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PREFACE

I have a hard time with faith. It’s true. Belief is no big deal. If you want to know what I believe about an issue, I can talk your ear off—giving you a convincing argument for why I am right and why you should agree with me, but faith is a different issue altogether. Faith is putting your money where your mouth is and acting on your well-reasoned beliefs.

However, when we can find beliefs that are so deep and so true that they flow out in our actions in the world, that is where the power is. That is how movements begin and how lives are transformed, and that is where this book is trying to go.

This book began with an argument with a ministry colleague of mine in another denomination. We were talking about the kinds of things we do at our fun events and we couldn’t have disagreed more with how they should be focused. We went back and forth arguing for a while, but it wasn’t until I was in the car on the way home that I realized I had been thinking incorrectly about my ministry.

My friend and I were arguing over technique with success as our guide for whether or not something was a good or bad idea. The way we did our ministry had little to do with what we believed about God and much more to do with the techniques that the speakers at the big ministry conference told us were successful.

I had missed the point for over a decade. I had neglected to realize that what we believe about God should inform how we minister in his name. Or to put it in more technical terms, our theology should inform our praxis. That is what I had been preaching to my students for years: transforming belief into faith. Though I had been teaching it every chance I got, I had missed the application of this lesson in my own life as a minster.

That is when I began looking at the key tenants of my understanding about God and asking a simple question: If I believe this about God, what ministry actions does it require? I quickly realized that though I had several changes to make, part of the unique way I had been doing ministry was a result of my deeply held convictions about how God worked in the world.

The problem was that after much reflection I realized that there was another major source that needed to weigh in on my practice of ministry: church history. I have been fascinated for a long time with the movement begun by John Wesley and have admired much about his life and the innovations that he made in ministry in his time. I have sought to follow his example—both in living out the values he offered to the world, as well as trying to continue his spirit of innovation in my own areas of authority.

After almost another decade of wrestling with all of these ideas, I am writing this book as another voice in the conversation with the hope that, whether or not you share my particular theological or historical perspective, you will be challenged to work out what you believe and how it informs your work in ministry both personally and programmatically.

You will notice that each chapter starts with a story from my life about a moment of particularly unhealthy ministry that either my friends or myself had to weather in a less-than-perfect world. I offer these sometimes tragic, sometimes humorous stories as a doorway into the theological or historical task, as well as a way to keep our minds on the very practical issues that come about when considering the theme at hand in each chapter. From there, we will reflect on the particular theological or historical element and how it is given fullness through the insight of the Scripture. After all of that, we will explore how it impacts what we do as people who lead and/or plan ministry and how it impacts us personally as believers and leaders.

I hope this book will take you on the journey I have been on for the last several years. That it will cause you to consider how what you believe informs how you live and practice ministry. I hope that you will gather some of your fellow leaders and wrestle with this book together. I pray that the Holy Spirit will use these words to shine light on the path that helps you travel the distance between belief and faith.
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RECLAIMING THE LOST SOUL OF YOUTH MINISTRY


“J-Dub”—An Introduction

(Why Wesley Matters for Youth Ministry)

I just want my life to matter,” Jenny pleaded as she sat staring at me and feeling apathetic in the chair in my office. “I mean, I come to church and it’s whatever, and I go home and, you know, we watch TV and I realized that if I died right here in your office my life would not have mattered at all.” She looked away. “The world would be exactly the same.”

That is the drumbeat of teen hearts all over the world. They see what’s wrong with the world, they want to do something about it, but are paralyzed. With all they are, they want to change the world, but they don’t know how. They don’t know where to start.

Teens know that the judgmentalism of many of the Christians around them is far from correct. They know this because as these students grow up and watch their friends make bad choices, they still love them and want to be friends with them. When pressed many will confess their belief that unconditional love has the power to change people.

This, of course, brings me to “J-Dub”—John Wesley. Yes, he is the founder of Methodism and the author of a commentary on the New Testament. Yes, he is the guy who opposed slavery and helped all of the abandoned Anglicans receive communion during the split between England and the Colonies. But let’s not be blind. He wasn’t perfect. He had doubts and struggles and worked hard at following Jesus. All of this—his life and writings and ideas and the movement he helmed—are the key to successful youth ministry.

How does this dead white guy from the 1700s have any impact on successful youth ministry in the 2000s? It’s simple: his life and theology work for today’s students. He had this idea, this passion, that he might change the world. Not just convince it of a new idea about God or teach it as logical proof for God’s existence, but that the world would be completely transformed from the inside out. He pushed with every second of his life to spark this change and see it spread across the globe.

But the true power for today’s teens, the really amazing thing, is that he believed it was the overwhelming capacity of God’s love that changes the world. Not a set of doctrines or an itemized answer to everyone’s questions, but love. Wesley cast a vision of the world that was unlike anything before or since. It was a world where God actually cared about everyone, not just the chosen few who believed the right thing. It was a world where God loved us in the best way possible, unconditionally and un-statically. In other words, God loves us so much that he wants to use that overwhelming love to transform us into something better than we are.

Wesley’s vision of the world was one where religion was not just about personal enlightenment and self-realization. For this brilliant innovator, God’s love reached beyond the individual and focused on transforming the world as well. That meant that poverty was a spiritual issue as was health and education and injustice. Nothing escapes the scope of this boundless, ever-advancing love of God.

Thus, Wesley sat in a room and wrote a bunch of books about it, right? No. He got up and moved to the worst parts of town. He preached to the dregs of society and the high society. He lived out the love of God in the most difficult environments imaginable. And when this movement of God grew, Wesley delegated and trained leaders and rode thousands of miles on horseback helping individuals in cities all over the country.

And then he got filthy rich and retired in a big house, right? No! He was all in. Every bit of time and energy and money was spent on fueling this movement of the love of God as it rolled across towns and cities. Wesley gave freely and called others to do likewise. He didn’t amass any wealth to speak of except that which resided in heaven as he poured every resource he had into changing the world.

I don’t know about you, but that seems to be just about exactly what every youth I know wants for their life and their world. That is the kind of faith worth getting up early on a weekend for, and that is what we need to be offering.

Does that mean no more lock-ins and pizza parties? Would our celebri-pastor J-Dub want us to go around thinking deep things and having intense discussions only? Absolutely not, but it does mean that absolutely everything we do is touched by this pattern of life and theology. Every game, every sermon, every bus breakdown is imbued with meaning, and that is why we are here.

We are here because if we don’t take a second and think about it, we might just take the ministry idea of any random person and do it ourselves, never realizing that it is part of the problem. When students hear what we just said and then experience the opposite, what we said doesn’t matter.

Now is the time. It is time for us to reclaim a brilliant vision of life and ministry. It is time for us to live like we believe it, and it is time, most of all, to be agents of God’s overwhelming love seeking to change the world.


Part One

Reclaiming Grace—An Ordered Mess

“It is the work of God alone to justify,
to sanctify, and to glorify; which three
comprehend the whole of salvation.”

—John Wesley
“Predestination Calmly Considered”


1

Wooing Lock-Ins

(Prevenient Grace in Pizza)

After a full day of rain, the air on the screen porch at summer camp where I was worshipping with a couple hundred students was thick. The close to 100 percent humidity combined with the ninety-plus degree heat was far from our minds. The place was silent except for the occasional scrape of a metal folding chair on concrete because we were all glued to the words of Brother Hale.

The evening before, he had caught our attention with part one of the end times and tribulation, and now he was unveiling the horror of the rapture to our adolescent minds. He was incredible. Without the aid of the yet-to-be-released Left Behind books or movies, Brother Hale talked about crashing planes, derailing trains, and failing power grids.

He had made it clear to us how thoroughly sin separated us from God. Nothing we could do could mend the divide, and we were living in a situation where we were hopeless and could neither hear the voice of God nor feel his presence. God wanted to bless us, but our sin prevented his blessings from flowing in our life. The altar was full, and I was saved.

I couldn’t imagine how he could top that, but he was doing it. Now this Southern minister was about to take it to the next level and forever scar many of the kids sitting there. He was finishing his bit on the horrors of what would happen to those who had been left behind in the rapture—water turning to blood, boils, and every other atrocity Revelation made available to him—when, unbeknownst to us, a person carrying a giant horn snuck around behind the backs of the crowd on the other side of the screen waiting for the appointed time.

With the deftness of a carnival pitchman, Brother Hale raised his volume and sped up as he said, “You know what it says, in the twinkling of an eye like a thief in the ni—”

Before he finished the word, the horn blew, the lights went out, and the room fell silent for what seemed like an eternity until it was broken with the tears of the teens that had been left behind. Needless to say, I got saved twice more on that night … just to make sure.

[image: Image]

Un-Graceful Preaching

There are layers of trauma in this story, not the least of which is the theological trauma created by the portrayal of a God who is only nice to the in-crowd and only cares about getting more people into that crowd.

To be honest, the matter of God’s grace can be a touchy subject among those who like to spend their time arguing about theological nuances. For some, the grace of God is only extended to us in order to forgive our sin. We experience it in fullness at that moment and it does its job once and for all. For others, there are moments where we experience it in lesser strengths at other times, but the fullness only at the moment of salvation.

For those who, like Brother Hale, relegate God’s grace to the moment of salvation, that moment soars to the pinnacle of importance. I have seen more than one pastor with this understanding of the grace of God become obsessed with finding techniques for getting people to that point. They have diagrams and arguments. They develop tracts and evangelism methods that focus on getting people to “cross the line of faith.” While this perspective is beautiful in its own right, and while I agree with a whole lot of its understanding of salvation, its limitations to God’s grace come up short for me.

The Trinity of Grace

For those who follow the way of faith pioneered by John Wesley, we understand God’s grace in much the same way as we do the Trinity. For us, we are constantly experiencing the fullness of God’s grace in one of three forms. We will be spending the first three chapters talking about these forms and the brilliant ways Wesley made them clear. This chapter deals with my favorite: prevenient grace.

As we will discover, this grace is experienced by everyone everywhere. It is one of the pieces to explaining how many people who are not believers do not feel particularly separate from God. Rather, throughout their lives there are times when they are acutely aware of God’s presence and blessing. Ask anyone who has children and they will tell you that as wild and somewhat terrifying as it is, you cannot deny the sense of intense blessing the first time you hear them cry and or the moment they grab hold of your finger with their tiny hands. It’s a blessing that strikes awe in the heart of even the harshest skeptic. If God’s grace and blessing only rest on Christians, we have a problem because there is no statistical difference between Christians and non-Christians in terms of fertility. They are equally blessed with children. Why is that? How could such a miraculous moment be so commonplace regardless of your devotion to God?

It turns out that God doesn’t hold back on people just because they are not following him. We believe that all human beings, whether they are following Jesus or not, are experiencing and being offered the fullness of God’s grace. They don’t have to earn it or ask for it; they get it for free. This helps explain why some people have wonderful, beautiful, fulfilling lives despite never deciding to follow Jesus. Prevenient grace is the form of God’s grace that is extended to all of mankind, and is the way that God chooses to express his love to those who do not know him in an effort to woo them to turn their lives to follow him.

Glimpses of Prevenient Grace in the Scripture

This idea is seen throughout the Scripture, but arguably nowhere more clear than in the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:45: “He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” The sun and rain here are both very positive things in the more agrarian culture of the first century, and this talks about God using his resources (“his sun …”) to bless everyone regardless of their nationality or religious preference.

In Romans 1:20, Paul talks about God’s natural revelation given to all mankind. He says, “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.” He reveals himself through sunsets, flowers, fertile soil, and the ability of the human heart to love.

Those are the external things, but prevenient grace goes far deeper, infecting the deepest parts of existence with God’s grace. Philippians 2:13 acknowledges the grace of God within us saying, “It is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.” God’s prevenient grace is also acting within us, imbuing all creation with a desire to seek to connect with God and do his will in the world.

In other words, this prevenient form of God’s grace is what is responsible for drawing us to God. John Wesley expressed it by saying that prevenient grace is “the first wish to please God, the first dawn of light concerning His will, and the first slight transient conviction of having sinned against Him.”1

A Prevenient Moment

Several years ago during the summer, our youth ministry kids and staff had grown close to a Nigerian minister while we were attending a mission camp. Not only were we all amazed at the strength of a faith that withstood being abducted by a Muslim militia, they were excited by his ministry. He was teaching classes to Muslims and Christians on how to use slow sand filtration to provide clean water and fuel-efficient cookstoves to eliminate smoke from the kitchens (the number-four killer in this area). He formed relationships through this demonstration of love that God was using to change lives and call people to follow Jesus.

Over the next several months students did little things here and there to raise some money to help send people to these classes in Nigeria, but there was a feeling that we needed to do something bigger. At the same time we were planning our yearly Super Bowl party (because God loves football too, right?). Like two linemen hitting each other in the opening play of the biggest game of the year, these two ideas collided, fueled by our passion for mission. “One Night for Nigeria” was born.

The event would still be filled with fun and games. There would still be the junk food and football on big screens, but now it had a bigger purpose. We got everything from the food to the inflatables donated by local businesses, and would take all the registration money that would normally cover those expenses and give it to our friend in Nigeria.

Now the youth ministry’s obligatory “bring your friend” was bigger.
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