Cynthia L. Rigby

MORE THAN A HERO:
THE PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
OF THE INCARNATION
IN MINISTRY WITH YOUTH

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God.... Without him, not one thing came into being

And the Word became flesh and lived among us....
John 1: 1, 3b,14a; NRSV

HERO-LESS

A youth minister went into her youth meeting, program in hand and ready to
go. The games were over, the opening prayer was said, and she took a deep breath,
preparing to ask the provocative opening question:

“Who are your heroes?”

Her question was greeted with bored expressions. There was no clue that
thinking was going on behind the eyes.

“We don't have heroes,” someone finally said. Several others grunted in agree-
ment

“Great,” the youth minister thought, now what do I do with them for the next
hour?

According to George Barna, in his book Baby Busters,

Busters have no heroes. The most commonly mentioned names
are recycled heroes from years past, individuals to whom com-
paratively few Busters really relate. Although there are plenty
of teen idols and other young entertainment or sports heroes
who represent their generation, none of those individuals
carries the mantle of trust and credibility of his or her peers.!

Busters, again defined as those who were born between the years 1965 and 1981
are often characterized as being deeply skeptical, “pessimistic about the future.
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(Barna, p. 35) While the rebel Boomers of the 1960s believed that they could cre-
ate a better future than those in positions of authority, many Busters today question
whether building a better world is even possible. While the Boomers of the '60s
believed in democracy as a means to uphold and promote human life, Busters don’t
trust any institution to really care about people.

We are about production, Busters understand. We are about getting what we
can from others. And others are about getting what they can from us. The trick is
to give enough to get what you need but not more than you have to.

Under these terms, Busters have become part of our institutionalized system.
Again, they do not entertain grandiose expectations for changing it. Instead, they
concentrate on what it is they can get out of it, learning to protect themselves from
being “eaten up” in the process.

Consider the sitcoms of the Busters as opposed to those of the Boomers.
When I was a kid, in the peak of the Boomer years, television featured shows like
Father Knows Best, That Girl, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Six Million Dollar Man
and Charlies Angels. These shows were about “heroes”—fathers whom children
went to for advice; working single women making it happen for themselves; men
who should have died in accidents who wind up getting bionic legs and becoming
better, stronger, and faster than before; gorgeous women with long, polished nails
who hop fences in four-inch heels and corner the bad guys. My favorite Boomer sit-
com is Mash, where well-intentioned doctors in the Korean war try to put human
life back together. These were our heroes—those who respected the system because
the system was basically good and it wouldn't let them down if they tried their very
hardest. Those who were not cynical about the world, but who did something to
make a difference in and for the world. Those who gave advice to and rescued folks
who did not cooperate with the basically good infrastructure. Or those like Hawk-
Eye Pierce, who critiqued the structure but always found ways to stay a part of it by
bending the rules. Note that these Boomer sitcoms were often focused on individ-
uals or small groups of individuals. Not only did Boomers believe that we, together,
can make a difference, but that I can make a difference.

Look at popular sitcoms today, by contrast, and at what they tell us about our
heroes. The Simpsons, featuring Bart, an obnoxious, underachieving young person
with no shame. Or Friends, a top-rated show that hints that we’d rather have friends
than heroes or success. Cheers features people who are underachievers but who
love to go to a place “where everybody knows your name.” Seinfeld, for a time the
number-one-ranked show, communicates that it is OK to be going after what is
going to make you feel good in life, or at least its OK not to feel shame about doing
what keeps you comfortable. Its last episode was really scary. Jerry, Elaine, Kramer,
and George were all sent to jail for their apathy—and they didn't care.
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Perhaps this is what it is to be a hero in our culture these days: to not feel
shame about one’s apathy. To not be a hypocrite, thinking that we can really make a
difference. To be loyal to our friends, hoping that they will provide us with some
degree of security. ‘

JESUS AND THE BOOMERS

Is Jesus associated with the heroes of the Boomers? Is Jesus a kind of
Superman, breaking into our reality to rescue us? Snatching us up, like Lois Lane,
just as disaster is about to strike?

What does it mean to say that Jesus Christ is our Savior and Lord? That he
died on the cross to save us from our sins? 1 don’t mean to be disrespectful when 1
ask you, and myself: do we think of Jesus as the guy who jumps in the way of the
bullets that are supposed to hit us, taking the hits for us so that we don't have to,
managing to endure the attack by being resurrected from the dead? Is The Matrix
a Boomers’ movie?

Or perhaps we, like some Boomers, think of Jesus as being that cooperative

member of the status quo, doing what he has to do to make things happen.
Managing the disciples, submitting to the will of his boss, working hard for us, his
family. Go into any bookstore named Logos and take a stroll through the business
section. There you will see books on how Jesus is the best businessman that ever
lived, a real wiz at people skills, a model for us to emulate if we want to succeed.
Jesus is our hero, replacing us on the cross. Showing us what to do to make it in
the world.
This is the understanding of Jesus as hero that the Busters reject.

JESUS AND THE BUSTERS

In a poignant popular song written by Eric Bazilian, Busters communicate
what they think of the Boomers’ “hero Jesus” and what they wonder about God:

If God had a name, what would it be?

and would you call it to his face if you were faced with him in
all his glory?

what would you ask if you had just one question?

Yeah, yeah—God is great

Yeah, yeah—God is good

Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah....

What if God was one of us?
Just a slob like one of us?
Just a stranger on a bus, trying to make his way home....
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If God had a face, what would it look like?

and would you want to see if seeing meant that you would
have to believe K

in things like heaven and in Jesus and the saints and all the
prophets and....

What if God was one of us?
Just a slob like one of us?

Just a stranger on a bus, trying to make his way home... 2

Hey, wait just a minute. . . a slob? There are those kids again, trying to pull God
down to our level.

Aren’t we concerned that if we start talking about God being a friend and Jesus
being a slob youth will lose their respect for God? After all, God is the sovereign
Creator of the universe. And if Jesus was there with God, as it tells us in John 1,
then Jesus is not a “stranger on the bus,” but the God of all creation.

We better be very careful, we tell ourselves, before we let our youth talk about
God as their friend or Jesus as their buddy. As though they are in control of God!

Is there a way to talk about God as friend, to confirm that God is really one of
us, without compromising on who God is? This is exactly where the doctrine of the
incarnation comes into play.

ONE OF Us: SOME HISTORY

Let me give you a little history on where the doctrine of the incarnation came
from, and then T'll tell you why it matters so much for us in our lives of faith.

Almost a hundred years after our Cappadocian friends met to discuss the
Trinity, there was another meeting in a place called Chalcedon. The year was 451.
The agenda was very focused. The big question was what it meant to say that Jesus
Christ was both human and divine.

There were two schools of thought. One was the Antiochian school, the other
the Alexandrian school. The Antiochian school argued that Jesus was fifty percent
human and fifty percent divine. And this settled all kinds of problems in their
minds. It helped them explain some of the things we read about in the New
Testament. When Jesus cried at Lazarus’s tomb in John 11:35, they said: “Well that’s
the human side!”” When he turned the water into wine. W-e-1-1. . . that’ the divine
side! When he struggled with the Father in the Garden of Gethsemane. . . human!
When he made the blind to see and the lame to walk. . . divine! When he cried out
on the cross: “My God, my God. . . why hast Thou forsaken me!” Which side? Why,
the human, of course! '

By separating the human side of Jesus Christ from the divine side, the



THE BOTTOM LINE
~ How does this history help. us understand who Jesus is and bring who Jesus
is to youth in our context?
I once had a close friend who heard me talking about “fully human and fully
divine,” and she said to me, quite candidly, “Cindy, I just don't think any of this mat-

75



