Ecclesiology and Adolescence:

Discovering and Rediscovering the Teen Years in the Church

Ecclesiology, the study of the church, is a point at which youth ministry quickly becomes a part.  The Greek word for “church,” ekklesia points to a community that is shaped by the life, ministry and death of Jesus Christ.
  In the early Christian tradition, the church was underground, lived out in catacombs and, by way of candle light, remembered and relived the ministry of Christ by caring for one another in love.  It was the ekklesia in Corinth that was under such duress when Paul wrote to them: “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and purpose.  For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you my brothers and sisters.”
  The community of faith in Corinth was in disarray, in discord, and in chaos.  It was the powerful example of love in Jesus Christ that Paul’s plea is founded and the strife may find an end.  

“Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God. He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, in order that, as it is written, "Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”

Following the mandate of Christ, Paul strives to hold together the disciples of Jesus Christ.  Is the contemporary Church that far removed from the strife and inner conflict that plagued some of the early Christian communities?  Is there still infighting, discord and strife among churches and denominations?  


In the mid-twentieth century, a movement to form a unity between churches came to the fore.  This movement was and is called “ecumenism.”  From the Greek, oikomene, meaning “inhabited world” or “living earth,” the movement stirred much debate on doctrine and polity.  The doctrines of the different denominations and the way churches governed themselves made called to question the possibility of coming to some sense of oneness among the churches.  Though the dialogue still happens, it is with less vigor and vitality as in the 1950s through 1970s.  


This essay points to the doctrine of the church and its challenges and growth.  This essay will hopefully embody the on-going movement of the Holy Spirit in the Holy Church to bring about the reign of God.

Liberation Ecclesiology: Church in a World Begging for Justice


Communities of Christian believers over the two millennia of their existence have attempted to discover, define, and shape their congregants through dogmatics and regulations.  From Gregory of Nyssa’s view of the Church as Christ’s mystical body
 to Benedict’s Order of “permanence and obedience”
, Christian orders have attempted to open the believer to new ways of doing theology and acting out faith.  Doctrinal piety and ordered selectivity made the institutional Church closed-minded and cold-spirited, which in essence is stagnation.  

John Wesley envisioned a community of believers who in service, in Word, in Sacrament, and in order minister to all men and women.
  So in ordering the Methodist societies, John Wesley urged the societies to be open to the power of the Holy Spirit through word and deed.  The believing community should somehow reflect God’s justifying grace and sanctifying power on the congregants.

The nurturing church is the Church that holds the needs of the community as Christ held the “poor in spirit” and the “pure in heart” as equals.  Jesus of Nazareth’s “Sermon on the Mount” gives a clear picture of a way of living that embraces all of God’s creation.
  In Jesus’ rhetoric, there is a clear indication that the community believers are not living up to the mandates set forth by God.  It is for this reason that the Church look to this sermon as a hearty self-criticism.  Rosemary Radford Ruether, in Liberation Theology, states the dichotomous life of the Church must be remedied and calling to task.  “The Church should relate to society, not by being co-opted by it to sanctify the status quo, nor simply withdraw from it in isolated purity, but rather the proper relationship of Church to society is dialectical.  The Church should stand in the midst of conventional society, but not be ‘of it,’ but rather be the place where a significantly new humanity, functioning in a communitarian and non-exploitive way, is begun.”
  It is therefore important to try to set forth an understanding of a Church that moves past the non-co-opted, status quo to embrace the gospel message fully. In that vein, there are three primary tasks of the church: teaching, nurture, and advocacy.

Education enables the Church to overcome injustice and oppression with the Word.  The teaching aspect of the church subverts our traditional understanding of the educational process; we follow the life and ministry of Jesus Christ in which education came in the form of walking and touching the reality of life.  It is in this form of teaching, being one with the people, that will move the Church to its true calling.  In The Politics of Education, Paulo Freire writes on this subversive form of teaching.  

“ . . . many Christians soon realize that previously when they had engaged in purely palliative action—whether social or religious (for example, fervent support of maxims such as ‘The family that prays together stays together’)—they were praised for their Christian virtues.  They now begin to realize, however, that the family that prays together also needs a house, employment, bread, clothing, health and education for their children, that they need to express themselves and their world by creating and recreating it, that their bodies souls, and dignity must be respected if they are to stay together in more than suffering and misery.  When they begin to see all this, they find their very faith being called into question by those who wish to have even more political, economic, and ecclesiastical power for the reshaping of the consciousness of others.”
  

Therefore, eucation also helps the Church to recognize God’s gift and demand of grace upon all of creation, including those whom we forget and ignore.  

The Church as advocate is an important task to listen to the needy and stand with them in the fight for equanimity and justice.  Above, the argument has been made that the status quo should not remain the norm.  When the Church is an advocate is then embraces the central message of the “Sermon on the Mount.”  Through the Church’s role of advocacy, we must turn the way we see upside-down to live right-side-up.  Advocacy at its best is not speaking for others, it is rather listening to the needs of those we are blind to and lend a deaf ear to.  Frederick Herzog writes in Justice Church: “We are discovering in the world countless people who do not have the privilege of being part of the modern mind: the non-persons, that is, the marginals, the voiceless poor.  It is not so much that we are discovering them, as that they are imposing themselves on us as persons no longer to be overlooked.  The nature and mission of the church needs now to be formulated in regard to our inability thus far to make creative use of this new situation in which non-persons are making claims on us.”
  We must advocate with the poor as warranted in scripture for solidarity with the poor and working for social justice on their behalf, and so on ours.

Therefore, it is, in these three, nurture, teaching and advocacy, that the United Methodist mission of ‘making disciples of Jesus Christ’ has true meaning and life.
  But what does this really mean?  A disciple of Jesus Christ is one that stands for unity, not uniformity, and a disciple of Jesus Christ is one that shouts “Justice!” in the midst of the unmerciful.  The Church ought to be made up of progressive thinkers in the midst of an individualistic society.  Freire writes about this prophetic Church.  “Christ was no conservative.  The prophetic church, like him, must move forward constantly, forever dying and forever being reborn.  In order to be, it must always be in a state of becoming.  The prophetic church must also accept an existence that is in dramatic tension between past and future, staying and going, speaking the word and keeping silence, being and not being.  There is no prophecy without risk.”
  Making disciples of Jesus Christ is an additional task for those outside church, but, most especially, making disciples of Jesus Christ is a reformation for those inside the church.

Hope lies in the next generation as the Church grows in its awareness of the world.  Adolescents play a vital role in the continued ministry of faith communities.  Walter Brueggemann, in his treatise Hope Within History, asks the question, “Will Our Faith Have Children?”
  Brueggemann asks these questions: 

“Is there a future, given the precarious reality of our human community in a nuclear age?  In that context the crucial question is not even the survival of faith but the survival of children.  I intend, however, to cut below that as well to ask: will we be open enough, risking enough, vulnerable enough, that God may give us a future that we do not plan or control or contrive?  By the question, ‘Will our faith have children?’ I mean to ask: are we open enough to receive a future from God which will surprise us?”

To this end, Brueggemann challenges the status quo in empowering those of the next generation as powerful members of the church because it is on their backs that the church holds its hope.  

Toward a Liberation Philosophy of Youth Ministry: Finding Vitality in the Church

Youth ministry is a nurturing of the present and future church in light of the gospel.  Or, the gospel nurtures youth ministry in the present and future church.  These two I hold not juxtaposed, but aligned.  In the twenty-first century, the gospel is at its most important.  We, as the church, and its ministers thereof, have an opportunity to dream with and learn with the future church.  What then are the guiding principles of ministry with the future church?  In my view, there are three guiding principles that speak to my philosophy of youth ministry that are married with the principles that guide our thinking about the Church: the sociological, the educational, and the transformational.  


Educational.  The church, today, is seen as a supplement to youth’s lives.  The major part of their lives is education.  In schools, youth are learning the ways in which the world works, its formulas and its cycles.  They are learning how to be social beings, becoming literate and formulating ideas.  However, in the midst of a structured education, youth are educated by media, by the economy and by hatred.  Through these “educators,” the workings of the world are deemed frightening and ideas are foiled by social status.  There is a sense of safety and unconditional belonging that is lost in the educational system.  What if the church was a place to share your deepest fears and be yourself?  What if the church was a place that one could explore the mystery of world and the foundations of faith? Ministry with youth plays a vital role in the educational process of youth today within and outside churches.  


Sociological.  As mentioned above briefly, youth are bombarded with messages and images that are not representative of God’s unconditional love for them and not building a positive sense of worth for youth.  In relation to these advertisements and promotions, products are geared more and more to the youth consumer, so that the youth can gain worth and a sense of community by consuming.  The church, I believe, has a responsibility to give an alternative approach.  This approach is to open our doors, open our hearts, and open our minds to the real needs of youth today.  The church should not give the youth a ministry to entice their longing to belong, rather it should proclaim a spirit of welcome and peace.  The church’s message simply should be “Welcome.  Come as you are.  You are welcome at the feast of love.  Welcome.”


Transformational.  How does the gospel nurture youth ministry in the present and future church?  This is the key question.  The gospel or “the good news” is a freedom story; it is a living story of liberation and hope.  Jesus Christ’ ministry included those persons who were enslaved, hurting, and questioning.  God transformed people through the life and touch of Jesus Christ.  As a youth ministry, we need to break the bonds of slavery that keep us from seeing a person as a person, created in the image of God and loved by the God who is loves us even before we know it.  Because we are a ministry with youth, we need to be a community for those who are hurting and in pain and a community with those who are joyful and empowered.  Since the gospel informs us, a youth ministry must answer, challenge, and listen to the questions of youth today, because it is the present and future church that will be the harbingers of change.  Brueggemann states:

“If we choose ultimately to be that evangelical, there are of course many ways in which penultimately we continue the old ways.  Penultimately, we shall be a culture that continues to seek order, security, and prosperity, but we shall have an open edge toward the harder, more demanding human issues of justice and humanness. Penultimately, theological schools will continue to seek academic excellence and financial well-being, but we shall have an open edge toward the harder, more demanding faith questions of passion in a sea of apathy and of community in a torrent of individualism. Penultimately, we shall be a church that continues to seek growth, influence, and respectability, but we shall have an open edge toward the harder, more demanding evangelical questions of faithfulness, renewal, and information. Penultimate continuities for our culture, for the seminary, and for the church, are not to be mocked or treated lightly. Ultimately, however, our vocation calls us to notice the costs of those continuities, costs in terms of repression, denial, self-deception, and exploitation, costs which finally we are called not to pay.  We are called with precious gifts and peculiar discernment, with odd power and access, to be present to the discontinuities where the new children are given faith.  Such birth is in mighty and painful labor.  The children, who are given to us new by faith, never arrive in an easy birth, but it is the birth for which we wait in eager longing (Rom. 8:19-23).”

Jesus the Christ proclaimed: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
  It was Christ’s mission to not only proclaim but to show God’s love for all of creation and God’s liberation to joy for all of humanity.  As the body of Christ, the church, we have an opportunity . . . no, an obligation to walk and talk the transformative love of God.  By learning together and by welcoming each other, the church changes from a place of stagnation to a state of transformation through God’s mercy and justice.
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