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IS THE CHURCH LOSING YOUNG PEOPLE FOR EVER?




George Boran cssp

A few years ago as I lay in bed the Mater Hospital, in Dublin, recovering from surgery, I wondered how I would fill in the time. I took up a book
 on contemporary Ireland that had been given me by a discerning relative.  I had just come back from Brazil for the surgery and it was a nice way of catching up on the Irish cultural scene. An incident in the book attracted my attention. It seemed to throw light on crisis in the contemporary Irish Church and the exodus of young people from its ranks.

In 1962 the then archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid, asked the American Jesuit, Fr. Biever, to do a public survey. The result showed that the great majority of the population considered the Catholic Church as the natural leader of the people and as a great force for good in Ireland. Fr. Biever observed that the country was almost a theocracy, as most important legislation required the prior approval of the bishops. Unfortunately, the triumphalist and clerical attitude of that time blinded the bishops to an important message also present in the results. 
The survey revealed that the people who were uncritically supportive of the church’s leadership role had a low educational level while 83% of those with third level education disagreed and were critical of the authoritarian way in which the Church exercised its power. The Church passed over the opportunity to read the signs of the times and preparing for major changes in Irish society. A modern Ireland was emerging that would require a different way of presenting the gospel message. The challenge was formulated by Bonhoeffer, the Lutheran theologian, assassinated by Hitler: the challenge to present the Gospel message to a world that has become adult and demands transparency and dialogue. 
Today, in Ireland, the exodus of young people and crisis in the Church is taking place in a new context of economic growth and high educational level. More than 66% of young people have third level education. There is urgent need for a model of Church that can communicate and dialogue with a highly educated youth and the adult population as a whole. Other factors reinforce this need: the sexual abuse scandals, advancing materialism and individualism and the enormous changes provoked by modern and pos-modern cultural shifts.

The changes that were barely visible in the ‘60’s have now become hegemonic. The statistics reveal an earthquake that is shaking the Church to its very foundations. Vocations to religious life and the diocesan clergy have almost disappeared. As a child growing up in Ossory diocese, I remember Bishop Collier closing the diocesan seminary for a number of years because he had too many vocations. Today the seminary has closed because there are no vocations. Lack of church attendance of young people, in some places, has also reached alarming proportions. 
There is no doubt that this is the major challenge facing the Church today as young people are a very special group. Youth is the phase in the human life cycle when major decisions are taken with regard to life project, value system, marriage, career, faith. These decisions usually shape future life direction and value system. This is the stage when the human person can more easily be moulded and major changes made. Major changes are more difficult later in life. To lose this group is to lose the most dynamic sector of society and the next generation of adults. Youth have been compared to a seismographer that captures the undercurrents and changes in society and warn us of the need to prepare for impending earthquakes and tsunamis. To lose touch with them is to lose touch with the future and face the threat of being overwhelmed by unexpected waves of change.

Some people in the past maintained that we just needed to wait around until young people have grown up and got married and then they would come back to the practice of their religion. This doesn’t seem to be taking place. “Waiting around” is not a solution. The big questions now is: “is there a solution or are we losing young people for ever?” Experts maintain that two generations are sufficient for people to lose all contact with Christianity: the first generation ceases to practice and the second generation has no Christian reference points at all. 
We need to move beyond a description of the problem which frequently has the effect of provoking heavy feelings of pessimism, negativity and different forms of paralysis. We need to examine some positive experiences in evangelizing young people and see how these can be universalized to reach more people. We need to tell some positive stories. 
An Irish girl once remarked to me: “All the church has is the Mass and that’s boring.”  This attitude is illustrated by the story of a father who took his young son of 10 years to mass. The priest was giving a very long and boring sermon and the child was getting more and more restless. To keep him quiet the father gave him his car keys and remote control to play with. The child pointed the remote control in the direction of the priest and pressed the button. The more he pressed the button, the more he became frustrated. Then he burst out in a loud voice that could be heard by all in the church, “daddy, it doesn’t work!”  
The story is a good metaphor of the challenge presented by the youth generation we are called to evangelize. Young people today have a remote control in their hands and are ready to turn us off if we fail to connect with their lives and deeper needs. The Church needs to change its language and methods if it is to communicate and present the Gospel message to a youth generation brought up in an era of electronic communications where many attractive options to hold its attentions can be reached by pressing a button. Religion doesn’t have to be boring.
In the next article I will describe a successful experience in Brazil. I have also applied this experience in other countries, including Europe so I believe  it is also relevant to the Irish situation. 
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