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Kenosis
A Dead Dog and the Joy of Self-Emptying

aAnDreW Yoot anD Christian Gonzalez

'm (Andy) a big Jimmy Kimmel fan. | have been for years, all the way

backwhenhewasradioshockjockon KROQinLosAngeles. “Jimmy
the Sports Guy,” he was called. 'msuchabigfanthatlevennamed my
lovable but dense golden retriever after him (R.I.P, Kimmel!). So I'm sure
I'mbiased, butlthoughthe was besthostthe Oscars hashadinyears.
The 2017 show wasn’t an easy one to host; palpable anxiety was every-
where. Just months earlier the iconic Meryl Streep challenged the new
president’'simmigrationorderduringaGolden Globes speech, leading
the president (yes, of the United States) to berate her on Twitter. What
would happen at the Oscars?

In a stroke of brilliance, Kimmel set the feel of the night by start-
ing with a song: opening the show was Justin Timberlake, singing his
upbeat, celebratory hit, “Can’t Stop the Feeling!”

Message received.

This night was going to be fun, a time to relax and laugh. Kim-
mel had formed his audience, transforming their anxiety into joy with
one song. One of the most powerful ways to communicate is through
music. One ofthe clearestways notonly tocommunicate butalsoto
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form the human spirit is through singing. Maybe faith formation in
youth ministry isn’tdifferent.

In the breadth of this project, all the authors are exploring disposi-
tions and practices that enhance or inhibit young people in living flour-
ishing lives. In this chapter we focus on an enhancer—but a weird one!
Toenhance somethingis, by definition, tointensify, increase, or further
improveit. Yetourfocus hereis onthe biblical concept of kenosis, which
attends not to intensification but to renunciation, not increasing but
emptying, notforimprovementbutfor humility. Itisan enhancerthat
comes by way of negation. AccordingtoPaul, Jesus took onthis kenotic
nature, coming into the world as a servant, in lowliness. Through this
kenotic action, we are given life abundant.

| justsaid “according to Paul,” but actually this assertion that Jesus
moves in the world kenotically is not original to Paul. Rather in Philip-
pians Paul is “sampling,” drawing from another track, from a song all
scholars agree is likely the oldest original piece inthe New Testament,
called the Christ Hymn. In singing this old hymn, Paul has shaped his
vision, seeing this Jesus as the one who enters death for sake of life,
suffering for the sake of joy. A life of flourishing is made possible only
by emptying ourselves, making it so we can enter the life of another—
sharing their place—as the tangible experience of sharingin Christ.

If youth ministry has any concern for helping young people live
flourishing lives, then following the beats and rhythms of this kenotic
song will beinsightful. We believe thatfollowing the beats and rhythms
of Paul’s conception of kenosis will lead us to something remarkable—
notonly lifeabundant, as Jesus promises, butjoy. Ayouth ministry prac-
ticethattakesthedistinctand, aswe’llargue, practical shape ofkenosis
isonethatnotonly creates space for young people toencounterthe
presenceofthelivingGod, butalsogivesthematune ofjoy thatthey
can’'tgetoutoftheir heads. What we hope to show in this short chapter
is that this kenotic disposition gives direct shape to our ministries, help-
ing us understand how our relationships with young people shaped by
kenosis canbe events ofjoy, inviting young people intoflourishinglives.
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These are alot of big concepts, and maybe a case study will help
us understand them. To show how kenosis, joy, and ministry are con-
nected, we'lltake a journey to Barcelona, 1928, looking in on the youth
ministry of twenty-two-year-old Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

A Closer Look

It has been often missed, but one of the greatesttheologians of the
twentieth century, a man who died in a Hitler death camp for his faith,
was a youth minister. At the end of 1927, Dietrich Bonhoeffer had fin-
ished his doctoral dissertation at the age of twenty-one. Too young to
become a pastorand not qualified tobe professor, he was encouraged
toleaveBerlinforayear-longpastoralinternshipina German-speaking
congregation in Spain. After arriving, Bonhoeffer spent his time doing
whathedid best, reworking the Sunday schoolandtendingtoyouth
ministry.

One of his most interesting experiences in Barcelona happened
abouthalfway through the internship, when aten-year-old boy came to
himonanerrand. Wehaveadetailedreportoftheexperience,because
just afew days later Dietrich related it to his friend Walter Dress. Bon-
hoeffer’s letter to Dress is filled with compassion, theological depth, and
ministerial sensitivity. As one of Bonhoeffer’s best biographers, Ferdi-
nand Schlingensiepen, explains, this story, which “onlybecame known
in 1999—when a cache of letters that Bonhoeffer had writtenin 1928to
Walter Dress, his youngest sister’s fiancé, was discovered—reveals just
how unusual was Bonhoeffer’s gift for dealing with children and young
people.” Thereismuchwe canlearnfromthisletterabouthowkenosis,
joy, and the flourishing life hang together.

Bonhoefferstarts theletterasfarfrom humility as could be con-
ceived: “Did | answer your letter about [Emil] Brunner? | don’treally

1 Ferdinand Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer 1906-1945: Martyr, Thinker, Man
of Resistance (New York: T&T Clark, 2010), 43.
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remember.Whenyouwrote youseemed prettyimpressedbythe book;
Iread up to about the last sixty pages, where | gave up because | didn’t
expect much more after finding the entire book extremely disappoint-
ing.” He goes on to express his great disappointmentin Emil Brunner’s
book The Divine Imperative. Brunner was one of the most famous and
respectedtheologians ofthetime, butthe cocky young Bonhoefferhas
no mercy for him. Atthe start of the letter, we are light years from humil-
ity, letalone kenosis. And if poor Brunner were privy to the letter, his
responsetoBonhoeffer'swords would have beenfarfromjoyful.

But quickly, the letter shifts in tone, as Bonhoeffer puts aside aca-
demic theology and recounts an experience of ministry:

Today | encountereda. . . unique case in my pastoral counsel-
ing, which I'd like to recount to you briefly and which despite its
simplicity really made me think. At 11:00 AM there was a knock
at my door and a ten-year-old boy came into my room with
something | had requested from his parents. | noticed that
somethingwas amisswiththe boy, whoisusually cheerfulness
personified. And soon it came out: he broke down in tears,
completely beside himself, and | could hear only the words:
“Mister Wolfis dead,” and then he cried and cried.?

Bonhoefferexplainsto Dressthathe placedthe boy onhisknee. There
was no ulterior motive; he simply heard the callto share inthe boy’s
experience and to be present with him as he suffered.

“Butwhois Mister Wolf?” Bonhoeffer continues. “Asitturns out, itis
ayoung German shepherd dog thatwas sick foreightdays and hadjust
diedahalf-hourago. Sotheboy, illconsolable, satdownonmyknee
and could hardly regain his composure; he told me how the dog died
and how everything is lost now.” Inside this moment of shared experi-
ence, Bonhoeffer cared for the boy by giving him a space to share his
broken humanity, indeed to have his suffering shared. He felta tempta-
tion to rush to answer, but he paused and opened himself to kenosis,

2 QuotedinSchlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer,43(emphasisadded).
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emptying himself of his need to speak as he became aware that to
insert his agenda would avoid the call to a ministry oflistening.® And so
inhumility, hejustbore the boy’s sadness by giving his presence.

This takes the practical form of allowing the boy the opportunity to
narrate his experience, to just share his brokenness by sharing his story.
SoBonhoefferreportsto Dress thatthe boytold him how “he played
onlywith the dog, each morning the dog came to the boy’s bed and
awakened him—and now the dog was dead. What could | say? So he
talked to me about it for quite a while.™

But then Bonhoeffer relays something fascinating; he says to his
surprise that the boy stopped crying, turned to him, and said, “Tell me
now, will | see ‘Mister Wolf’ again? He’s certainly in heaven.” The theo-
logical novice was caught up short, saying to Dress, “So there | stood
and was supposed to answer him yes or no.” Bonhoeffer wasn'’t sure
what to say, and yet he needed to say something—the boy’s human-
ity demanded it. And so the arrogant young theologian who ripped
apart Emil Brunner in the first paragraph of the letter searched for an
answer, humbled. He was humbled notin the sense of being putin
his place, rather by being taken to holy ground. As he took the form
of a minister by kenotically putting aside the debates of the theolo-
gian, it became possible for Bonhoeffer to share in the deep experi-
enceofaten-year-old boy. He says to Dress, “And there | stood—I who
was supposed to ‘know the answer'—feeling quite small next to him.”

3 Herelthinkof Bonhoeffer'slinein Life Togetherin the portion where he is
speaking of all the different ministries people have, and he speaks of listen-
ing. Aparaphrase ofthatpassage: The Christian minister oftenfeels the need
tosay somethingwheninthe presence of others, but he often forgets that
listening can be a greater ministry than speaking. If one does nothing but
prattle in the presence of his neighbor, then one can imagine he is doing
nothingmore than prattle before God. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Togetherand
Prayerbook of the Bible, Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Vol. 5 (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress, 2004), 98.

4 Eric Metaxas, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy (Nashville: Thomas Nelson,
2010), 86.
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Through the humility of sharing the boy’s place, Bonhoeffer encoun-
tered the presence of Christ. Emptying himself of his indifference and
any condescension, Dietrich cleared his throat and said “Look, God cre-
ated human beings and also animals, and I'm sure he also loves animals.
And | believe thatwith Goditis suchthatallwholoved each otheron
earth—genuinelyloved each other—willremain togetherwith God, for
toloveispartof God. Justhowthathappens, though, we admittedly
don’t know.” From this kenotic act—uwillingly putting aside all theologi-
cal academia and merely sharing in the experience of the death of a
boy’s dog—springs joy, from the tomb comes abundant life. Bonhoef-
fer says to Dress, “You should have seen the happy face on this boy;
he had completely stopped crying. “‘So then I'll see Mister Wolf again
when | am dead; then we can play together again'—in a word, he was
ecstatic.” We could say that the boy was so overjoyed he was coming
outof himself (Gk. ekstasis)and touching areality beyond, areality that
leads from wilting to flourishing.

Without a doubt this was a joy-enhancing experience for the boy.
This can be seen no more clearly then in Bonhoeffer’s final words: “[It
was]one ofthose cases of laughteramidtears,’and doubtless acase of
the sortthatwill notrecur veryfrequently.”Butwhy was this? Whatwas
itaboutBonhoeffer’'sactionthatledthisboyintoan ecstaticexperience
ofjoy? Andwhatmightwelearnfromthis forministry, ouryoung peo-
ple, and ouridentity as youth workers? As we try toanswerthese ques-
tions, we'll need to turn to Paul, exploring how kenosis itself becomes
the disposition that leads us into such experience. And this will take us
backto music, because, as we said, Paullearns the practice of kenosis
(even discovering that kenosis is the shape of God’s own being) from
singing.

5 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, , Barcelona, Berlin, New York: 1928-1931, trans. Eberhard
Berthge, ErnstFeil, Christian Gremmels, Wolfgang Huber, Hans Pfeifer, Albrecht
Schoenherr, Heinz E. Todt, llse Todt (Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Vol. 10), 138.
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Now Back to the Music

Justas the boy with Bonhoeffer, sotoo Paul had a death experience. In
Acts 9 we're told that the young man named Saul, ambitious and zeal-
ous in every way, is heading to Damascus, ready to live out his destiny
as protector ofthe law. He hasimagined an arcfor hislife, butinstead of
beingfulfilled,itcrashes. Atfirstblushthisscene canbe called anything
butjoyful. Afterbeingknockedtothe groundbyalightand voice call-
ing itself Jesus, Saul is bedridden, blind, and broken. The ambitious Saul
is now lost on the street called Straight, soaking in the bitter water of a
death experience. Heis as sullenas aboy withadead dog; heisaman
with a deaddream.

Life is anything but flourishing when Ananias visits Paul and
becomes his minister, sharing in his confusion with presence and prayer.
Ittook a kenotic act for Ananias to come and minister to Paul. He had to
riskhissafetyandtrustinthe callofGodtogoand prayforamanwho
had come totown tokill him. But Ananias does more: according to Acts
9:19, he takes broken Paul, who once had plans for murder, into com-
munity. It's possible, but speculative, that as he does, the disciples in
DamascusteachPaulthe song ofkenosis,asong Paulisreadytorepeat
after his experience with Ananias.

New Testament scholars seem to agree that the Christ Hymn, a
mere five verses in Philippians 2, has its origins in the earliest days of the
church, preceding the epistles or Gospels. Itdoesn’t take muchimagi-
nation to see Paul, with hood over his head, hesitantly but expectantly
enteringasmallhouse. Ananiasleads him,assuringhimallisfine, asthe
atmosphere of room becomes suffused with anxiety. This small group
has been on alert for weeks, knowing that a bloodthirsty man looking
tomake a name for himself was coming to killthem. But shockingly,
they have heard that Ananias has gone to see this man, because the
light of Jesus knocked him to the ground as good as dead.

Perhaps the others try not to stare at Paul, but the fear and intrigue
make it nearly impossible. But as the singing starts, the anxiety leaves
the room, and their voices join in harmony. Those same eyes that just
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minutes earlier glanced at Paul in fear now spot him struggling to sing
along.

Ittakes Paul a while to getthe words, but as he does, he doesn’t so
much learn them as recognize them. This song is the very soundtrack
to his experience, given anew story of God’s action itself, inviting Paul,
in the midst of this community, to hang the flesh of his own experience
on it. Together they sing,

[Because] he was in the form of God,

[he]did notcountequality with Godathingtobegrasped,
but emptied himself,

taking the form of a servant,

being born in the likeness of [humanity].
Andbeingfoundinhumanform

he humbled himself

and became obedient unto death,

even death on a cross.

Therefore God has highly exalted him

and bestowed on himthe name which is above every name,
that at the name of Jesus

every knee should bow,

in heaven and on earth and underthe earth,

and every tongue confess

that Jesus Christ is Lord,

to the glory of God the Father. (Phil 2:6—11)°

6 I'veplaced “because” in brackets at the beginning because, as I'll describe
below, New Testament scholar Michael Gorman thinks that “because” is a bet-
ter translation than “although,” connecting this hymn further to the shape of
divine actionitself. The othertwo uses of brackets are tomake the hymnmore
readable. These bracketedwords are notinthe RSV. I've also used the poetic
form of presentation. This is also something the RSV does not do, however, the
NRSVdoes.Ichosetoputitinthisformtogiveitthe more songlike quality it
seems topossess.
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Paul is told that this hymn encompasses the reality that the cruci-
fied Christ brings forth. And he recognizes it because it squares with
both his experience on the dusty road and his encounter with Ananias.
Ananias has embodied the hymnin his coming to Paulas a humble
minister, embracing himthrough his death experience. This humility to
be another’s minister mediatesthe newreality of God’s ownbeing—as,
to his surprise, Bonhoeffer experienced when he took the boy on his
knee and sharedin his big questions. Jesus comes to Paulin the death
experience of this community, emptying himself to take the form of a
servant, the form of a minister.

Paul recognizes that the state of Jesus’s own being is kenotic, self-
emptying. Butwhatis more radical about this hymn, and what must
have been deeply transformational for Paul, is that this kenosis (this
self-emptying and self-humiliating) is revealed as the state of God’s
own being. Paul had imagined that the cross was the smoking gun
that eliminated this Jesus of Nazareth from messianic consideration.
But now in this community, singing this hymn over and over again, he
sees thatthe cross is not the unavoidable discontinuity between God’s
being and Jesus’s own. Rather Christ’s crossis the decisive revelation
of what God’s self-emptying, self-giving love looks like in humanflesh.
The cross reveals that kenosis is the shape of God’s being. As New Testa-
ment scholar Michael Gorman says, “If on the cross Christ conformed to
God, then God ‘conforms’ to the cross. The cross is the interpretive, or
hermeneutical, lensthroughwhich Godis seen;itisthe meansofgrace
by which God is known.””

Changing the “Although” to “Because”

Tomakes this point clearer and help move us further in seeing how
aministry shaped by kenosis can lead to joy, we need to get a little

7 MichaelJ. Gorman, Cruciformity: Paul’s Narrative Spirituality ofthe Cross(Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001),17.
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nerdy—just for second, so hang with me. Most often when translating
Philippians 2:6, the word hyparchon is seen exclusively as “although,”
giving kenosis a sense of slumming it. Too often in youth ministry,
particularly, we intuitively translate Philippians 2:6 as something like
“Although Jesus is in the form of God,” which means he’s rich, power-
ful, sexy, and super awesome (because that's who God is); he wasn'’t
cocky aboutitbutwas downtoearth, even goingtothe crosstohelp
us out, possibly eveninjeans and a Hawaiian shirt—because he’s just
thatchill. Butthere has beenastrong movementwithin New Testament
scholarshiptotranslate hyparchoninthe causative sense, meaningthat
thelyricthat captured Paul’'simagination by interpreting his experience
is not “although” but rather “because.” Jesus humbles himself to the
point of death on the cross, not despite being in the form of God but
rather because he is in the form of God. The cross is the revelation of
God’sownbeing;itisthe very shape of divine actionitself. The crossis
not a unique outlierto God’s own actand being butis ratherits very
core. The Sontakes on humanity asthe ultimate act ofkenosis because
thisisthe constitution ofthe Father'sownbeing. God as Trinity exists as
the communionof Father, Son,and Spiritinandthroughkenosis, justas
thistriune God actsin creation by taking the form of kenosis, seeking to
be humanity’s minister in and through the cross.®

Paul recognizes through his own experience and the formative
singing of this hymn that “God . . . is essentially kenotic, and indeed

8 Gormansays, “Wewouldberight, therefore, tojointheline ofinterpreters
thatruns from Moule to Wright, Hawthorne, Bockmuehl, and Fowl and render
Philippians 2:6a as ‘precisely because’ Christ Jesus was in the form of God and
equal with God, he emptied himself.” Gorman, Cruciformity, 29.

9 T.F.Torrance adds, “The Pauline concept of kenosis was notinterpreted in any
metaphysical way as involving a contraction, diminution or self-imitation of
God’sinfinite being, butin terms of his self-abnegating love in the inexpress-
ible mystery ofthetapeinosis,impoverishmentorabasement, which hefreely
took upon himself in what he became and did in Christ entirely for our sake.”
T.F.Torrance, Trinitarian Faith: The Evangelical Theology ofthe Ancient Catholic
Faith (London: Clark, 1991), 153.
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essentially cruciform. Kenosis, therefore, does not mean Christ’'s empty-
inghimselfofhisdivinity (orofanythingelse), butrather Christ’s exercis-
ing his divinity, his equality with God.”® As orthodox theologian John
Behrwrites, “By his most human action, an action which expresses all
the weakness and impotence of our created nature, Christ shows him-
selftobe God. The profundity ofthis puts one ataloss forwords.”"!

Yet while the causative of hyparchon reveals the connection
between the kenosis of the Father and the Son, showing the state of
thetriune being as kenotic, hyparchonnevertheless stillencompasses
a sense of “although”—although in freedom Jesus could have opted
to be something other than a minister, he conformed to the kenotic
being of the Father, becoming a servant and the minister to humanity
bytakingonthe beingofhumanity, sharinginitfully,eventothe point
of death on the cross.

Paul, maybe hereinthis small house with Ananias and the commu-
nity but for sure in that years that followed, discovers that the structure
ofthishymn has a practical form. There is an actual pattern we and
ouryoung people canlive out, making possible the kind of transfor-
mational encounters that Bonhoeffer experiences with the boy—those
thatlead tojoy! Gorman saysiitlike this: “The story of Christ crucified is
sung, preached, and reenacted, not simply in words and not merely as
the meanstopersonal salvation, butasthe modus operandiofdaily life
in this world.™?

The Pattern of the Disciple

Philippians 2:6—11, as the soundtrack to Paul’'s own encounter with the
living Jesus, provides himwith a structure thatframes his ministry. The

10 Michael J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theo-
sisinPaul’s Narrative Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 28.

11 John Behr, The Mystery of Christ: Life in Death (Crestwood: St. Vladimir's Semi-
nary Press, 2006), 32.

12 Gorman, Cruciformity, 385.
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structure that Paul sees in the hymn is “although [x] not [y] but [z].” Gor-
man, who has brilliantly fleshed outthis structurein Paul’'sthought, con-
nects it back to Philippians 2 when he says, “As the obedient suffering
servant who behaves in the pattern ‘although [X] not [y] but [z],” Christ
displays not only true divinity but also true humanity. Unlike Adam, he
does not exploit his status as God’s image-bearer or disobey God the
Father. Rather, he acts in obedience to the Fatherin a way that serves
nothimselfbutothers, bringingabouttheirredemptionfromsin.”*3

This catchy chorus of “although [x] not [y] but [z]"** (“although/
because he wasintheform of God [x], he did not countequality with
Godathingtobe grasped|y], butemptied himself, taking the form of
a servant, being born in the likeness of [humanity] [z]") becomes the
narrative shape of ministry and the practice of kenosis that delivers a
tangible experience of joy. Because God'’s being is found in God’s story
of cross and resurrection, those formed in faith must take on this story
as well. Faith formation—indeed a flourishing life—is performing the
“although [x] not [y] but [z]” narrative by being a minister. The process of
faithformationistoallowthis kenotic chorus, “although [x] not [y] but
[2],” to structure your life, calling you to be a minister in the world. Gor-
man explains further:

When Paul describes himself as an imitator of Christ and calls
others to be imitators of him and thus of Christ (1 Cor. 11:1),he
is speaking, not about an option, but about a nonnegotiable

13 Gorman, Inhabiting, 31-32.

14 Gorman provides a little more texture to the “although [x] not [y] but [z]” struc-
ture. He says, “This text is famous for the phrase ‘emptied himself,’ referring
to Christ’s utter abandonment of self in service to God and others that theo-
logians call ‘kenosis,” from the noun form of the Greek verb ‘to empty.’ The
italicized connecting words in this text from Philippians (though.. . . did not. . .
but) presentacommon patternin Paul’s letters that indicates the essence of
self-emptying, ‘kenotic,” or ‘cruciform’ (cross-shaped) love: although [x] not [y]
but[z], meaning although [x] one possesses a certain status, one does not[y]
exploit it for selfish gain but [z] acts for the good of others.” Michael Gorman,
Reading Paul (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2008), 84.
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mandate in which one does not deny but rather exercises
one’strueidentity as anapostle (and one’s true apostolic free-
dom), or, more generally, one’s identity (and true freedom) as
a“Christian.” Imitatio Christi (or, better, conformation Christi) is
nonnegotiable because those whose freedom is defined by
beingin Christ must be conformed to Christ, as Philippians
2:5 suggests Thus when Paul or the Corinthian community
performs the narrative “although [x] not [y] but [z],” this perfor-
mance is also a matter of “because [x] not [y] but[z].”*®

Putting our earto Paul’s epistles, we can hearthis vibrating chorus
of “although [x] not [y] but [z]’ everywhere. “Paul adopts and adapts
this narrative pattern on numerous occasions,” Gorman observes, “not
only totell the story of Jesus, but also to describe his own apostolic
life and to exhortotherstoshareinthe story of Jesus, too.”'®In other
words “although [x] not [y] but [z]” fuses both the process and object of
faith. We hearthis particularly inthe kenotic chorusin 1 Thessalonians
2, wherePaul says,

Though we might have made demands as apostles of Christ
[xandy] we were gentle among you, like a nurse tenderly
caringfor her children[z]. So deeply do we care for you that we
aredeterminedto share with you notonly the gospel of God
but also our own selves, because you have become very dear
to us. You remember our labor and toil, brothers and sisters;
we worked night and day, so that we might not burden any
of you while we proclaimed you the gospel of God. (1 Thess.
2:6-9 NRSV)

It then appears again in Philippians 2:1-4, when Paul says,

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consola-
tion from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and

15 Gorman, Reading Paul,23.
16 Gorman, Reading Paul,157.
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sympathy, make myjoy complete: be ofthe same mind, having
thesamelove, beinginfullaccordand ofone mind. Donoth-
ingout of selfish ambition or conceit[xand y], butin humility
regard others as better than yourself [z]. Let each of you look
not to your own interests [y], but to the interests of other [Z].
(NRSV)

This chorus can be seen in many other places as well. Paul uses
“although [x]not[y]but[z]”inrelationtofood sacrificed toidols (1 Cor.
8-10): although oneisfree [x]to eat such meat, don’t[y], for the sake of
ministeringtothe weak [z]. Orin 2 Corinthians 8-9, Paul says, “although
you are free to not give money to the churchin Jerusalem [x], put away
that privilege [y], and partner with me in ministry by giving generously
[2).777 Or Paul says to Philemon, “You have every right to punish your
slave Onesimus[x], butlask youtoabandonthatrightinthe name of
Christ[y],andinstead embrace Onesimusinaministry of friendship[z],
for he is Paul’s son in the faith” (Philem. 1:10).

“Although [x] not[y] but [z]"is the structure of kenosis, the shape
of ministry that enters into death experience with new possibility (that,
inturn, delivers joy). Bonhoeffer took on the “although [x] not [y] but
[z]’form: although he was not sure why the boy was cryingand was
not even on the clock [x], he put aside his right to tell the boy to go
home [y] and entered into his experience [z]. Or although he was a
highly credentialed theologian [x], having allthe test scores to prove

17 Gormandiscusses further how even Paul’s decision to be atentmakerwas a
living out of the structure of “although [x] not [y] but [z]”: “Tent making was
normally done by slaves orfreedmenrecently released from slavery; the arti-
sans worked hard but usually remained poor, and their social status was very
low. For Paul, who as an educated Roman citizen came from a significantly
highersocial class, the decisiontowork as atentmakerwas anactofself-
enslavement—deliberate socioeconomic self-abasement, self-humiliation,
and status renunciation. Some at Corinth, particularly the few but influential
wise, powerful, and noble ([1 Corinthians 1:26), would have viewed Paul as a
slave engaged in the most humiliating work and worthy of no respect.” Gor-
man, Cruciformity,183.
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it, he putthat aside [y] and as minister answered the boy’s question
about his dead dog [z]. Taking this practical form, Bonhoeffer lived out
the kenotic nature of God. He and the boy were transformed: the boy’s
crying turned into joy because he experienced a ministry that entered
his death experience in this kenotic shape, and Bonhoeffer tasted the
flourishing life because he had been truly human in the likeness of
God. Bothwere givenflourishinglifein Christ, because bothwere given
Christthroughthis kenotic practice of “although [x] not[y]but [z].” Thisis
the very constitution of God’s free being. The “although” acts of humil-
ity are bound in the “because” being of God. This becomes the way to
seekfordivine action, the way to experience aflourishing life in Christ,
alife that blooms forth from the act of dying to oneself and living for
others. Kenosis leads to joy because it encompasses the fullness of cru-
ciform love.™

Abig part of faith formationin youth ministry, then, isinviting young
peopletotry onthe practice of “although [x] not[y] but[z],” totake on
this structure and be a minister, for as we have seen, toministeris to be
trulyhumaninthelikenessof God. Weinvite young peopletolive out
intheir daily lives “although [x] not [y] but[z]” as the song thatmoves
usthroughthe crosstojoy of newlife. Butthis self-emptying pattern
is not automatic, not something that comes easily for human beings.
This is why Jesus so frequently reminds us that if anyone would fol-
low him, he must “deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me” (Mark
8:34), that “if anyone wishes to save his life, he will lose it, but if anyone
losesitfor my sake andforthe gospel, he willsaveit” (Matt. 16:25),and
that “whosoever wishes to be firstin my kingdom, must be last” (Matt.
20:26). More often, than not, however, we seemtofind ourselves more
like the “sons of thunder,” the ones who wish to sit at Christ’s right and

18 Gorman points further to the places in the Pauline epistles where this chorus
of“although [x] not[y]but[z]”is played as a song oflove. “Paul applies the
principle of cruciform love to the most mundane of situations and disputes,
such as two female church leaders not getting along (Phil. 4:2-3), believers
taking one another to pagan courts (1 Cor. 6:1-11).” Gorman, Reading Paul, 158.
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left, to be exalted with him; but he remindsthem, and soreminds us,
that the path to exaltation with Christ is that of kenosis, of drinking the
cup of voluntary crucifixion for another.

A ministry that is devoted to forming young people into the like-
ness of Christ, a likeness that is the fullness of what it means to live a
joyful and flourishing life, must be devoted to practicing kenosis for the
sake of preparing young people to share in the hypostatic when the
moment demands it. As Bonhoeffer reminds us, too often we feel the
needtorushtospeak when someone is suffering, often because their
suffering makes us uncomfortable. The youth ministry that is dedicated
to forming youth to be hypostatic ministers through the kenotic will
deliberately take up practices that give youth opportunities to “rehearse”
kenosis as it becomes a disposition. Such a youth group may focus on
the spiritual discipline of silence, giving youth the chance to get used
tofeeling comfortable whenthere is simply nothing to say. Itis the kind
of youth ministry that will instillin young people a sense of the value of
fasting, as young people get used to not getting what they want all the
time. They become accustomed to the sense that what they wantisn’t
the mostimportantthing, allowing them to step outside of themselves
andfocus onthe needs of othersaround them. Kenoticyouthministries
exist to make the “although [x] not [y] but [z]” pattern habitual for young
people, as itis this pattern that leads to a truly joyful, flourishing life.

Soalthoughyou're busywithexamsand collegedreams,anddon’t
have time to hear your classmate’s story [x], you decide to see her per-
son, putting aside the task [y] to share her place and be her minister [Z].
Althoughyouare nervous of social statusandfinditeasytoignorethe
lonely lunch eater [x], you put that aside [y] and sit down, providing a
small act of friendship [z]. Although you can’t wait to watch the new
season of House of Cards after working all day and you come home to
your roommate’s dishes in the sink, which he has continually promised
to clean himself[x], you put Netflix on hold [y] and do the dishes yourself
as an act not of passive aggression but of love [z]. Indeed the opportuni-
ties for kenotic ministry, for self-emptyinglove, are endless, ifonly we can
step outside ourselves long enough to see the possibilities around us.
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Summing It Up

This narrative chorus of “although [x] not [y] but [z]” is transforming,
bringing encounter with joy because itis the song of God’s own being.
To take on the kenotic acts of “although [x] not [y] but [Z]” isto be a
person in the likeness of the image of God—Jesus himself. This is to
say, to be a person in the likeness of the image of God is to be truly
human. Aflourishing life is not one that we think of in contemporary
terms as being “fully alive” butratheris one thatis manifestas self-emp-
tying love, as death of the self for the sake of another. For Paul we are
conformed (and deeply formed) to Christ not when we manifest some
spiritual power or even do some great thing (Paul chooses notto boast
of these in 2 Corinthians 11) but when we are humble enough to enter
the personhood of our neighbor and be his or her minister, answering
questions about a dead dog or giving a small act of friendship.
“Although [x] not[y]but [z]”is not do-goodism:; it has no ambition
throughhumanactiontochange the worldforgoodorfor God. Ithas
no ambition to meet a goal that would swallow the personhood of
another. Rather “although [x] not [y] but [z]” is only the moving chorus
thatinvites ustoenterthe death experiences of the persons around
us, to share in their very being by emptying ourselves of our own dis-
comfort and humbling ourselves to experience their personhood. Itis
ahumble actbuta powerful one, because when the death experience
is shared by practical form of “although [x] not [y] but [z],” it creates a
union thatturns whatis dead intollife; itinfuses the broken narrative
of death experience with a story of new possibility. The boy is beside
himself; joy has been born within him, because he has found a minis-
ter who shared in his being by hearing his story, bearing his loss, and
embodying a new story ofhope and possibility. The joy is the reality
of finding your death experience remade into life. And it is remade by
the power of the crucified God, who sends a ministerin God’s kenotic
form—practicing the “although [x] not [y] but [z].”
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