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Introduction

The aim of this paper is to briefly consider the entrstate of the relationship between the Catholic
Parishes in our Diocese and the young people in these waitres by firstly reviewing some of the history and
recent studies on Church life in our region. Secondlyshwd propose some practical ways of utilizing sonteef
concepts from this Youth Ministry course my ministry setting.

Opening reflection

| remember the first time that | ever pondered thedierti recorded in Acts 20:7-12 colleague who was
running an opening session for a youth ministry trainingnano invited us to spend time reflecting on this
scripture. Now in the big scheme of the scripturesymmeople may pass this incident almost unnoticed, forlinyse
as a “green” youth ministry coordinator this passage hedgedation. As | read about how poor young Eutychus
sat in the back row in a seat that may have offereghat b bit of interest, as this bloke raves at the bthe
room to a group of ‘oldies’ who seem to find somethguge fascinating, | am transported 2000 years to our
modern day church where our young people are sitting cedipes, maybe at the windows trying to get a view of
something that might catch their interest. And | readut Eutychus nodding off and | recalled the many young
people | have spotted in our congregations who overcome lydhe of a sermon that they will never recall droop
their heads in a light snooze and if they are unfottutieey get an elbow in the ribs from an embarrassedtpare
knock their nose on the pew in front as they fall fardv Poor Eutychus was a bit unfortunate in his chdice o
seating and fell a bit further than the pew in fronis & scene as ancient as our church. And just amthmunity
of 2000 years ago looked at the still body of Eutychus andgineed him dead so it seems the majority of older
members of our community look around in despair and segoomg people sitting with glazed expressions or
falling away from the church and they declare “theydead”.

Now the comparison may not be entirely a completetyolae, from what | have heard and read Paul was
a fairly lively and effective preacher and his letter§imothy show that he had passion and love for the yaiuth
the early church and a desire to mentor and encourage s story from Acts however offered me a revelati
‘this is not new’, this issue of considering and reagldar young people is not a new one. The assumption might
be made that with 2000 years of living as church that advhave honed a most effective strategy for reaching
our young people. However experience and research tell usvistber

Brief review of recent study results

Results of a survey taken during the 2001 National ChufehSLirvey show a dramatic drop in the
number of people attending our weekly Catholic servigesufd 13 % in the past five years, ). Other results fro
our Diocese in this same survey showed up some concdatisgabout the connection of the Local Church with
its young people. | was disturbed to note that in the 18 yr age bracket less than 5% of young people were very
satisfied with what was offered for their age group anithé 19 — 25 yr age bracket this dropped to just 3%
(Professor Wolfgang L Gritchting & Bob Dixon, Natior@hurch Life Survey, Report for the Diocese of
Toowoomba; (NCLS research, October 2002), 33). More théurayoung people in these same groups were
dissatisfied, very dissatisfied or unsure about whatoffased for them. Another concerning outcome of thislyst
was when 15 -29 year olds were asked about their séhetonging only 18% of our young people stated that they
had a growing sense of belonging. 39% either had declininggmse, or were unsure of their sense of belonging
(Wolfgang and Dixon, NCLS Toowoomba report 2001, 48). We migheimpted in taking comfort in the fact that
43 % of young people had a stable sense of belonging hottevsuarvey gave no indication of how great this
sense of belonging was.

In John Westerhoffs book on the theory of faith developndatin(H. Westerhoff, 11IWill Our Children
HaveFaith Revised editionMorehouse Publishing February 1, 2D@@ points to the importance of the primary
stage of faith development, ‘Experienced faith’, wheyewng person learns from the faith actions of otheais
the following stage of ‘Affiliative Faith’ where a s&m of belonging to a faith community is essential. tareeff
tells us it is important for people to move through thetages before entering phases of ‘Searching faith’ and
eventually onto a state of ‘owned faith’. If as parthdir faith formation we want our young people to exgere
a sense of Gods love through our community, then | teeliesshould be very concerned about this high
percentage of young people who seem to be lacking askeaseasonable level of care for themselves and their
peers. If we take from the results of this survey @hlatge number of the young Catholics who attend nmass i
communities in our Diocese are having a limited senhaa experienced and affiliative faith in our communities,
then how is this effecting these essential stagestbfdavelopment. How can we hope to move our young people
onto a stage where they own their faith for themselesn they are not even sure if they belong. We shioote
also that this survey did not allow for those young peaple no longer attended mass regularly, those who may
have begun attending with parents at a young age and have “iaflgreavindow” already. Figures from the 2001
NCLS survey tell us that at the time only an estima&¥ of people identifying themselves as Catholic actually
attend mass (J.Bellamy and K.Castle, Occasional Fapes 2001 Church Attendance Estimates, February 2004,
Online publication of NCLS research accessed Nov 2004adlaifrom
http://www.ncls.org.au/default.aspx?docid=2P®ne encouraging sign in the NCLS Diocesan study veds th
most adults are not oblivious to these issues, onlynar@0% of all people were very satisfied with what weiad
offered for young people in the communities in our Diocddge{lamy and K.Castle, October 2088) The
guestion is what are we doing or should we do with thissegadn?
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Looking for solutions

History tells us that things have not always been sakifter our youth. There have been times in our not
so distant past where ministry to our young people sezimsve been quite effective. In our own Diocese we had a
period of many vocations to the priesthaddere by most accounts the youth and young adult movernént
Young Christian Workers and National Christian Girls Moeat under the guidance of the many young priests
and religious were really booming and doing significantkwo the formation of our young people from the 1940's
to 1960’s. This was followed by youth group movements such aschrand Vision which came to Australia from
the United Stated of America. These movements wéverdby parent couples and the young people themselves in
cooperation with priests and religious order memberss&ministries significantly impacted the lives of headr
if not thousands of young people in the communities withénTioowoomba Diocese during the late 70’s and 80's.
Whenever | meet with groups within our communities szwas youth ministry with people in our communities
there are always people there who hark back to these/“déys” and fondly recall the triumphs of these mighty
ministries. So can we return to the format of thoss®@a

The quick answer is no. Times have changed dramaticalpsour community, numbers of young
people in our Seminaries and religious orders have droppedtdraliyaAt this point in time we have no young
people from our Diocese in the Catholic seminary at BamBrisbane. Parents of young people are getting busier,
in many cases both parents are employed at least partdimeet the increasing financial burdens. This leaves
them with less time to offer to groups like Antioch aridion. | believe that these ministries were idealfieir
time and tailored to the reality of those days andilevgust not “cut it” in the world of today’'s youth. Thaeea lot
of research and reading material around which shows tisqusvastly different todays young person and their
needs are from the young person of 40, 30 or even 10 yg@arg/dliam Strauss and Neil Howe are credited with
being the ones to come up with the Generational Theewdyhow it affects our communities. There is quite@dgo
summary of that | found of this theory by Kenneth C. Hagpbttp://www.trinitysem.edu/journal/harper_k.html
For the sake of this reflection the bottom line &t tivhat has worked for previous generations will nottrtrez
needs of future ones because of the vast differencesigtys technology, environment. So the previous 2000
years or so of living as church have not led to thatine of the perfect youth program that will last from
generation to generation. So do we bounce from generatgeneration hoping that someone comes up with the
“secret formula” for reaching the young people of the fimeare there other possibilities that might be agpbe
all generations? One thing is certain, consideringtitesics above we cannot afford to stand idle.

The Theory of a Comprehensive youth ministry has begeloped by organisations such as the Center
for Youth ministry Development (CYMD) in the USA. Compeasive ministry looks beyond ‘creating the perfect
program’, and encourages us to see that youth and youngyemys, while important are just a small part of an
effective ministry to young people. Comprehensive Youthidftim moves us from a mind set that youth ministry is
any one particular person or groups responsibility, éodalisation that it is in fact the whole communities
responsibility. (Center for Youth Ministry DevelopmeXtuth WorksSection 3: Youth Ministry Today ( Ministry
Support Services Australia, 1993)). There is an Africanguiothat says “it takes a village to raise a child”, |
believe this is the understanding that we need to maeveanmunities to if we want our youth to flourish. The
document ‘Effective youth ministry practices in Cath&tarishes — Preliminary Research and Symposium Report’
( Thomas East, , Online Publication of the Centrerfauth Ministry Development; accessed November 2004 from
http://secure.cmdnet.org/symposium/Preliminary%20Report%aAdiis¥%2Epdf is based on research done on
youth ministry in Catholic Parishes in the USA. Theeagch has backed up the hunches that youth ministers such
as myself have had for years about what makes minisyryguiog people effective within a parish The key findings
of the research showed overall that, youth ministry teriith the support of the whole parish community.

Comprehensive ministry also works in the understandirtgotitayoung people are not all the same, they
have different needs and lifestyles and so looks atetb@ to minister to young people in the different “settinmgs
their lives, Youth Programs, Family, Church Life andi€Community (in Australia we add Schools as a fifth
setting) and the need to use both Gathered and NoargdtRrograms to make the ministry wider reaching. The
‘Youth Works’ resource created by the CYMD names eightpmments that should be present in Youth ministry
to allow our Young people to take part in the Churchesioris These components are Catechises; Community
Life; Evangelisation; Justice, Peace and Serviceg&eship Development/Enablement; Pastoral Care/Guidance;
Prayer and Worship. Having a wide variety of componerasniinistry means that there are more points of entry
where a young person may get involved in the life of 6hinrch community.Youth WorksSection 3: Youth
Ministry Today(Center for Youth Ministry Development, 1993))

Practical Steps

Comprehensive Youth ministry is certainly a forwaraikiig model of youth ministry and has lots of
exciting potential for the future. However within our sethere in the Diocese of Toowoomba where most of our
parishes are struggling to exist let alone do exciting andrdic things with their youth how, do we present the
concept of Comprehensive Youth Ministry without overwiialy people. | believe that there are many people in
our parishes who are genuinely concerned about thevgmant of young people in the life of the community.
Most Parish priests and pastoral leaders that | havieed with tell me that “issue” of young people is among the
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top 2 concerns of their communities. However if you @nethem with the full blown concept of Comprehensive
Youth Ministry in the form of a weighty resource suchYamith Works’ and told a parish that this is what they
need to implement to have an effective youth ministey thrould laugh at you or throw there hands up in
hopelessness. Our lecturer for this course Chailitteéorquodale gave me quite the insight when she suggested
that we see Comprehensive Youth Ministry as a visiadeal to aim for rather than a model to implement. Ikhin
that this makes the concept much more realistic fopatishes, most of which are tiny rural communitiéth less
than a handful of attending youth and young adults. WhaPaxishes need is a realistic starting point, somgthi
like some basic guidelines or principals for creatingmavironment within their communities which is more
inviting for young people.

The “Effective youth ministry practices in CatholicBhes” report mentioned above came up with a list of key
findings in parishes which had highly effective youth ministrteese were;

* Youth feel at home and are genuinely known and liked
* Youth are integrated into the full life of the parish
* Youth share in leadership and decision making in the pasith also have opportunities to witness
to their faith with peers, children and adults.
e The involvement of youth is encouraged and affirmed.
» Parish staff and leadership are supportive of youth tmjyrasd youth involvement.”
(Thomas East:ffective youth ministry practices

These are some basic principles that can be implethengd! parishes at some level. Many of these
findings are based around young peoples need to feel tgdidlomg to, that they are a valued and vital patthef
Church community. How are Parish priests and Pastorabktehallenging their community members to consider
their role in reaching out to their young people, to builtugee and meaningful relationships with them. How are
the needs of young people being considered in their comesuditring parish planning. How are we encouraging
and affirming our young peoples involvement in the liféghef Church community. These are sort of things that our
parishes could use as good starting points for developinglthiee ministry to their youth. | have noticed with
interest when discussing these means of effectivehyiristry with older generations that often the remctiget
is that they are aware that these things are missingtfreimcommunities and that they are also things tloaidv
make community life more appealing to their own genanatbo it is possible that in making our communities a
better place for our young people we will end up making tadmetter place for all.

Conclusion

In Concluding | return to the passage from Acts of thesips, | love the line where it says ‘Paul bending
over him took him in his arms, and said, "Do not benadat, for there is life in him."™ This is such a beautiful
loving scene. We need lots of “Pauls” in our commusitiet can take our young people into their arms andsheart
and see the life that still dwells within them. Peopt®wan see the potential, the great gift that our gqaeople
have to offer our communities and help them bring thatlfiitment. . In his Advent Letter for 2004 to the people
of our Diocese, Bishop William Morris encourages us dutiigyseason to ‘be more aware of Gods plan... to
respond courageously and without fear, and to be prophketpe as we minister to each other’. This is thel kif
response we need from the people of our communities #ref to answer the cry of our youth and change the
future outlook of our church. Earlier this year a colleagfumine from another church shared with me some
articles by the late Mike Yaconelli who used to wtite back page reflection of American Magazine “Youth
Worker’. Mike had a lot of very controversial things &y shat often shook up the youth ministry world, looking at
some of his articles | believe that he was a bitmoioglern day prophet for youth workers. He was not Cathalic
regardless a lot of what he had to say really spokeetd felt the following passage from one of his étichough
a bit lengthy was worth putting in as a closing passagesass up very nicely some of what | have been
reflecting on.

Mostly, church is the place where we can grow old together. And it turns out that growing old
together is still the best way to bring lasting results with students. Growing old together is where
we teach (and learn from) each other what discipleship means in the everyday world.

I pastor a church that for the last sixteen years hasn't had a youth program (in spite of the fact
that I can provide free resources). Nothing. Just church on Sunday morning at ten o'clock where
the students had to muddle through a very uncool morning service filled with mistakes, awkward
gaps, interruptions, and imperfections. The music? In the language of students...it sucks. We've
never had many students in our services, but we've always had some.

And here's the crazy part. The few students we have had over the years? They keep coming back.
Most of our students leave town for college or work; but when they are in town they are back in
church, usually fighting back the tears. Why?

"It feels like home," they say. "Everyone's so glad to see me. After all these years, I still feel like I
belong here. It's like Jesus never left the building."
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Somehow, being with a group of diverse people week after week caused a bond to be formed—a
family was created, and community happened. The mystery of community became a reality.
Community isn't complicated. It's just a group of people who grow old together. They stick with
each other through the teenage years, marriage, children, getting old, sick, and finally dying—all
the while teaching each other how to follow Christ through the rugged terrain of life.

Maybe the body of Christ is the place where youth ministry was supposed to happen all along.

(Mike Yaconelli, Youth Worker Magazine Sept/October 2003yi0Communications, Inc. accessed Nov 2004
available fromhttp://www.youthspecialties.com/articles/Yaconelli/igse)

Endnotes

! The Course referred to is “Ministry with Young Peapl¢he Catholic context”, Centre for Christian Spirituglit
Broken Bay Institute, Winter Intensive July 2004. Presentddrb@harlotte McCorquodale.

2 0On the first day of the week, when we gathered to break bread, gjedel ® them because he was going
to leave on the next day, and kept on speaking till midnighteaere many lamps in the upper room where we
were gathered, and a young man named Eutychus who was sitting on a gilhd@s sinking into a deep sleep as
Paul talked on and on. Once overcome by sleep, he fell dowrHeotiird story and when he was picked up, he
was dead. Paul went down, threw himself upon him and said as he embracédiohni't be alarmed; there is life
in him” Then he returned upstairs, broke the bread and ate; afteng@conversation that lasted until daybreak, he
departed. And they took the boy away alive and were immeasuralflyrisaimActs 20: 2 (Confraternity of
Christian DoctrineNew American Bible — New Catholic Translatidaw edition(St Pauls 1995))
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