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FEATURES / Faith and youth
With the Synod of Bishops opening in Rome this week under the banner of “Young people,
the faith and vocational discernment”, an innovative research project has shown that the
engagement of young Catholics is essential to the flourishing of the whole Church / By PAT JONES

Bursting the bubble

I

T IS TEMPTING to see the theme of the
synod in Rome now in session as solely
concerned with youth ministry and education. In fact, it is as much about the
older generations in the Church as the young.
The Church does not flourish when young
people are confined to youth ministry and
youth movements, or only come together for
occasional grand events. When they are not
involved in established day-to-day groups,
structures and ministries, older Catholics
miss out on their insights and challenges, and
younger generations miss the wisdom from
experience that older generations may have.
It becomes harder to draw young adults
into leadership in the outward-facing social
mission of the Church, in work for social justice, in peace building and in political activism
rooted in Catholic faith. Finding few spaces
in the Church that attract them, young adults
drift to NGOs and other social movements.

What can be done? Three years ago, a small
group of people with experience of leadership
roles in Catholic charities began an informal
research project. About half of us – including
me – were in our fifties and above; half were
around 30 and below. Several conferences
were organised in which we experimented
with inter-generational conversations, deliberately balancing the age groups.
More than 200 people took part, each of
them invited because they had experience in
one form or other of social activism. We tried
to make sure there was real diversity among
those taking part. Those who came were
invited to repeat the process in their parishes
or other Catholic settings. We provided a creative conversation tool. Then we waited to
see what would happen. The results were rich,
instructive and sometimes surprising.
The catalyst for the research was not the
synod; that came later. We began by asking:

How do we encourage new generations of
leaders in Catholic social mission to emerge?
How can they be enabled and supported? It
seemed obvious to me that the existing models
I had grown up with – parish-based justice
and peace groups, for the most part – were
no longer attracting young Catholics. They
told us they were less interested in what was
happening in what one described as “the
Catholic bubble”. Instead, they were busy
working out what to do with their lives and
finding other pathways to social commitment.
There is an underlying question here about
what “vocation” means – not just for young
people, but for all of us. “An authentic faith”,
Pope Francis reminds us, “always involves a
deep desire to change the world, to transmit
values, to leave this earth somehow better
than we found it” (Evangelii Gaudium, 183).
Our research in part asked whether we present
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Sr Karlo shares her life with
the Menja people in one of the
poorest regions of Ethiopia
‘We Sisters live among them, and
proclaim the Gospel by our living. We
invite them to our house and welcome
them as friends. They are not
recognised as human beings by
the people here...’
‘I ﬁnd Jesus in them; they are a kind
people and have a lot to teach us.
They are the ones who will decide
about following Jesus. We are here
only to show the power of His love.’
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MELANIE McDONAGH’S NOTEBOOK

There’s not much about my
university past I could
remember accurately now
THE SENATE judicial
committee hearing
featuring Brett
Kavanaugh and Christine
Blasey Ford, which is now
being followed by an FBI investigation
into her claims that he assaulted her, was
terrifying for a number of reasons. One is
that it raises the question that Pontius
Pilate put pertinently: “What is truth?”
Because what occurred to me was that
neither of them was actually lying.
Some 36 years after an event, we can
persuade ourselves that our version of
our past selves and our past conduct is
the true one. My own memory is so
rubbish, there’s not much about my
university or school past I could
remember accurately now; those things I
think I can remember I’ve probably got
wrong – rather helpfully, my university
contemporaries are often on hand to
remind me about my misdemeanours.
The journalist Douglas Murray wrote
a fascinating book about the Bloody
Sunday inquiry, an interminable and
valuable process, in the course of which
various participants discussed a specific,
concrete subject: a bullet lodged in a
wall. Each of them gave their own
account of how it got there; each of them
gave a truthful version of the cause;
almost all of them were, it turns out,
wrong.
It remains a salutary reminder of the
fallibility of human memory. It is not the
neurological equivalent of a video or
voice recorder but more of an editor,
redacting some things, enhancing some,
discarding others. Wittgenstein said that
“nothing is so difficult as not deceiving
oneself ”; yep.
Perhaps the most alarming aspect of
the Kavanaugh thing is the way our past
can return to haunt us, without the
possibility of forgiveness. Actually, to use
the word is to assume a degree of guilt,
which Mr Kavanaugh has categorically
denied. But supposing he had drunk too
much and behaved badly as a 17-year-old
… should it be held against him as a
mature 56-year-old? As so often, the
words of the Dies Irae come to haunt us:
on the Last Day, “quidquid latet
apparebit” – “that which is hidden shall
come into the open”. Except that we don’t
have to wait for the Day of Judgment any
more – not much that was hidden stays
so in the days of #MeToo, #IBelieveHer
and social media. Question is, does it
bring us closer to the truth? I don’t know.
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DIARMAID MacCulloch’s biography of
Thomas Cromwell, the author of the
English Reformation, has attracted
justifiably rave reviews, including in
these pages last week, although it should
be said he let his subject off lightly when
it came to his sadistic treatment of
victims of his reformist zeal such as the
London Carthusians. One reviewer, in
The Spectator, enthusiastically seized on
Professor MacCulloch’s answer to the
question of what were Cromwell’s real
religious views: “Nicodemism”, he writes,
“is MacCulloch’s brilliant answer, a
willingness to subordinate true religious
views and dissemble some degree of
conformity to the official religion.” I can’t
see anything new about that; it’s what
Francis Bacon called “dissimulation”.
Nicodemus came to Our Lord by night;
there’s a lot of him in lots of us.
IT’S NOT often one bandies around the
word “blasphemous”, but I was genuinely
appalled by one artefact I noticed when I
was going around the army museum in
the Invalides in Paris recently. There was
a dagger, a vicious thing, with a curiously
worked sheath covered with a crucifix,
complete with the skull of Golgotha.
“Crucifix-poignard” said the label, noncommittally. “Spanish, circa 1650.” It’s
one of the most shocking things I’ve
seen.
The blasphemy of our own age is more
predictable. In his review of the
Whitechapel Pool gallery show by the
gay artists Elmgreen and Dragset, The
Guardian’s art critic, Adrian Searle,
describes one artefact: “A man is tied to a
high-sheen crucifix, facing the cross. Not
so much a suffering Christ as a bloke in a
BDSM scene, awaiting a thrashing on his
white patinated bronze buttocks. The
very thought has obviously overexcited a
couple of young men … ” I won’t go on.
That crucifix is repellent, too.
Curious, how avid we are to degrade
the image of Christ. But it’s not the
crucifix that is diminished, but us. The
best and only riposte was given in the
sublime book, Silence, by Shusaku Endo,
in which a missionary priest in Japan is
required to trample on the
crucified Christ as a sign
of his submission. I’m not
going to tell you what
happens. Read it.
Melanie McDonagh is senior writer at the
London Evening Standard.

this aspect of baptismal vocation effectively
to young people. The experience of the older
Catholics in our group was that a call to social
involvement and political engagement had
shaped our faith and our lives in rich and sustaining ways. It has been our vocation. Yet
we also felt a sense of failure; it seems we have
not succeeded in attracting new generations
to follow the same paths.
WE FOUND MUCH in the synod documents
that resonated with our experience. “Social
and political engagement are a true vocation,
at least for some people …”, the Instrumentum
Laboris points out. Vocational discernment,
it continues, is not just about finding our own
place in the world, but also about “the specific
contribution to the common good we are all
called to give”. Social involvement is a place
in which people discover Christian faith. When
we work with and defend the poor, or cherish
the created world, the synod documents recognise, we create spaces in which faith and
vocation can flourish.
Perhaps the most interesting thing we discovered during this project was that when
older and younger people meet together on
equal terms and in roughly equal numbers,
something new happens, a new dynamic is
created. What I and the other fiftysomethings
came to realise was that we had to come to
these conversations not as evangelists or
recruiters to a cause but empty-handed, and
ready simply to listen.
We heard young Catholics ask for the space
to do things in their own way: “Will you allow
us to take risks? Will you allow us to fail?”
They wanted to know what we had actually
achieved. And they asked, “What are you worried about losing?”
THE VETERANS of Catholic charities and
development agencies and of justice and peace
work listened and accepted the challenge.
“This has made me realise,” one told me, “that
our approach can be dated.” Our conversations
probed bruises and scars, triumphs and
rewards, as the generations encountered each
other and discovered what each could give,
and what each could gain. One inter-generational group summed up the experience in
words adapted from a Spice Girls’ song: “Tell
us what you want, what you really really want.”
What findings emerged from these conversations, over several months and in many
different contexts and settings?
First, that the Church must listen, must
welcome change and support new ideas.
Young Catholics were simply not confident
that they would be trusted to find their own
way or that their concerns mattered. Both
generations agreed that the old vocabulary
used to talk about faith and justice was no
longer firing the imaginations of young people.
We needed new models of how to engage
them, including in spaces beyond familiar
Catholic structures.
Both generations also saw the need for a
stronger message within the Church that this
is not just a fringe activity, but a task for all,
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a necessary outflow of Christian faith. Francis
could hardly have been clearer about this.
But at the ground level, in parishes, the social
and political implications of being a Christian
are rarely raised, or allowed to disturb or motivate us. Younger Catholics notice this.
The second theme that emerged resonates
with the synod material and echoes the current
soul-searching in the Church about clericalism. Younger Catholics look for visible
evidence of an inclusive Church. The mismatch between what they experience in wider
cultural practices of equality and fairness and
mutual respect, and what they too often experience in the Church – particularly the way
the voices of girls and women are heard –
presents a barrier. Unsurprisingly, few are
attracted to work for social justice in a Church
that they do not see as practising that justice.
The third theme that struck us was more
complex. Whether they were young Catholics
or longer in the tooth, all shared a desire to
live the Gospel and build the Kingdom in visible ways, to be a more authentic Church.
In both groups, there was a similar cleavage
between how different Catholics see their
faith. For some in each generation, the
impulse to evangelise and to expand the
membership of the Church comes first; for
others, faith is primarily nourished by and
becomes real in a “deep desire to change the
world”. There is an underlying intuition in
both perspectives that vocation is fostered

in belonging, in the experience of relationships. This brought us back to one of the
great themes of this papacy, and of the Second
Vatican Council, “synodality”.
Synodality in the Church does not just mean
having more meetings of bishops in Rome,
or more gatherings of bishops with the priests
and people of their dioceses. It is not only
about structures. Pope Francis talks of the
“path of synodality” in terms of encounter, of
an open-ended conversation, which he invites
the whole Church to pursue. At its heart is
a mutual commitment to listen deeply enough

that we are changed. This is a kind of mutual
vocational discovery.
The conversation model proposed by our
project testifies that vocational discernment
is not solely individual and personal. It is also
about the insights we gain from dialogue,
from encounters with those who differ in age
or experience. It can be done almost anywhere.
It may take us beyond traditional frameworks
and ask us to leave behind models that have
served us well but now no longer fit.
We might call this “inter-generational synodality”. It is, perhaps, the lesson from our
research that most surprised us. It isn’t always
easy. We all tend to stay in our generational
comfort zones. But it’s only when we look outwards, and see how much there is to do if we
are to leave this Earth a better place than we
found it, that the urgency of searching seriously for new pathways and models that will
engage younger Catholics is compelling.
The synod that has just begun has work to
do here – but so do we all.
Pat Jones is completing a doctorate in the
Centre for Catholic Studies at Durham
University focusing on Catholic homelessness
charities. Previously she worked for Depaul
International, Cafod and other charities.
For more information about the People,
Faith and Justice project, go to
https://www.peoplefaithjustice.org.uk/
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