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POSITIVE EXPERIENCES IN WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE TODAY





George Boran cssp

In the previous article I described the challenge that young people pose to the Church today and asked the question., “Is the Church losing young people for ever:  I concluded by saying that 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. 

In this article I will describe a positive experience in working with young people in Brazil. I have also applied this experience in other countries, including Europe so I believe  it is also relevant to the Irish situation. 

The experience revolves around a weekend course, called “Training Course for Leaders” (TCL). The course is more than just “another” course. It involves a proposal for attracting and involving young people, giving them an enjoyable and in-depth experience and has an inlaid proposal for continuity. The course has been published in three languages, Portuguese, Spanish and English. My description of the course here is limited by the space of a short article. Those who are curious and wish to get a better understanding of the course can consult the English version published by Columba Press.

The course is attractive to young people because it answers many of their deeper needs:
· Skills for team work.  Almost everything young people do, they do in groups, but frequently they lack the skills for team work, co-coordinating meetings, getting things done . . . Different learning situations in the course develop these skills. 

· Self knowledge. The course facilitates self knowledge, an essential first step for self realization and for taking control of our lives.
·  Improving self esteem. One of the key discoveries in psychology in the last century has been the importance of self esteem. Different exercises in the course improve self esteem and confidence building and, consequently, their capacity to deal with different situations they face daily.

· Interpersonal communication skills. Many young people fear rejection and have difficulty in communicating with others. The course helps participants to develop interpersonal communication skills that are fundamental for human happiness and transforming our environment.

· Time management skills. The lives of young people are frequently cluttered up with so many things that they no longer distinguish what is important and unimportant. They lack priorities and an ability to manage their time in a productive way. These skills are also part of the course.

· Critical awareness. Many people today are unable to think for themselves. They are naïve and unable to analyse in a critical way what is going around them in society and so are easily manipulated. The course helps to develop a critical awareness. 

· Church as community. The image many young people have of the Church is that of a distant, irrelevant institution. The weekend is an experience of a community model of Church. 

· Spirituality. Spirituality gives a deeper meaning and unity to life. Many people, today, are discovering that material things do not answer their deeper existential needs. They are aware that there is something beyond themselves and that there is need for something that gives unity to life. Only spirituality can do that. Today it is “cool” to talk about spirituality. The course helps to develop a spirituality that links faith and life, and presents the person of Jesus Christ as the human face of God.
· Leadership skills. Finally, the course aims at awakening in the participants the potential they have for leadership and commitment. The capacity to have a dream and share that dream with others. 

The skills young people learn in an exciting weekend experience improve the quality of their lives, present the Church and the person of Jesus Christ in a new light and increase the impact they can have on those around them. 
A number of characteristics make the week-end experience very special and attractive to the contemporary youth culture:

· There is a guarantee of success as the formula has been tested many times in the past. The experience of more than 4000 courses and many “heads” have come together to improve the formula and give it its present shape. 

· The methodology used is very attractive to young people.  A number of short talks are complemented by different exercises. Learning situations are created where participants learn by doing. They discover their talents, their capacity to communicate with others, to think for themselves. This method contrasts with much of the methodology in the Church today of talking at people and dealing with passive audiences. 
· There is great variety, learning is done in a fun-way and there is a great spirit of friendship and bonding. 

· The TCL can be easily reproduced to impact on more people. This is one of the most important aspects of the workshop. As participants are usually limited to 25 people, a single course can have very limited effect. The secret has been to multiply courses by training trainers. At the end of each course a number of the participants are selected to be trained as facilitators to give the course to others. This involves gradually building up a pool of young and adult facilitators so that many courses can be given at the same time without over burdening a few people. A very powerful aspect of the course is having young people talking to other young people. Many church documents have referred to young people as the most important apostles of other young people. When young people are empowered and given ownership they can surprise us. Some sort of organizational structures and marketing strategies also needs to be set up if the course is to be reproduced on a wider scale. 
· Some of those who have done the TCL and are then invited back to give the course to others undergo a second and more profound level of formation. Here we use an important educational principle: “the best way of learning something is being obliged to teach it to others.” The new facilitators are highly motivated to prepare their talks and the exercises they need to apply for two reasons: the joy of developing new talents and affirming themselves in public and an equally important reason, the fear of making a fool of themselves in public if they don’t prepare well. At the same time, the process of preparing and giving the TCL involves learning important skills: communication, serious preparation, time management, working with goals, systematic follow-up and capacity to work in a team. The new facilitators learn by doing. These skills are later automatically transferred to other walks of life, both church and civil. Wherever they appear they stand out as leaders by their initiatives and capacity to motive and involve others. In this context, the Church, the Gospel message and the person of Jesus Christ become relevant. 
· The course can easily be adapted to very different target groups: beginners, leaders, students in schools, community or diocesan levels. The involvement of adults both as participants and facilitators has proven to be very beneficial. 

· The course can be given as a week end experience or broken up into smaller units and used for religion class, for meetings or for short formation courses. It can be useful to youth directors and leaders, catechists, religion teachers, those involved in parish renewal, in preparation for Confirmation etc.

· The TCL does not compete with other programmes but complements them. Neither does it seek to become a parallel movement to a diocesan youth ministry. Rather it an educational tool that can be used by an organic pastoral ministry and help link leadership to people at the grass roots.

In São Paulo, our national youth Centre, “Centro de Capacitação Juventude” (CCJ), coordinates over 70 trained facilitators who give the TCL to others. On local level we give about 20 courses a year. We also give a national course each year with over 100 participants. Those who participate in the national course are trained to reproduce the course in their own dioceses or communities. The results have often been spectacular. The neighbouring diocese of Santo Amaro, for example has a vibrant youth ministry as a result of the TCL. The continuous stream of new leadership coming from the CDL courses, which the young people themselves organize, has led to many new initiatives and a new wave of enthusiasm. The archdiocese of Porto Alegre in the south has had a similar experience under a dynamic young Brazilian priest, Fr. Eduardo Jerson Trevisan. 
We gave a course last year in the diocese of Miracema do Tocantins, in the Amazon. The diocese has a tradition of working with priests and lay people from Kilala diocese in the west of Ireland. Fr. Martin Keveny, a diocesan priest from Kilala is the present apostolic administrator and has organized different teams that are now reproducing the TCL on diocesan, regional and community levels. In 2004 we organized a Latin American course with representatives from over 10 countries and many of them are now reproducing the TCL in their own countries. The level of dedication of the young people who work as facilitators continues to amaze me. Almost all of them come from the poorer or lower middle classes and study and to work to help sustain their families and pay for their studies. Most are university students or preparing to enter the university. Some of them have to travel long distances to work or to school as Sao Paulo is a long scrawling city of 17 million habitants (four times the population of Ireland). The solution often is to sleep less so they can dedicate themselves to the ideals they believe in. 

 I have also been involved in courses in the United States, Dublin, Belfast and London. The English edition of the course was a result of these latter experiences and adaptations made for the English speaking world. 
Some people had this to say about the Brazilian and Irish courses:
· The course brought us together, oblivious of status, age or origins. The bonding through the activities, created community

· The course itself was fabulous. I enjoyed the ethos of the course. The ethos of “learning by doing” is I believe the most powerful method of learning. 

· The course was most enjoyable – no dull moments. I enjoyed the fun aspect and the exercises. I enjoy making new friends, because the people involved in the course were of like mind, it was so easy to form new friendship and hopefully keep them.

· I found it a well balanced course – serious but with lots of fun, which made up for a very enjoyable week-end.

· I believe that as time goes on I will continue to discover what I have learnt from this weekend… What comes to mind is the affirmed belief that each one has a gift that comes from God. I was reminded of my own positive qualities.  My self-confidence and self-esteem improved drastically.

· I discovered how to make the Gospel message relevant to today’s society. 

The TCL course is not a magic formula that solves the challenge of evangelizing young people today. There is no magic or easy formula apart from a clear vision and serious, long term dedication and investment in young people. Neither is it a comprehensive proposal for working with young people. There are books
 that deal with this. It is rather an important educational tool that can be used to strengthen an existing youth diocesan ministry or catechetical programme in schools. It can be a way of helping an educated youth population to have an experience of an attractive model of Church, a deep spiritual experience that answers needs not being met by a consumer society and the need to build a better world where the majority of the population are not excluded from the benefits of progress. It can be the first steps on a road less travelled that can make all the difference. 
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