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We can be citizens or vassals

During the 17th century, in a time of absolute monarchs, some European philosophers, especially the English philosopher, John Lock, talked about the concept of governing by consent and the belief that all people have certain rights which governments cannot transgress.  They were new and subversive ideas.  Jefferson, one of the founders of the American Revolution, was the first to put these ideas into practice. Today the majority of constitutions of the different countries affirm that all power emanates from the people and in their name is exercised. We celebrate over 50 years of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in which 30 basic and essential rights are proclaimed. The divine rights of kings have been abolished, even though, from time to time, dictators appear wanting to turn back the clock of history. There is a new awareness among humanity. We are citizens not vassals. Those who govern, therefore, are our employees. We can contract and fire them. We are subjects of history, not poor devils condemned to repeat and suffer in silence the effects of a world organized for the benefit of the privileged few. We can’t change the past but we can change the future.
This awareness, however, is not automatic. It is an awareness that must be always worked at and conquered. The awareness of a vassal is more accommodating. One doesn’t have to think and run risks. Today it is harder to advance political awareness among young people than in other times. Studies point to a new generation of young people in which the majority has little or no political awareness, different from previous times. There are different causes. During the decade of the nineties changes occurred that shook the world. In November of 1989 the fall of the Berlin wall became a symbol of the fall of Communism. Neoliberal Capitalism was presented as the winner with its proposals to privatize state companies e remove the state from interfering in the free market. Today we are in the middle of a major upheaval as a result of this option. The lack of regulation by the state has led to the worse crisis of the century, the collapse of the world financial system, a crisis which we are going through at the moment.  At the same time there was a cultural change. Post-modernity increases its influence and emphasizes the centrality of emotions and subjectivity. Utopias are in crisis and need to be reformulated. 

Building a bridge between the micro e macro processes

Our experience in working with Youth Ministry in Brazil and Latin America has taught us to make a bridge between the micro and the macro processes in which the young person is inserted. We can visualize the relation in the following way:






Contemporary culture pushes young people into a preoccupation almost exclusively with personal questions: self-esteem, self –realization, individual problems, and the group of friends.  Two models are used to present the Gospel message: the psychological and the sociological model. Using science to help evangelize is not new. St. Thomas Aquinas used the philosophy model of Aristotle to make Christianity meaningful to this age. 
The Psychological and Social models

In the psychological model, the Gospel message is presented in a way that takes into account the specific characteristics of the development of young people. Personal relations are central to this model. However, while this model offers valuable knowledge to face psychological problems of the young people it is badly equipped to face the surrounding social problems. The solutions for poverty – when treated – follow a proposal of alleviating symptoms rather than causes. Many movements and pastoral ministries fall into the temptation of working only on the micro level and of forgetting that the same young person is situated also within the macro level. Here it is necessary to develop awareness and responsibility as citizens. 
On the other hand, in the sociological model, emphasis is placed on the historical role of the Church in transforming society. The synod on justice affirms that justice is a constitutive element of evangelization. This means overcoming a naïve vision of the world. Unjust political, economic and social structures are seen as responsible for the growth of poverty and condition the models of behaviour and the values. They are also responsible for the concentration of income in the hands of the few and the impunity of the powerful.  Within each country there is an other country of marginalized people whose rights to citizenship are denied in practice. Within the actual Latin American context three goals become priorities: the eradication of hunger; respect for the human rights of all; a sustainable development that guarantees quality of life for the population and respect for ecology. Another front also gains force, that of establishing public policies for youth, as one of the marginalized groups,  in the areas of education, employment, health, housing, security, participation, culture and leisure.
The building of an “another possible world” is possible to the extent that we change the structures – the rules of the game – that bring about poverty. In a global world we also need to globalize solidarity. Personal change is also fundamental, but it can’t be separated from structural change.  The first model gives priority to human relationships (psychological model) and the second model (psychological) to social justice.
There is an awareness that the work with young people cannot be limited to the choice of one or other of the two models, which frequently happens.  Both provide important tools for the work of formation, of awareness raising in educating or young people. Both help to keep a balance between the individual and the social. A model of youth work that gives priority to human relationships – to the exclusion of social justice – alienates and takes young people out of the real world. It enforces the attitude o a vassal and not that of a citizen.  On the other hand, a model that gives priority to social justice -while excluding human relationships – won’t work in the present cultural context as it is incapable of attracting and mobilizing young people. It is not surprising that the majority young people, at the beginning of a new century, want to give priority to their basic needs, such as getting a diploma, getting a job, having a career, a house and a family. 
The secret is in the starting point

The secret is in the starting point. In previous decades it was possible to mobilize young people by starting with the social. Today, no. Today, one has to start with the psychological model, the aspirations and preoccupations of the young people, as they exist in reality and not just in our imagination, in order to take other steps. The sociological model will come in as a second step. Adults youth ministers formed during a previous age and who don’t take into account the cultural changes have difficulty in understanding why they are no longer able to attract young people. They tend to conclude that the problem is with the young person who “wants nothing with nothing” and not with the faulty methodology used.

The process of awareness raising for the young person should take into account the educational concept of gradualism. Awareness raising of the young person takes place through group processes that are gradual and pass through stages. These stages are goals to be reached and horizons to be amplified, that pass through the discovery of the group, of the community, of the social problem, of the wider organization, of the structural causes and finally arriving at a more definite commitment to social change.  There are a multiplicity of small actions in which the young people become involved in this stage  go from the direct work with the more marginalized to the promotion of debates and f reflections  on programmes and candidates during election time. To young people live continually interconnected through the internet. In the groups of debate (yahoo groups and Orkut) social questions are discussed and texts that raise awareness are passed around. The systematic accompaniment and follow up of youth groups in the communities is crucial.
As Spiritans in mission countries, working with young people is an essential part of our charism. They are the present but also the future. They are a significant part of the population. In Brazil we have 47 million young people between the ages of 15 to 29 years of age. They can be the most dynamic group. Youth is the phase in human life when major decisions are taken on life project, studies, career, value system, faith, marriage, religious vocation. If we are present we can help shape these decisions in the light of the Gospel. If we are not present, we run the risk of preparing a future scene such as that of Developed Countries where the Church has lost or is losing the youth and where as a result, the institution faces a bleak future. 
RELATION BETWEEN THE MICRO AND THE MACRO LEVELS 








Macro Levou: 


Relations with the wider society (politics, economics, social …)





Micro levou:


(Self-knowledge, self-realization, friendship …)

















