CASE May 2007 Article: YOUTH INITIATIVES AND SCHOOL MISSIONS

 ‘MIND THE GAP’
Once I stopped reeling from the shock -or should that be horror?!- of realising it’s 20 years since I did my first gap year, I was able to appreciate just how many more opportunities there are on offer now.  I had a choice of just two communities to join after my A levels, and when I discovered the structure of one wouldn’t suit the extra study I intended, my decision was made even easier.  Nowadays, the good news for young people who are keen to share the Good News in a full time but temporary sort of way is that they can choose from an almost bewildering array of options.

There is a wide range of youth provision across the UK, from school mission teams directly proclaiming the Gospel message to activity-based youth clubs, from young people’s prayer groups to youth groups whose main focus is social justice.  Despite the diversity, peer ministry is an effective common feature, fulfilling Paul VI’s call that ‘young people who are well trained in faith and prayer must become more and more the apostles of youth,’ (Evangelii Nuntiandi 72).  Many of these varied initiatives are staffed by young volunteers on gap year type arrangements.  
This summer will see the launch of www.catholicgapyear.org.uk which has been developed in collaboration between National Office for Vocation and Catholic Youth Services.  This will be an invaluable resource for those seeking a gap year experience in a faith based environment.
The range of opportunities on offer is a great example of the broad understanding of Catholic evangelisation which encompasses both wordless witness and explicit proclamation. Many people describe their experience at one of the diocesan or other youth retreat centres as a key moment in their faith formation.  Phrases such as ‘God became real for me’ or ‘my faith came alive’ are common, and, although it is often the case that less seems to be said explicitly about encouragement and training to share that new understanding of faith, enjoying such positive spiritual experiences in a Catholic context plants seeds for future evangelistic activity: ‘Whenever the person of Jesus Christ is presented clearly to young people, He inspires in them a hope that motivates them to abandon everything in order to follow Him in response to His call, and to bear witness to Him among their peers,’ (Ecclesia in Europa 39).
As well as the unique contribution to the evangelisation of young people made by the dedicated staff of so many of our Catholic schools and sixth form colleges, there are also now various providers of school mission teams.  Animate Youth Ministries of Liverpool Diocese www.animateyouth.org have recently developed this dimension of their work, as have Leeds Diocese, while the more established Youth Ministry Team of Hexham & Newcastle www.ymt.org have expanded their work considerably with an ambitious ‘Youth Village’ project. Cross Purposes is the secondary school mission team of the Sion Catholic Community for Evangelism. In many ways, their innovative use of contemporary media (particularly music, dance and drama) to proclaim the Gospel has become something of a model for other initiatives, as has their popular Summer Camp. However, rather than rest on their laurels, they have continued to seek creative ways to communicate the Good News of Christ and are currently running an online ‘virtual vigil’ for Pentecost: www.myspace.com/virtualvigil 

Aware of the need to resource young people with regular ongoing formation, Northampton Diocese have opted for an approach of a local mission team based in the town of Northampton www.ezekielproject.com whose vision is to proclaim the Gospel, be living witnesses and catalyse youth ministry in the area by working together with young people, leaders and teachers in parishes and schools.  As a key part of this approach is to be an on-going, very local presence, it is intended eventually to have similar projects in other centres across the Diocese. The Elmgrove Community in Brighton www.elmgrovecommunity.co.uk also seeks to be a regular prayerful presence that attracts young people by a kind of invitational evangelisation; they aim to echo Jesus’s words ‘Come and see…’ (John 1:39)  Both of these projects are currently looking for volunteers for next year’s teams.
Big events have their place too. The prayer festival at Walsingham run by Youth 2000 www.youth2000.org each August Bank Holiday weekend has some 1500 young participants, and Bright Lights run by the SPEC Team of the Westminster Diocese has also become a popular feature of the summer festival season www.brightlights.org.uk St Albans is also the source of two brand new CaFE resources, Amazing Gift and Deeper: Why Jesus which have been developed specifically for teenagers and are ideal for a post-Confirmation parish group who are keen to continue journeying in their faith together. Please see www.faithcafe.org/youth Other non-residential opportunities for young people to put Christianity into action include becoming involved in the Young Christian Workers www.ycwimpact.com or Youth SVP www.youthsvp.org.uk
This whistlestop tour would not be complete without mentioning the various youth orientated ‘social action’ groups for whom primary proclamation is not high profile, but they definitely provide a very positive experience of Church for those who are involved.  They are also a powerful witness to those outside the Church of the difference that faith can make and how the Gospel can be lived and enacted. These range from L’Arche to volunteer programmes run by religious orders. L’Arche www.larche.org.uk runs communities in which people with or without learning difficulties and disabilities live alongside each other. Many young people who become involved with L’Arche as part of a gapyear find the experience quite literally life-changing. JVC (Jesuit Volunteer Community) offers young people who are keen to express their faith by addressing social need opportunities to experience community living and shared spirituality. Placements include: victim support, asylum seekers and refugees, poverty campaigning, schools work, homeless hostels, drug/alcohol projects, supporting people with learning difficulties and local community projects: www.jesuitvolunteers-uk.org
Some of the initiatives listed above have study integrated into the experience so that reflection on practice forms a contribution towards recognised youth work qualifications.

The Gapyear experience really worked for me, so much so I did two years on two very different placements and then went to University with a much stronger sense of faith and of my own identity both of which I believe stood me in great stead. However, such ‘years out’ are not appropriate or possible for everybody. World Youth Day www.wyd2008.org is a shorter but often intense way of getting a sense of the universal Church, a ‘bigger picture’ of what it means to belong to the Catholic community. Similarly, for many young people, the experience of a Diocesan Pilgrimage to Lourdes is extremely influential and formative in their coming to understand their Catholic faith as a reality to be acted upon and shared with others. Such occasions are sources of great hope, not only to the young people themselves, but also to the rest of the Church, both older members and younger children seeing positive role models to aspire to; ‘The future of humanity lies in the hands of those who are strong enough to provide coming generations with reasons for living and hoping,’ Gaudium et Spes 31. The impact of such good news is not to be underestimated given that ‘…possibly the most urgent matter Europe faces, in both East and West, is a growing need for hope, a hope which will enable us to give meaning to life and history and to continue on our way together,’ (Ecclesia in Europa 4).
Space precludes anything more than a brief survey of some of the youth initiatives available across England and Wales, but there is much more information available, either online at www.caseresources.org.uk or in our Evangelisation Directory which has a whole chapter dedicated to Youth Initiatives and School Missions. To get hold of a copy or to find out more about the specific Youth Evangelisation Training we have developed, please contact the CASE Office on 020 8458 3316, or Clare Ford: clare.ford@caseresources.org.uk
Looking for free downloadable resources for Pentecost?
Please see www.caseresources.org.uk
