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A “Walking Around” Faith That’ll Change the World

I’ve learned a lot about holiness in my years in youth ministry. 
Some lessons I’ve learned have come from the typical places.
Other lessons have come from the unexpected places, catching 
me off guard and teaching me all at the same time. Two good 
examples of lessons I’ve learned have come from…

School lunch isn’t just
a time to “be a

pastor”; it’s a time 
to “be God’s 

presence” for 
students.
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A Student I Know…
…who grew up in a Christian home with his
pastor father and in a Christian school with his
teacher mother. All of his friends were Chris-
tians and so was almost everyone he knew. The
few people he knew who weren’t Christians, he
avoided. And he also avoided those he believed
could go either way on the Christian/non-Chris-
tian line. (Better safe than sorry, he figured.)

As this student grew up, he began to learn
more and more about the word holiness. Except
he’d always believed holiness meant pointing
his finger at “those people” who weren’t like
him and his Christian friends. After all, pointing
his finger made him feel good about himself
and his “holiness.” To him, being holy meant
knowing he followed certain rules while others
flippantly broke them. He was holy, and they
were not—and that’s what holiness is all about.
Or at least that’s what he thought.

Exodus…
…where we see God’s people, Israel, having
just left Egypt where they’d been enslaved.
They were God’s people, but in their oppres-
sion and fear of being forgotten, they cried out
to God. And God heard their cry and answered.

At this point you might be flashing back to
Charlton Heston triumphantly holding stone
tablets in The Ten Commandments or Val
Kilmer’s voice in The Prince of Egypt. This
Bible account (and those movies) continues as
God, via Moses, leads his people out of slavery
from Egypt, through the parted Red Sea, and to
the mountain called Sinai.

Sinai is where the Ten Commandments
were given to Moses—and where Israel begins
her track record of forgetting them. They begin
this track record by making a golden calf.
Sinai is also the place where God gave a spe-
cific and unique identity and mission to the Is-
raelites. God told them, “Although the whole
earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6).

The student struggling with holiness and Is-
rael struggling in the wilderness demonstrate to
us the unique challenge that holiness is for us.
It’s elusive, and yet, it’s a biblical call. When I
reflect on all of that, I realize that…

Israel Is…
These words, kingdom of priests and a holy na-
tion, represent more than just cozy words or a
new nickname. They’re an identity and a mis-
sion for all the people of Israel.

During this time in the ancient near east,
every country had its own god. And every

country also had its own priests. If you were traveling to a country and wanted
to know what its god was like, you went to the country’s priest. The priest was
the one who showed you his nation’s god—who put the divine on display for
everyone to see. The priest was set apart; the priest was holy; a nation’s priest
was supposed to be like his nation’s god. (Buddhists, for example, still refers
to the Dalai Lama as “His Holiness.”)

And now the God of Israel told them they’d be a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation. Not just some of them, but all of them. This wasn’t just a respon-
sibility for a few select individuals to uphold but the identity and mission of
all of Israel. Its identity as a nation is that each Jew was to be priest-like, that
each was to be set apart, to be holy. Israel’s mission was to be an entire nation
that showed others who God is and what God is like.

This meant that for Israel, holiness wasn’t something used to exclude oth-
ers; rather holiness meant being set apart so that the nation of Israel could
place God on display—to show the world who God is and what God is like. In
fact, Israel was to go into the world and be like God, be God’s representative,
be God’s image.

We Are…
The church has the same charge: As Peter wrote, we are “a chosen people, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession” (1 Peter 2:9). As
followers of Jesus, the Messiah of Israel and the world, we are to be holy.

For youth workers, this means that our role isn’t just to be
an example so we can show students a better kind of
life. We’re more than mere role models, teaching
proper behaviors and etiquette. We’re to show
students the divine; we’re to embody God;
we’re to bring holiness up close and per-
sonal, to every student, to every par-
ent...to everyone.

Our programs and teachings and
small groups and events aren’t just
things we do to fill time, but things
we do to show our students who
God is and what God is like. Car
rides home aren’t just space for
quality conversation; they’re times
to display the divine. School lunch
isn’t just a time to “be a pastor”;
it’s a time to “be God” for stu-
dents.

We don’t just sit with
our kids and their friends,
laugh at their jokes, and
crack a few of our
own to show that
pastors can be hip,
too. Rather, we
show them a totally
different kind of
person. We’re to
be like God, be
God’s representa-
tive, be God’s
image.

Because we
are a royal priest-

My pointed finger was
the barometer of

holiness. And sadly, it
was a reflection of a false
image of God. How many

people saw my posture
of a pointed finger
and then saw God the

same way?

Holiness includes us all,
invites us all, by the

grace of God, to be-
come a different

kind of people for a 
different kind of world.
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hood, a kingdom of priests, a holy nation, set apart for the sake of
the world and for the sake of our students, so that they might find
God in us. And when they find God in us, they realize they can
know him for themselves.

Students Are…
As student ministry pastors, we’re not just a kingdom of priests
for our students, but also with our students. Too often the thought
of holiness and being holy creates an us/them schism, with some
people self-righteously proclaiming godliness while all the while
raising their noses and pointing their fingers at all the “heathens”
who surround them (like my opening story about the student).

Holiness isn’t for “us” (youth workers) to display to “them”
(students) so that they might feel unworthy or unrighteous.
Rather, holiness includes us all, invites us all, by the grace of
God, to become a different kind of people for a different kind of
world.

One of my students, after learning this, went to school and
saw a kid being bullied. Instead of ignoring it—as he had often
done—he went up to the bullied kid as a friend.

Another of my students had saved more than $100 to buy a
four-wheeler, but when he learned of thousands of homeless wid-
ows in Guatemala, he decided to forego the four-wheeler and in-
stead show them what God is like by giving them his money.

A couple more of my students learned of kids in Rwanda who
couldn’t go to school because their parents had HIV or had died
from AIDS. So they started their own organization to help these
kids go to school. They raised money and awareness, and now all
10 of these Rwandan kids—though still affected by HIV/AIDS—
have experienced the holiness of God in two middle school girls.

When our students learn that they’re part of God’s holy na-
tion, everything can change: Bullied students are befriended, or-
phans and widows are remembered, and those left orphaned by
HIV/AIDS are given hope. This is the result of a holiness that
walks around in the lives of our students.

PowerPoint or People?
As their pastors, how are we equipping our students? For what are
we equipping them?

It’s easy to say that we’re “equipping them for the works of
ministry,” but what does that really mean? We need to show them
what it means to be a holy nation and a royal priesthood, not just
what it means to be cool and listen to the newest music.

We need to give them chances to show people how God hears
the cries of the oppressed by hearing it ourselves, not just what it
means to tune out to everything and everyone. We need to give
them chances to radically change the lives of others and see their
own lives radically changed in the process, not just give them an
escape from home or one more thing to do during the week.
Does equipping them for ministry mean having them run Power-
Point at our programs or other tasks that, though important, end
up simply serving ourselves? Or does equipping them for ministry
mean much more? Like giving them the chance to be the hands
and feet and face of God in someone’s life; to love and learn and
change everything; to be a kingdom of priests, a holy nation, put-
ting the Divine on display to the desperate world around us.

18. november|december 2008

Vin sat with me on my
front stoop as I played
catch with my young
son. In a lot of ways,
Vin was a typical fringe
kid. He was short with
long, blond hair and a
black wardrobe that
made his pale skin seem
downright ghoulish. This all worked well for his self-es-
tablished reputation as “that scary Satanist kid.” Vin’s
deepening participation in the occult was well advertised,
and he became prone to show up at school with his face
painted à la Brandon Lee in The Crow.

I met Vin through a teacher who saw through the face
paint enough to view a kid whose heart was broken from
being abandoned by his crack-addicted mother and distant
father. She called me and asked if we could take Vin to
summer camp.

Vin jumped at the opportunity, and we assumed he
would terrify the church people when he showed up to the
bus in all black clothing with his “Satan Is Cool” T-shirt.
He was a stark contrast to the African-American and
Latino boys dressed in long, white shirts and fitted caps
and girls in their summer pastels that filled out the rest of
the bus. Most of them knew Vin and were a bit uneasy to
see him on the trip—but everyone went along.

Vin was disappointed that the proclamation on his
chest didn’t really freak anyone out—so he upped the ante
with face paint. Yet, it seemed to have the opposite effect.
Those who followed Jesus embraced Vin and wanted to
know him.

This story is supposed to end with Vin breaking down
and making an emotional run to Jesus on the last day of
camp and deciding to become a missionary—which didn’t
happen. Our week ended with a comment from Vin that
taught me more about holiness than I could’ve ever imag-
ined. The last night, sitting on his bunk, Vin told us that
even though he wasn’t ready to do the whole “Jesus”
thing, he said, “I know for the first time that I am loved,
and that I can love back.”

I’ll take it.
Vin became a regular feature at my house that sum-

mer. On this day, sitting with me, he said, “I want to make
it my life’s mission to study your family. You seem to
love your kids. You spend time with them and play with
them. I just have never seen that before.” I was honest
with Vin, telling him that it wasn’t because I was a partic-
ularly good guy, but knowing Jesus in an intimate way
has changed how I think about life.

Vin made it clear to me that day that following Jesus
isn’t about whom I avoid, but whom I invite on the jour-
ney with me.

Michael Droege  
For 20 years, Michael Droege has served kids as a youth pastor and with Young Life in the
multi-cultural neighborhoods of Chicago and the New York area.  Currently, he serves as church
training director for the Princeton Institute for Youth Ministry.

The Satanist Goes to Camp
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Holiness That Walks Around
When holiness begins to walk around, everything changes. A word that so easily
conjured up an us/them mentality ceases to exclude itself against the world and be-
gins to embrace the world for the sake of, and in the name of, God. This holiness,
rather than being divisive, becomes the catalyst for God’s redemption, love, grace,
and forgiveness to radically change and restore everything.

And it all starts with God calling his people a holy nation. It continues with us
hearing those words as our identity and mission. And it’s left in the hands, feet,
and lives of our students to be that holiness in the world.

Our holiness is not to remove us from “the world.” It’s to impart us into the
world in a whole new way. We are blessed to be a blessing. We are restored by
God so that we can join in the restoration of all things. We are made holy by God’s
grace, so that God working through us can in turn make all the world holy.

From a Pointing Finger to an Open Hand
Remember the opening story about the student with the skewed view of holiness?

It’s a true story.
I was that student.
I thought I knew all the answers and had it all together. And I thought that

made me holy.
Growing up, holiness was me pointing a finger at those other people who

weren’t “good enough” (which from my perspective was really just what I thought
of as “not as good as me”). My pointed finger was the barometer of holiness. And
sadly, it was a reflection of a false image of God. How many people saw my pos-
ture of a pointed finger and then saw God the same way?

Now I understand holiness differently. And now I seek to model it differently
as well. Instead of pointing a finger, my holiness is an open hand, showing the love
of God to a world that desperately needs it. My holiness is not self-serving, simply
making me better. Being “holy” and “doing the work of ministry” never ends with
myself, but always moves from myself to the world.
Our students’ hands can do many things—from holding doors, to running Power-
Point, to changing tires, to serving food, to building houses.

We need to change their postures of holiness from pointing fingers to open
hands.

Turn off the water when you brush your teeth. Ride your bike
to school. Take reusable bags to the grocery store. Recycle.
Use compact fluorescent light bulbs. These simple acts are
but a few of the ways in which people “go green,” seeking to
preserve and improve the environment. But these arenʼt just
green habits, theyʼre also holy habits, ways in which Christians
show their love for God and neighbor and express their Chris-
tian discipleship.

To read more of Josh Tinleyʼs “Going Green: Spiritual Prac-
tices of Creation Care,” visit www.tjosm.com

Printer needs to drop

in NASB/Lockman

Ad --which picks up

from July/Aug, Pg 11

The Journal-Nov-Dec-Mech:TheJournal-  10/22/08  10:28 AM  Page 19


