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Before I begin trying to explain adolescents I need to say this: I love teenagers. They are amazing. As some of you know I’ve written a few novels, and all of them are for and about teens. Adolescents are just more interesting than most grown-ups. You see, people are interesting when they are changing and growing, and no one is changing more than these young people. As they leave childhood, where they were defined primarily in terms of their family group, they begin exploring for the first time the idea that they might have an individual identity, separate from their parents and family. They are ready to become uniquely themselves.
	One problem, though. They don’t know yet who that unique individual is. How could they? They’ve never been that person. They don’t want to be just like their parents, but beyond that they’re a blank slate. So they try on different personalities. And where do they get these personalities to try? From their peers. This helps explain some of the weirdness of teenagers. They declare that they want to be their own person, and then they dress exactly like every one of their classmates. (And before our adults laugh at those silly teens today, let me remind you that we all did it, too. For some it was white shirts and thin ties, for others it was poodle skirts or saddle shoes. For me it was carefully raggedified denim cut-offs and tie-dyed shirts and long hair.) And it’s not just clothes; it’s behavior. Adolescents can sometimes act like completely different people depending on which group they’re with. This is normal. They’re trying on different personalities to see what fits. 
	All this conformity comes from a desperate need to belong. Adolescents are stepping away from all they’ve known in childhood, and they feel exposed. This is why the high school social scene is always characterized by tight cliques. One of the worst fates for a teen is to be seen eating alone in the school cafeteria. So they avoid that fate by identifying themselves with a group. But, as most will remember, this clique-ishness is one of the traps of that age, often leading to cruelty toward outsiders and contempt for other groups. It is not a pleasant time, and if you don’t belong to a group, it is flat-out miserable.
	One more thing. Older teens especially – once their brains have developed the capacity for abstract thought – can leave the rule-based morality of children and develop a soaring idealism. They are able to imagine a world that is kinder and better than the one we live in and, unhampered by the cynicism of adulthood, see no reason that we shouldn’t reach for that world. Think of Emma Gonzales and the other Parkland High School students. 
	So, in summary, here’s what adolescents are like. They declare independence and then they conform desperately; they no longer see themselves as children, but they’re in rebellion against adults; they’re capable of both deep cruelty and astonishing acts of compassion, mercy, and justice. I do like these people. Like I said, way more interesting than adults.

The Gospel for Adolescents
Joshua 24:1, 14-24

We read this morning from the Book of Joshua. Joshua has led the children into the Promised Land, driving out or destroying the previous inhabitants, and this is from his final speech to the people. We read Joshua 24, verse 1, then verses 14-24:
	
24 Then Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and summoned the elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel; and they presented themselves before God.

14“Now therefore revere the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. 15Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”
	16Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve other gods; 17for it is the Lord our God who brought us and our ancestors up from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, and who did those great signs in our sight. He protected us along all the way that we went, and among all the peoples through whom we passed; 18and the Lord drove out before us all the peoples, the Amorites who lived in the land. Therefore we also will serve the Lord, for he is our God.” 
	19But Joshua said to the people, “You cannot serve the Lord, for he is a holy God. He is a jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions or your sins. 20If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm, and consume you, after having done you good.” 21And the people said to Joshua, “No, we will serve the Lord!’ 22Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen the Lord, to serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses.” 23He said, “Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and incline your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” 24The people said to Joshua, “The Lord our God we will serve, and him we will obey.”

There are some interesting parallels between this narrative in Joshua and the world of the adolescent that I just described. These are people who started as slaves, having no identity other than that of belonging to someone else. Like children. They broke away from that slavery and formed their own group and identity. This involved rejecting the multiple gods of Egypt and becoming the people of just one God. They became the “children of Israel,” and swore to follow that one God’s laws. That group identity was shaped during years of depending on God in the desert, until eventually they came to the Promised Land, conquered it, and as Joshua gathers the people together for his farewell speech, they are about to split up and scatter throughout the land in separate groups – a federation of tribes – a lot like the social world of teenagers. To those groups, Joshua makes this speech in which he reminds people where they came from but calls for them to be different. Don’t go back to the old gods of your fathers; follow the one God. He calls for them to be suspicious of alien groups; don’t hang out with the Canaanites and their gods. They’ll lead you astray. They’re no good. And then Joshua makes it personal, calling for an individual decision: “Choose this day whom you will serve . . . but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”
	This is the typical faith of adolescence. First, it’s group-oriented. The adolescent, more than anyone else in church, needs a community of faith. Being by yourself is scary, because yourself is still a stranger. I still clearly remember a sermon that my pastor preached when I was in high school that included the refrain, “With Jesus, you are never alone.” Now that’s not a profound thought. That particular pastor didn’t do profound. So why do I remember it? Because of how much my teenage self needed it. But this group-oriented faith has an important specification. It should not include the youth’s parents. You see, when a teen is with her parents, she still feels like a child. (Nothing to be ashamed of in that, by the way. I feel the same way when I visit my parents.) The youth needs to explore faith on her own, away from her family, and when adolescents are given that space, that’s when they are able to make their own decision to follow Christ, a personal commitment. To paraphrase Joshua, “Choose this day whom you will follow . . . as for me, I choose Christ.”
	So what is the good news for teenagers? What is the gospel that they will hear and respond to? Well, as it happens, I have a clergy friend with a son just finishing high school, and she asked him that very question one day: What would be the gospel for teenagers? Her son Jonty thought for a while, then said, “Equality.” His mother stared at him. “But all I ever hear from your age is about being individuals!” Jonty replied patiently, “Not sameness: equality. We want to know that even if we are different we will be accepted and treated the same.” So maybe I could put the gospel for adolescents this way:  You are unique, but you are not alone. Whoever you are, whoever you become, whatever you’ve done, nothing will separate you from Christ. Commit your life to him, and together you can transform the world.
	How does a church proclaim that gospel? First, give teenagers space. Literally, if possible. Have separate rooms and groups and retreats and activities for youth, apart from their parents. But not apart from all adults. Youth still need models. Some of the people who have had the greatest impact in my life were adults whom I knew and respected in my teens. Youth need non-parental (which is to say “not lame”) adult mentors. They need models beyond their peers. And they need to maintain connection with the larger church. Encourage their idealism by letting them speak in church, go on mission trips with other adults, get engaged in community ministry. They are sorting out their future selves from a bewildering array of options; we need to give them options worth choosing.
	Options, I say. Not expectations. The last thing teens need from church is more demands. These poor kids today, juggling demands from parents and teachers and peers and lining up projects and extracurriculars for college applications! Teens today carry incredible burdens, but they aren’t experienced enough to know they can’t do it all, or confident enough to just say no. Instead, a steadily increasing number of them say, “I give up.” Self-confidence plummets in adolescence, and teen suicide is an epidemic. Let us not be complicit in this evil. Let us offer options and models and mentors, but not more impossible demands.
	Most of all, we proclaim the gospel to adolescents by accepting them as they are, even though sometimes “as they are” is pretty weird. Even though sometimes “as they are” includes pastel hair, surly moods, lip piercings, and ridiculous clothes. (Says the pastor standing up front wearing a medieval dress. I only do it because of peer pressure.) Youth need to know that that superficial stuff doesn’t change how we love them. And it goes deeper. Youth also need to know that we love them whether they are straight or gay or lesbian or transgender, for instance, and the fact that many churches have made it clear that they do not accept all those identities is one reason adolescents – both straight and gay – have been seeking their acceptance elsewhere. With the idealism of youth, they can imagine a world where none of that matters, and they aren’t interested in settling for less in their faith. Nor should we be. Sometimes, we have things to learn from them – these incredible adolescents with their expanding mind and explosive potential who are so fiercely loved by God.
Let’s pray.
God, no one knows us as you do. Not our families, not our friends, not even ourselves.
	You know the secret thoughts we do not share with our loved ones.
	You see through all our phoniness,
		The virtue we pretend to have,
		The display of confidence that we don’t feel,
		The fear that we hide so desperately.
	You know our hypocrisy, our unspoken lies, our broken promises.
	And you know how terrified we are that people might see through us,
	The fear that no one would love us if they really knew who we were.
But you know all that. You know us.
	
Please love us, God. 

Because if you can love us as we are, with all our darkness and anger and dishonesty,
	Then we won’t be entirely alone. 

And that would be . . . good. Thank you, God. 

Amen.


1

