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Introduction
The Year of Youth

The Year of Youth Schools Forums

The Australian Bishops identified the liturgical year of 2018, beginning on the first Sunday of Advent
(3rd December 2017), as a national Year of Youth.

Inspired by the second goal of the Year of
Youth, (“Authentic and personal engagement by
Church leaders in the challenges and success
in young people’s lives”), the Archdiocesan
Office for Youth (AOY), decided to initiate a
series of schools forums together with Bishop
Mark Edwards, Episcopal Bishop for Youth, and
Catholic Education Melbourne (CEM).

“

T

his is an exciting opportunity in the life of the Church to focus on
young people. The Year of Youth invites the Church into dialogue about
the importance and life-giving presence of young people in the Church
and society. It calls for dialogue and active engagement focused on the
reconnection and renewal of a new generation of young people in the life
of the Church.

”

The Year of Youth aims are:
•
To prayerfully discern the Australian Bishops’ vision for ministry with young people, Anointed
and Sent;
•
Authentic and personal engagement by Church leaders in the challenges and success in young
people’s lives;
•
Acknowledging the Holy Spirit at work in the lives of young people, and young people acting
upon the Holy Spirit in the life of the Church;
•
Upholding the dignity of young people, ensuring a safe environment from physical, emotional
and spiritual harm.
The aims of the Year of Youth come together with the goals of “Anointed and Sent” to provide a rich
framework and challenge to local faith communities to explore new horizons as they accompany young
people through life.

From the Year of Youth website www.youth.catholic.org.au/year-of-youth.
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It was thought that the Year of Youth School
Forums would provide an opportunity for
young people to engage with Church leaders
in open dialogue, breaking down barriers
between Church leaders and students from
across the Archdiocese of Melbourne. The
young people would have the opportunity to
meet Bishop Mark along with other clergy and
Church leaders and share their thoughts and
reflections with them in a relaxed setting.

Notes were taken from the discussions at each
of the forums and these serve an additional
purpose of providing further “data” which can
be looked at by a wider audience than just
those Church leaders who were present at the
forums on the day.
Following the four forums, a survey was sent
out to all host schools, teachers who brought
students, group facilitators, and listeners who
participated. The responses will be used to
guide any future events of a similar nature, but
also provided valuable feedback about how the
students found their involvement in these events.

The AOY and CEM worked together to organise
the forums, gathering priests, bishops and
lay Church leaders to be official “Listeners”
to the thoughts, concerns, challenges, and
aspirations of the students. Whilst the primary
aim of the forums was for the Church leaders to
listen to the young people, the forums also gave
an opportunity for the students to ask Bishop
Mark questions on any topic of their choice in
a Question and Answer session. This part of
the day was included to address the perceived
thirst of young people for open engagement
with Church leaders and the desire for answers
to their questions about faith.
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The Year of Youth School Forums in more detail
The purpose of this document

The event

This document has two key purposes. The first is
to collate what was shared by the young people
at the Schools Forums and to provide feedback
to all the attendees – students, teachers,
Listeners, and others present. The second
purpose is to inform local Church leaders
who were unable to be present about what
is important in the lives of the young people.
The primary audience for this purpose are the
Melbourne Curia and priests of the Melbourne
Archdiocese.

that it might be beneficial to the Archdiocese to
share more broadly what was heard from the
young people. With this in mind a small focus
group was set up which included staff from the
AOY and CEM, a Religious Education Coordinator
from one of the School Forum host schools and
some young people who were not present at the
forums. The members of this focus group were
sent the collated notes from the four forums
and then met to discuss possible themes and
interpretations from this data.

It is important to note that the purpose of
the School Forums was not to complete any
structured information gathering but rather to
bridge the gap between young people and Church
leaders. Following the forums, it was decided

This report therefore, is a collation of the notes
gathered from the Schools Forums along with
notes taken from the focus group and the follow
up survey.
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There were four Year of Youth School Forums held across the Melbourne Archdiocese, one in each
of the four regions; North, South, East and West. The forums were held at a different school in each
region, as detailed by the below table.
Date

Region

Number of schools

Number of students

Monday 21 May

South

8

238

Tuesday 22 May

West

9

141

Thursday 24 May

East

11

177

Friday 25 May

North

7

104

The program for the forums consisted of four
key parts. International speaker and musician
Steve Angrisano opened each of the forums by
performing songs, sharing stories and playing
games. This segment of the program was to
engage the students, help them to relax and
get them excited about the rest of the program.
The next part of the day was a talk/sharing that
was given by Bishop Mark Edwards. Bishop
Mark spoke about his own personal testimony
before giving an introduction to the Year of
Youth and challenging the young people to “get
up off the couch” (referring to Pope Francis’
WYD2016 homily which encouraged young
people to play an active role in the world and in
the Church).  It was hoped that Bishop Mark’s
sharing would reveal to the students the human
face of ‘Church leaders’, foster the expectation
of an open and receptive listening position from
all listeners present and prepare the student
participants to continue the conversation in
their small groups by directly posing questions
which were later raised in the discussion time.
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The main component of the day was an
opportunity for students to break into small
groups for a facilitated conversation. Each
small group included a “Listener” who was
a Church leader (bishop, priest, religious,
diocesan employee, religious or other lay
leader) whose role was to listen to the
students and take notes on their answers
to the questions. A group Facilitator was
also assigned to each group to handle the
formalities and explain the small group
process. The Facilitator reminded the group
that this time was an opportunity for the
students to share openly and be heard by a
Church leader. The Facilitator also explained
that the role of the Listener was to listen and
provide only a short response (e.g. 5 minute)
at the conclusion of the group time. The
Facilitator ran through some brief guidelines
about respectful sharing. Each group contained
an average of 12 students and where possible,
students from the same school were put into
different groups.
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“I
After the small group time the students came back together for the final key component of the
program, an open Question and Answer session with Bishop Mark. During this time, Bishop Mark
encouraged students to ask any question they liked and he answered these honestly, sometimes
requesting input from others present. To close this section, Bishop Mark asked a question of the
students: “What horizons do you see for spreading joy?” This was followed by a blessing.
The following is the general schedule that was followed at each event:

[8]

Time

Program

9.30am

Arrival and registration

10.00am

Morning tea

10.25am

Welcome

10.30am

Steve Angrisano

11.00am

Bishop Mark Edwards

11.25am

Move to discussion areas

11.35am

Small group discussions

12.20pm

Small groups return to main area

12.25pm

Question and Answer session

12.55pm

Final thank you and blessing

1.00pm

Close
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want to invite you to
make this journey,
this march towards
the Synod and
towards Panama, and
to make it with joy,
with your aspirations,
without fear, without
shame, and to make
it courageously.
Courage is needed.
But also the effort to
appreciate the beauty
of little things.

”

Pope Francis, August 2017
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Results
In total, there were 64 small groups across the four forums. Each time a comment was recorded by a
small group on their feedback sheet, it was noted in the tally. The tally is the number of groups that
indicated this response across the four forums.
The top 20 or so most common responses to each question have been shared here. Please note that
after the first forum a decision was made to change the wording of some of the questions to help
clarify it for the students – both questions have been recorded below.

Question one
Version one: What horizons do you see for spreading joy? What’s your dream? What are you passionate about?
(Used at the South Forum)
Version two: What gives you joy? What’s your dream? What are you passionate about? (Used at the North, East
and West Forums)
Passions and joys

Tally

Sport

36

Helping others/ doing good/ justice

35

Family

28

Friends

28

Music

24

Performing arts

19

Hobbies

14

Success

10

Education

10

Work

9

Travel

6

Media

5

Having dreams

4

Food

4

Science

4

Healthy

4

Having a positive outlook

3

Community leadership

3

Ecology

3

Having a purpose

3

[ 10 ]
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The top answer is quite unsurprising, when
we look at how many young people spend their
time and the culture of sport in Australia.
More than half of the groups mentioned that
they receive joy from helping others. This
shows an altruistic side of young people that
is sometimes not celebrated, as it should be.
The Church has a lot to offer in this space and
can actively engage young people in the many
works they do.
An interesting observation made about the
passions and joys the students have is that
some are criticised by society, and yet they
remain popular. For example, in sports there
are always scandals – such as around drug use
or other forms of cheating. These scandals
however do not appear to take away from the
passion that young people have for sport or
the joy that it brings them. This is also true
about families. We know that a high number of
families suffer breakdowns and lead to much
suffering for young people, yet family remains
one of the highest listed sources of joy for these
young people.
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One of the themes that is particularly
interesting regarding the student’s responses
about their joys and passions is that many of
the responses are linked to building community
and have a relational dimension to them. This
confirms other research that suggests that
young people desire a sense of community
and belonging as a high priority. Interestingly,
Parish life or the Church is not mentioned here
which implies that many young people don’t see
the Church as a community that is important or
beneficial to be a part of. A question that the
Church could ask is “how can the Church show
that it has a strong sense of community that
many young people are seeking?”
The Church has the potential to reach out to
many young people through getting involved
in the types of activities that they are drawn
to. For example, there are opportunities for
parishes to have sports teams or be involved
in the local sports club. Another example is
engaging young people through music and
performing arts. This could be by inviting in
young musicians to join the parish music roster
or organising some other opportunities to
play music such as band competitions, choirs
or musical performances. This is also true of
social justice initiatives and youth groups that
provide opportunities for social gatherings and
building friendships.
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“
Question two
Version one: Who do you aspire to be? Who inspires you? (Used at the South Forum)
Version two: What are your hopes for yourself? What are your hopes for your peers? Your family? The world?
(Used at the North, East and West Forums)
Tally

Successful life

34

Peace

11

Make a difference

11

Equality

10

Family

10

Help others

10

Fairness in wealth distribution

5

Study

4

Friends have a fulfilled life

3

Being with others

2

Continually be challenged

2

Follow dreams

2

More education for others

2

No regrets

2

To be a role model

2

Travel

2

Looking at the hopes young people have for themselves and for those around them, it is clear to see
that having a successful life is the most desired hope by young people. This may be because today’s
society views ‘failure’ as the worst possible outcome. The second most desired hope is peace; this
can be separated into two categories ‘peace in the world’ and ‘inner peace’. The media highlights
the violence and fear in the world and this can lead to young people yearning for greater peace in the
world around them. In terms of ‘inner peace’, there are many different things in the lives of young
people today that can cause stress and anxiety e.g. relationships, family, school or the future. Young
people may find it hard to take a break from all that is going on in their lives and therefore they hope
for an inner peace. The responses of ‘Making a difference’, ‘helping others’ and ‘equality’ all show that
young people don’t want to be passive members of society but want to be active agents of change in
the world and the future.

[ 12 ]
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”

Pope Francis, December 2015
Photo by Leio McLaren (@leiomclaren) on Unsplash

Hopes

Just as the witness
of the first Christians
calls us to care for
one another, so our
youth challenge us to
hear one another…
When we speak with
young people, they
challenge us to share
the truth of Jesus
Christ clearly and in
a way that they can
understand.
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Question three
What are you concerned about? What is your experience of sharing these concerns? How would you like to be
listened to? What support do you need?
Comments on concerns

Tally

Comments on concerns

Tally

Church is irrelevant

17

Mental health

8

Being judged by others

15

Parent pressure

7

Inappropriate use of technology

15

Societal pressures

6

Church discriminating against them

14

Housing

5

Future of the world

14

Morality

5

Career

13

Not feeling safe in community

5

Study

12

Violent government leaders

5

The environment

11

Bad teachers

4

Terrorism

11

Don’t like be told what to do

4

Not being heard by others

10

Female clergy

4

Building relationships

10

Human rights

4

Sexuality equality

10

Family

4

It is very interesting to note that the most
common answer to this question was around
the perceived relevance of the Church. This
begs the question - why do young people see
this as a concern? It is heartening to know
that young people are both thinking about the
Church, and want it to be relevant (otherwise,
this would not be a concern for them). This
response could be interpreted as young people
asking the greater Church to work harder to
be more relevant in the lives of young people.
Perhaps the greater Church needs to ponder
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This theme is picked up in other responses
that rated quite highly such as “mental health”,
and “not being heard by others”. It is clear that
judgement and criticism can cause anxiety in
young people. Mental health was also shown
to be a major concern of young people in the
pre Youth Synod survey completed in 2017 with
youth from all around Australia. It can be hard
for adults to understand the pressures that
the young people of today face. Judgement,
pressures and anxiety are all part of life and
everyone, no matter what age, race or sex,
will face these. It is important to equip young
people with tools and techniques to be able
to cope with these pressures, rather than just
protecting young people from them.
‘Discrimination by the Church’ is a theme that
shows a negative view on the Church by many
of these young people. In light of the Marriage

Equality debate, it seems plausible to assume
that this is a key topic that young people feel
that the Church is discriminating against
people. The concern of “Sexuality equality”
was also mentioned quite often by groups
which could confirm this assumption. It may
be that the Church needs to better explain her
teachings that come across to the young people
as discrimination.
Another group of concerns was mentioned
by many young people at the forums – that of
“future concerns of the world”, “terrorism”,
“violent government leaders” and “not feeling
safe in community”. This speaks of a great
and real fear both for the present time and
the future of our world and is something the
Church should take note of.

ways in which it can become more relevant to
young people and or communicate the Gospel
in a way that young people can understand.
Another way of proving relevance is by meeting
young people where they are at and letting
them feel heard.
The second most common response was about
fear of being judged or criticised by others. This
shows a lack of confidence in their peers and
the world around them to be accepted.
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Question four
Pope Francis has said that young people “Search for a deep spirituality and a more real sense of belonging.” How
does this relate to your experience? What does a deep spirituality mean for you? What might a more real sense of
belonging look like?
For this question, the responses were broken into two parts, responses around spirituality and
responses around belonging.

[ 16 ]

Comments on Spirituality

Tally

It is more than religion

8

Experiencing God

6

Personal thing

6

Faith in action

5

Understanding inner working of self

5

Connection with others and things

3

Experience God at church

3

Freedom to express faith in different ways

2

Community brings faith alive

2

Youth group

2

Emotional/ moving experience

2

Love

2

Feeling connected to religion

2

Faith in God

2

Discovering personal beliefs

2

Being able to trust others

2

Being a part of a community

2

Being a good person

2
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Comments on Belonging

Tally

Not being judged

9

Belonging is important

7

Feeling understood is important

7

Making friends is important

6

Being connected is crucial

4

Being taken “seriously” by others

3

Fear they may lose individuality

2

Don’t feel they belong at church

2

Having faith has a stigma attached to it

2

For many of the young people present, there appears to be a disassociation between spirituality and
religion. Many of the answers reflect that young people see spirituality transcending the “limitation”
of religion. Faith and spirituality appear to be a personal thing for young people to the exclusion of
any organised religion. Young people want the freedom for their personal beliefs to change and to go
where they have a spiritual experience. They appear to want to be able to try different practises and
explore different systems of belief. It is also interesting that a number of young people see faith and
spirituality as an action, not just a belief.
The young people largely agreed with Pope Francis about the importance of “belonging”. Once more,
many responses indicated a fear of rejection.
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Question five
The Pope has also said that there is an “urgent need for the young to exercise greater leadership” in the Church
and in the world. Do you agree? How might that happen? What might the leadership of young people look like?

Leadership

Tally

Everyone called to be leaders in some way

6

Be leaders through expressing themselves

5

Being role models/ leading through actions

5

Youth to change the Church

4

Have to do good

4

Active leaders

4

Supporting others

3

Young people are the future

3

Having confidence is key

3

Change the world

2

Having a say on issues

2

Be supported to be leaders (mentors, coaches, parents)

2

Lead youth groups

2

The young people recognise that everyone is called to some form of leadership whether that be in their
families or in the wider community, and that everyone has a role to play. They recognise that leaders
need to be able to stand up for what is right and not be afraid to express their opinions. The young
people recognise that they value different things from previous generations and that this may hinder
the ability they have to feel heard by adults and other leaders around them. A number of the young
people recognised that youth need to take leadership within the Church but are often deterred because
they don’t feel like they will be listened to or taken seriously. Another challenge that they perceive to
be faced with is the inability that they have to challenge the traditions of the Church.

[ 18 ]
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Question six
What do you think God is asking of us today in Australia?

What is God asking of Australia

Tally

To be the best we can be

6

Stop Human right violations

6

Treat others well

5

Be more loving and forgiving

4

Make a difference

3

Spread the gospel

2

More people praying

2

Youth become leaders

2

Be ourselves

2

Love

2

The young people reported that they believe God is asking Australians to show respect for themselves
and others. Most of the response show that the young people think that everyone deserves to be
treated fairly and with compassion. This answer connects to a prevalent concern that the young people
shared about being judged. Young people appear to be seeking a safe space, free of judgement, to truly
discover who they are and how they fit into the rest of society.

[ 20 ]
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Question and Answer session
During the ‘Question and Answer’ time, different issues were raised, from women’s involvement in
the Church to why people cause harm in the name of religion. It was noted however, that across all of
the forums one question came up consistently: “What is the Churches stance on “same sex marriage
and why?” This appears to be the topic of greatest importance to this generation at this time regarding
the Church. Young people are constantly hearing about same sex marriage in the media and it is likely
that some of their friends or family are same sex attracted. There appears to be a level of ignorance
to what the Church really teaches on this topic with many of the young people stating that the Church
hates gay people. The challenge of the Church is to be able to share its true teachings with young
people in a way that they are able to understand it. Some may still reject the Churches’ teaching in this
area but at least they will have a better idea of what they are actually rejecting. For others, a greater
understanding of what the Church actually teaches in this area may be the reason they decide to stay
involved in the Church.
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Conclusion
The responses received from the survey that was sent out after the event indicated that many students had a positive
experience at the forums. Comments from the teachers who attended included “They (the students) genuinely felt that
what they had to say would be taken to the Church hierarchy and addressed”, “I think they felt heard and are more
likely to view the Church as listeners and open to feedback”, and “It has had a very positive impact on my students.”
With this in mind, it is believed that the Year of Youth Schools Forums were successful events and provided a great
opportunity for many young people to feel heard by Church leaders. They also broke down some of the initial barriers
that may have stood between the young people and the human face of Church leadership.
It is believed that the Church should continue to strive to tap into the passions and joys of young people especially
using the social opportunities presented through sports and by creating genuine relationships. The Church can
play a special role in supporting young people with the concerns they have especially when it comes to feelings of
judgement, by equipping them with tools and skills that give them resilience, so that the opinions of those around
them do not have such a large impact on their life. There were many interesting comments made by the young people
over the course of the forums. It is important to remember that the purpose of these forums was not to create this
document and whilst it may be helpful in understanding young people, this document is only a collation of the notes
taken at each of the forums.
The AOY and CEM wish to once again thank all the students, schools, Listeners and Facilitators for their participation
in the 2018 School Forums. May the spirit of listening and dialogue within our Church continue to grow.
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“

Dear young people,
this future belongs
to you, but cherish
the great wisdom of
your elders and strive
to be peacemakers:
not content with
the status quo, but
actively engaged in
building the culture
of encounter and
reconciliation.

”

Pope Francis,
Ecumenical Prayer Vigil for Peace, June 2016
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