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THE CHALLENGE OF MISSION TO YOUTH IN MODERN AND POSTMODERN CULTURES






George Boran cssp

Some time ago, I was chatting with a Dutch Missionary in Brazil - Fr. Tony - about the challenges facing the Church today.  Fr. Tony has been in Brazil for over 40 years. He described growing up as a young boy in Holland and frequenting his local church which was always full to overflowing. As a missionary in Brazil, he recalled returning home on holidays and perceiving the gradual decrease of numbers in his parish church. The first to leave were the young people. These were followed by the young married couples, then by their children. Eventually a painful decision had to be taken. The upkeep of the church building was no longer financially viable. It had to be sold. A smaller church was built. Today when Fr. Tony returns to his parish community, he finds a congregation of mainly older people. This is a familiar story in many First World Countries. For some countries, the change came earlier. Others are only being ‘hit’ now. In the sixties, the Church in France awoke to the realisation that it had changed from a country that had given birth to many international religious congregations and had sent missionaries to different parts of the world, to the realisation that it had now become mission territory. Other countries like Ireland were not yet affected by the winds of change. A popular song in Ireland at the time expressed one of the reasons: ‘Thank God we are surrounded by water’.  Today the same earthquake is hitting the Irish Church with a velocity that makes it difficulty to find any firm ground on which to make a stand. In a postmodern age, characterised by the spectacle of electronic communications, water is no protection against the advance of different ideas and behaviour patterns. 
Young people are the first segment of society to challenge the Church. Their exodus is an earthquake shaking the institution to its deepest foundations. Many fear that we may be on the brink of losing a generation.  It is not that young people attack the Church.  People who criticise and fight with the Church are still interested. Something worse is happening. Young people are leaving the institution and are indifferent to its message. And this indifference is a symptom of deeper causes that need to be urgently addressed. Young people today constitute the most difficult mission ‘territory’ facing the Church.

Effective Mission to youth involves a two-stage strategy:

I
Understanding and interpreting what is going on around us. What has happened? Why are the methods of the past not working? Why are youth so different? 

II
What can we do about the situation? How can we help young people to hear God’s call in the midst of so many other voices? The parable of the Sower reminds us that the seeds of God’s word do not always fall in good soil. We need to prepare the soil. What pastoral strategies can we adopt today for effective mission to young people?

I.  Understanding and interpreting what is going on around us

Many practising parents are deeply hurt and saddened today. They feel guilty. They reproach themselves and ask the question: ‘Why haven’t I been able to pass on the faith to my children as previous generations have passed it on to me?’  People in the Church - parents, teachers, priests, youth ministers, and the young themselves - are perplexed and do not know how to interpret or understand this crisis. They often waver between two different moods: sadness and anger.
What has changed? A new phenomenon has taken place - on a world level: the change from an agrarian and rural based economy to an industrial and urban one. Karl Rahner points to the reason for this radical change. To understand what is happening, we have to look not so much at the faith itself as the surrounding environment. In the past there were a handful of preconditions - lived in a traditional culture - that made possible a different type of faith. This culture has changed. Before, a traditional culture favoured faith. It was easy to believe because everyone believed. It was a matter of following the tide. Now, there is a different culture - a modern culture that pushes religion to the margin. The tide has changed. To believe one must now swim against the tide. 

So understanding a problem is always a first step to finding a solution. Diagnosis precedes cure. Mission to young people does not operate in a vacuum, but in the context of the surrounding culture. The minds and values of young people today are increasingly shaped by modern and postmodern cultures and these new cultures no longer need a process of industrialization to spread their message. This is done today through the modern electronic means of communication in both developed and developing countries. Therefore, an understanding of these cultures is the key to understanding young people and helping them on the road to Christian commitment. 
This cultural change requires a different type of faith. It means a transition from a cultural Christianity to a Christianity of personal faith. Faith can no longer be reduced to Sunday Mass, to a list of dogmas, to a moral code or to social problems. It must be something richer and more challenging. Faith is especially an encounter with a Person, the person of Jesus Christ. And the acceptance of Jesus means also the acceptance of his teaching, of his life style, his world vision, and his formula for human happiness. 
To understand the power of culture to shape mentalities, values and behaviour patterns, let us look briefly at Rural, Modern and Postmodern cultures.

a. Rural culture 
In a rural, premodern culture, religion is at the centre and gives meaning to everything. A hierarchical structure is emphasised; there is consensus among civil and church leaders on a common set of values, questioning is not encouraged, obedience is an important value and the sacred powers of the priest are emphasised. Most of our vocations in the past have come from a rural or premodern cultural. And much of the leadership in the Church is still working out of a rural, premodern worldview.  

Although many young people in Developing Countries are born into families with a premodern outlook, they themselves are attracted and fascinated by the flashing lights of modern and postmodern cultures. So a pastoral approach that proposed to freeze young people in a premodern cultural setting will not work. 
Today, in many places, there is a return to a clerical/paternalistic/authoritarian model of Church that is progressively sidelining a community/ministerial model. This trend constitutes one of the important obstacles to evangelising young people who have in-built anti-bodies against any pastoral approach that fails to integrate the values of modernity. A study done by the Santa Maria Foundation in Spain, Jóvenes españoles ’99, concludes that young people put the Church in with the institutions in which they have less confidence.
 

b. Modern culture
God’s call in the midst of so many other voices? The parable of the Sower reminds us that the seeds of God’s word do not always fall in good soil. We need to prepare the soil. What pastoral strategies can we adopt today for effective mission to young people? 

A modern culture pushes religion from the centre and replaces it with economics, reason and science. Important values are democracy, dialogue, the pursuit of human happiness, transparency, individual rights, secularisation, freedom, sexuality, the equality of women. All the great thinkers who helped give birth to this new world of modernity were against religion and condemned by the Church. Marx considered religion to be the opium of the people. Nietzsche invented the phrase: ‘God is dead’. Freud said God was an invention of immature people who can’t stand on their own feet.  

In this new context the awareness of human autonomy and secularisation are important values. The dictatorship of theology over science is no longer acceptable.  A church that demands submission and attempts to regulate peoples' lives in their minimum details meets with very little receptivity. An institution that fails to integrate women on an equal plane to men also encounters increasing resistance. A Church that is seen to be on the side of oppression and ignorance is rejected by young people. The document of Vatican II, ‘Gaudium et Spes’ had the merit of proposing the end of a triumphant, authoritarian and clerical model of Church. It proposes a Church that welcomes everything which is truly human in its surrounding culture.

c. Postmodern culture

Alongside modern culture – still very much present in our schools and universities – a postmodern culture exercises great influence on the mindset, values and behaviour patterns of young people today.  

There is a major debate today with regard to whether postmodern culture is a rupture with modern culture and therefore a completely new culture or if it is simply an evolution of the first. One of the major modern thinkers, Habermas, holds that the structure of modernity continues essentially intact, or at least, can be recuperated. Whereas modern culture replaced the culture of the middle ages, we can’t say that postmodern culture is replacing modernity. Important values of modernity such as freedom, pluralism, equality of women, dialogue and sexuality are also present in postmodernity. 

There is, in fact, no unified theory of postmodern culture. Hollinger sums up the debate: 

‘It does not matter whether we say that postmodernism is the radicalisation and completion of certain tendencies within modernity or cultural modernism or that it is a radical break or discontinuity, or that it is, in part, both. The key point is that it is the rigorously self-reflexive clinical examination of modernity.’
 

A number of the characteristics of the postmodern culture exercise a strong influence on the mindset, the behaviour and values of youth today and therefore on our efforts to help them move towards religious commitment. Since this culture exercises an especially strong influence on youth today, I propose to dedicate more attention to explaining its main tenets.

Return to the sacred. 

The civilisation built by modernity on the twin pillars of reason and science alone has left a huge existential vacuum. Something which the experts were unable to predict has occurred. There is a return to the sacred, to some sort of spirituality that will give unity to life and answer the deeper existential needs of the human person. This was very evident, some years ago, when people in Ireland turned out in huge numbers to receive the reliquary of Thérèse of Lisieux as it processed to different parts of the country. There is a thirst for spirituality that the institutional Church is not answering. However, it is a spirituality that is often privatised, self centred, superficial, new-age, vague and independent of organised religion. Also, a return to spirituality does not necessarily mean a return to the institutional church. Nevertheless it is a door that opens and that makes it easier to take other steps in the evangelisation of young people. 

Priority given to the Subjective

An important aspect of postmodern culture is the shift from a collective to a private ideal. The emphasis is on the subjective, personal problems, feelings, building self-esteem, self-realisation, confidence, freedom from traumas etc. There has been a shift from a focus on the macro-structures of society to the problems of daily life. Feeling good has a lot to do with the type of commitments taken on. 
 ‘There are clear symptoms of a generalised apathy or tiredness among youth and social organisations. There is disillusionment with politics and the possibility of changing unjust social structures. There is a notable tendency to retreat to the private sphere. There a search for meaning . . . These young people do not seek to change society from within, as in the 60s, rather they prefer to live on its margin’.
 There is a feeling of being in a dark tunnel, with no light at the end. A recent survey of 300 thousand youth in Italy revealed that 83% of those interviewed confessed fear of the future, and more that 90% have lost faith in politics. While a small minority of young people are able to overcome fear and a self-centred attitude, the great majority retreat into the private sphere where there is little hope or perspective for the future. This change is most evident in many organisations that are largely dependent on volunteers. Many are experiencing a crisis as their leadership is not being renewed by a new generation.

Difficulty with Interior silence

Many young people have difficulty with being alone, with interior silence, with being in contact with their deeper self. This is a serious problem. A healthy solitude is the beginning of a process of taking control of one’s own life and building a personality that allows one to escape from slavish dependence on the opinions of the peer group. This is something that youth workers need to give attention to if young people are to have a personal faith in Jesus Christ and discover their Christian vocation in life.

Importance of relationships

There is an intense desire to establish relationships with other youth. The religious education of young people needs to build on their need to establish relationships by creating a welcoming atmosphere, youth communities and by empowering young people as subjects of their own education in the faith.

Centrality of emotions and Crisis of Values

In the postmodern culture there has been a swing from the glorification of reason and science to the centrality of emotions. To the extent that this tendency integrates other dimensions of the human person this is positive. Reason must move over to allow room also for emotions, imagination and faith. So the Gospel message needs to be presented as an answer to all dimensions of the young person’s life. 
However, frequently the pendulum has swung to the other extreme: the elimination of objective norms for deciding what is right and wrong. In many instances ‘how I feel’ has become the major criterion for deciding on what is right and wrong. Pleasure is frequently considered an absolute value. The attitude of many young people in this new cultural setting is: ‘I create my own morality; if it makes me feel good it is right.’ The demands of solidarity and justice are frequently not taken into account. Meaning in life becomes more superficial. There is no distinction between what is right and what is wrong, between good and evil. ‘Everything goes.’ There are no objective criteria. Immersed in a culture of pleasure, many young people lack a frame of reference that gives direction to their lives. 
A recent survey done by Desmond O’Donnell OMI into the experience and attitudes of third-level educated Irish adults between the ages of 20 and 35 would seem to indicate that while the postmodern ethic has penetrated among Irish youth there are still areas of resistance.
  While 50% of those unmarried say they are sexually active and only 45% think that sexual intercourse is a sign of total and final commitment, at the same time 75% think that a marriage should last until the death of one partner. 
The rejecting of the Church can create a problem for the future cohesion of society. Eliminating a religious tradition can lead to a values system without roots – that can easily wither with time. A friend of mine recently paraphrased an English intellectual (whose name I have forgotten).  ‘I like living in this post Christian era in which many Christian values are still present: community, love, attitudes of caring, disinterested service to the neighbour, the ability to forgive, concern for social justice. I fear for those who will have to live in the next generation without these values and face chaos.’ The person in question is an atheist. Dostoevski summed up this attitude in a famous phrase: ‘If there is no God, then everything is permitted.’ Values for most people are anchored in religion. It is important to help young people to make this connection.

Difficulties with permanent commitment

The word commitment expresses a reality that is not in fashion. To commit oneself to something for a lifetime is considered impossible. The tendency is to opt for decisions that can be reversed and so therefore do not exclude other possibilities. Bo Reimer gives an insight into the new reality.
  Today, there is ‘a plurality of life possibilities. Each individual can constantly choose among different alternatives and the choice is not definitive, but can be altered or made again. One’s personal identity is fluid and changeable . . . The mass media open young people’s life-world to a larger surrounding world than their local environment -- in advance.’ 

The difficulty with permanent commitments has had serious effects on two key issues in the Church: the failure of many marriages, the decrease in religious vocations and the difficulty in forming a committed laity. The conclusion, however, should not be that commitment is no longer possible, but, rather, that it takes longer. Those who work with young people are discovering that the road to conversion and to commitment is longer and demands more creativity. There is need to break through to a deeper level in the young person’s interior life where there is a longing for more permanent values and a longing to embrace a cause that is worth living and dying for.

The need to start with where young people are at
The new priority given to personal needs and feelings is a good thing. Too often in the past the emphasis on a collective ideal led to the repression and masking of personal needs. Human and emotional needs play and important part in a healthy and mature personality. However, we are not going to win over young people by just talking at them. We need to use an inductive rather than a deductive methodology. We can only present the message of Jesus to young people if we first succeed in attracting them and winning their confidence. That is where starting with their needs, aspirations and experience becomes important. Some of these needs are: The need to love and be loved, the need to be recognised, the need for material security to develop other aspects of life, the need for an identity, the need to have emotional fulfilment in interpersonal relationships, to be kind and receive kindness, to give meaning to one’s own life, to transcend oneself, to be part of a human group and to count on it for dealing with life’s challenges and building a better world. If we don’t start with their interests we can’t hold their interest. 
However, to remain only on this level is to deny our duty as citizens and to shy away from the obligation of the new commandment: ‘love one another as I have loved you.’  

Modern and Postmodern cultures and big cities

The fall away from the Church among young people is most evident in big cities where the modern and postmodern cultures have their greatest penetration. The fact that many church leaders still work out of a rural mindset and have difficulty in taking on board the positive values of these cultures is one of the principal obstacles to evangelising young people today. Many leaders speak a language and represent a value system that does not syntonize with the wavelength of young people. 
The phenomenon of the ‘mega-cities’ is new in human history. At the beginning of the 19th century the largest city in the west was London, with less than a million inhabitants. The growth of big cities is a phenomenon of both Developed and Developing countries. In Brazil, for example, in the 1950’s 25% of the population lived in cities and 75% in the rural areas. Today 75% live in cities. Some of the largest cities in the world are in the Third World. San Paulo, for example, has 15 million habitants and Mexico City 20 Million. 

Cities are a positive force in human history. They have made possible enormous technological and economic progress. People in cities have access to a large quantity of services, impossible in a rural area: hospitals, schools, universities, leisure facilities, supermarkets, theatre, cinema, sports clubs . . . Modern and Postmodern cultures find their most fertile soil here. In the city, the social control of the rural environment no longer exists. The city is the place of pluralism of ideas, of behaviour and options; most progressive movements are born there; the horizon it offers is different from that of the rural area. The future of most countries is being moulded in the cities. 
In the cities there are many other opportunities for participation. The young person has many options of both leisure and serious social commitment: outings, dances, discos, games, visits, pubs, local gangs, music, parties, school, extra curricular courses, physical fitness classes, music classes, social organisations, student organisations, and local organisations. Many young people work and study. A ministry to youth, therefore, has to be attractive if it is to succeed. A superficial youth ministry will fail. And if we fail in big cities we run the risk of remaining with a premodern world that is fast disappearing. 

Building a Better WorldÇ 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:
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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. We need to use both models when working with young people. 
A successful pastoral experience

The challenge is to engage in mission to a postmodern youth generation brought up on a system that emphasises constant use of images, variety, constant stimulation and whose attention span can often be tiny.  The image that comes to mind is that of a young person ‘zapping’ in front of the TV. 
Due to the limited scope of this article I would like to finish with one concrete strategy that has been used successfully. We have found that one way of attracting and involving young people in an ongoing conversion process is by promoting concrete programmes that are successful and give immediate results. Success creates the motivation to take other steps. Different pastoral experiences, in both Third and First World Countries, have established the importance of easily reproduced programs that can be a starting point for getting young people on the road of progressive formation and commitment.  
This is important especially for beginners who have low tolerance for failure. Leaders on the other hand have a capacity for learning from failure, of becoming stronger when faced with obstacles and have integrated in their lives a biblical spirituality of the seed that must die to give much fruit, of resurrections that comes through an experience of suffering and of the redemptive value of the cross, and of the power that lies in weakness. 

I would like to give you one example of one such programme. I have worked with a programme called ‘Training Course for Leaders (TCL)’.
 The promotion of this course can answer an need for concrete and viable goal. There is a guarantee of success when well prepared. A variety of exercises guarantee active participation throughout the course, a great spirit is created, people discover their gifts, acquire confidence and learn to relate religion to real life situations. A second level of formation occurs after each course when some of the participants are selected and trained as monitors to give the course to others. Thus a large number of courses can be reproduced to reach a significant number of people. 
An important educational principle is at work here when new monitors learn important skills and knowledge by being placed in situations where they have to teach others. People learn by doing. The young people then transfer these skills automatically to other pastoral situations where they are involved. 

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 multiplication effect is described below.

In 2004 we organized a Latin American programme with representatives from over 10 countries and many of them are now reproducing the TCL in their own countries. A few years ago I trained and gave a course with  a team attached to the Catholic University of the Ukraine (Greek rite). The team has increased and the course is being given in different dioceses around the country. 

As we have explained above, the TLC programme is more than a course. It is an educational tool for involving young people, helping them to move towards commitment, and renewing pastoral ministry to youth in different dioceses. The following is a map of Brazil which shows the states and dioceses where we have local teams reproducing the TLC in over 63 dioceses as an educational tool forming young people as missionaries and renewing pastoral ministry to youth:


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. 

 We have also been involved in programmes in the United States, Dublin, Belfast and London, the Ukraine. While studying in New York  we used the TLC to renew the Hispanic ministry to youth in Rockville Centre Diocese. Unfortunately I have been  unable to get people involved in setting up some sort of organizational structures and marketing strategies to reproduced it on a wider scale when I left. The different reasons for that could make an interesting debate. 

The experience of preparing for these courses revealed a major lacuna in reaching out to young people in the Irish setting. Many church leaders have been trained for talking at people and have difficulty in knowing what to do when they don’t have a captive audience. I would like to call attention to two needs that need to be addressed: the lack of leadership skills and the lack of conviction. 

A lack of basic leadership skills was one of the first difficulties encountered when preparing a local team to give the programme. The pre-course phase was marked by a lack of organisation, of continuity, of follow through, of communication, of marketing and of experience on how to contact and motivate young people to participate in the week end experience. The best programme in the world will fail if the initial pre-programme phase is faulty and nobody turns up. A shift needs to be made from a purely cultic and sacramental church to one which also includes the skills for moving out of the sacristy to evangelise young people in their modern and postmodern cultural setting. 
An other factor also became apparent. Leadership skills without a strong, enthusiastic believe in the message to be transmitted does not work.  One lay person remarked ‘You need to believe, to be enthusiastic, to be passionate about the message you have to transmit.’ The word Gospel means Good News. Good news cannot be communicated in a dispirited way. The image of a salesperson trying to sell something that he has absolutely no faith in is very relevant here. The message we have to transmit was never more relevant. In the present climate of a retreating and sometimes a crumbling church such a posture is not always easy. 

So is there a magic solution for evangelising young people in a modern and postmodern cultural and urban context? The answer is no. However, there are many doors that are open to us. There is no magic solution that excludes hard work and continuity. The temptation to give up at different turns in the road will always be present. At each stage one will be faced with the possibility of failure. Work with young people is not for the weak-hearted.  One must be prepared to take risks but risks that involve careful preparation and planning. This is the most difficult, the most challenging and the most rewarding mission ‘territory’ that exists today. Here will be fought the battle that will determine the survival or not of many religious congregations and to some extent the institutional church itself. 

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 …)
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