community. The “work” of God for our kids is the same as it was for those Jesus 
encountered, “To believe (or trust, pistueo) in the one he has sent.” As we train our 
students to be witnesses to Christ, and to equip them to express that incarnationally, in 
the best sense of that word, we then must help them to teach young people to discover 
what it means to trust Jesus Christ, “the pioneer and perfecter” of their faith (Hebrews 
12:2), in a style that is both maternal and paternal. 

In conclusion, I submit that the essence of our task in youth ministry education – at the 
doctoral, masters, undergrad and even popular levels – must be wholly located in a 
Pauline understanding of incarnational ministry and witness. This has been my own 
history, not just as a teacher and writer, but as a follower of Christ, growing up as a 
recipient of incarnational ministry at its best. Dan Borgman walked into my high school 
gym to visit me after basketball practice, and loved me. Tom McKee, my youth pastor, 
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believed in me as a leader even while in I was still high school, and yet his care for me 
was not utilitarian, but relational and contextual. In college and as an adult, there were 
many along the way who loved me enough to teach me to see the truth in love, and who 
have compassionately held me throughout the journey. As I look back, those who 
impacted my life for Christ, who taught me how to think, how to lead, how to serve, 
incarnated themselves into my life as ones sent by Jesus Christ. Programs, lectures, 
Bible studies, camps and mission trips have their place, but at the heart of youth 
ministry, and therefore of youth ministry education, is incarnational ministry: “As the 
father has sent me, I am sending you.”  
 


