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THE WORD OF THE YOUNG AND THE JOURNEY OF THE CHURCH
An invitation of the Synod to renew our Youth Ministry

I thank all who have invited me for this day of study.
I am very happy and honored to be here with you to share the journey of the Synod.
I thank each one of you for your presence and for your readiness to listen.
Trying to offer you a small "frame of reference" of what is happening at the ecclesial level, I divide my intervention into six points.

I start with an overview of the ongoing process of the Synod, which is in various ways involving young people and adults at various levels. The Synod, as a "journey together", wants everyone to have a voice and a word. Then I broadly outline the basic document of the synodal works, or the Instrumentum laboris: it is a decisive tool for taking stock of the situation of the universal Church on the themes of the Synod. Thirdly, I present one of the chapters of the Instrumentum laboris (the fourth part of the first part), which offers us a look at some anthropological and cultural challenges that we face today in a moment of epochal change, and that actually condition the exercise of our educational and pastoral work. Then I arrive at the central point of my presentation, namely the needs of the young, which for us also represent the voice of God in the history of humanity: their anguishes, their criticisms, their proposals which are the appeal of the Spirit, who also speaks through them and asks from us a spiritual, pastoral and missionary conversion. Then I address a specific theme, which I consider to be strategic nowadays, that of the digital world. Finally I conclude by presenting some proposals for the renewal by focusing on three key words of the next Synod: discernment, vocation and accompaniment.

1. A brief overview of the Synodal Process

It is appropriate first of all to say that the Synod is not simply a timely event, but is a process that concerns the universal Church as a whole. It all began with the choice of theme, announced by the Holy Father on 6 October 2016: "Young People, the Faith and Vocational Discernment".

This was followed by a "Preparatory Document", which was presented on January 13, 2017. At the end of this document there was a Questionnaire mainly posed for the Episcopal and other related Conferences: 6 Synods of the Bishops of the Eastern Churches, 87  Bishop Conferences, 6 Dicasteries of the Roman Curia, the Union of Superiors General and also 2 International Meetings of Episcopal Conferences answered the questionnaire. We have collected and analyzed about 2,500 pages.

An online Questionnaire was proposed to young people by the Synod Secretariat. It was available online from 14 June to 31 December 2017. In six months there were about 221,000 contacts. Overall, more than 100,000 young people have answered all the questions. The collected material is immense and is estimated to be around 12,000 pages.

There was also an international seminar on ‘the condition of young people’ organized by the General Secretariat of the Synod from 11 to 15 September 2017, with the participation of about 50 experts from different fields of study (in particular sociologists, psychologists, educators, philosophers, theologians), and also young people from different continents.

A moment of particular importance was the Pre-Synodal Meeting of young people held in Rome from 19 to 24 March, which involved more than 300 young people and 15,000 others connected through social media. Among this material stands out the "Final Document" delivered to the Holy Father on Palm Sunday, but not to forget all the words of the young pronounced in those days: the synthesis of the 20 linguistic groups and the 6 social groups; the words and questions addressed to the Holy Father, together with his answers. The document, about 200 pages, is fully accessible online in the website of the Synod Secretariat.

Many people and groups wanted to send their reflections and observations directly to the Secretariat of the Synod. Many young people and adults have voiced their opinions: there are more than 3,000 observations received and some are really rich in ideas and proposals.

2. L’instrumentum laboris: A Frame of Reference

As you know, on 8 May 2018 the Ordinary Council of the Synod, presided over by the Holy Father and made up of about 20 Cardinals, approved the Instrumentum Laboris for the next Synodal Assembly, which will take place from 3 to 28 October 2018. This text was presented on June 19 at a press conference in Vatican. It represents the point of convergence of listening to all those who have spoken.

2.1 The Nature of the Document

The Instrumentum laboris is the moment of convergence of listening to everyone. It is a realistic frame of reference, because it presents in an updated and concrete form the "status quaestionis" regarding the condition of youth, of the Church in relation to her educational task towards the younger generations and of "vocational youth ministry" today. Some strengths, the great opportunities, the open issues and the risks that we are running through are clearly visible. We can therefore say that here is really "the focus of the situation".
It is also a unitary and concise collection of the topics to be discussed. As you can imagine, the breadth and the variety of sources, needed a work of reading, synthesis and unification. Finding what is common between the various sources and the various geographical perspectives, comparing the reported problems, identifying the different views, enhancing the innovative proposals have been the tasks of these last months, in order to arrive at a text that is as symphonic and representative as possible in all the emerged instances.

The synodal meeting also needs to be disciplined, so that it may be a truly effective moment of renewal of the Church. The Instrumentum laboris thus becomes, through its three-parts structure and the issues dealt with in order, a true agenda of synodal works.

I would also like to say that the Instrumentum laboris is a document of a profound study. Not just the Synodal Fathers, but all the insiders - pastors, educators, parents, teachers, catechists, theologians, etc. - have the right and duty to have in their hands a restitution of what is happening. They are called to treasure this ecclesial path to renew themselves and be pastorally significant for the youth of today.

Finally, it is important to underline that the Instrumentum laboris has a temporary character, because it will be "exceeded" so to speak both from the "Final Synod Document", which will be approved at the end of October, and also especially from the " Post -Sinodal Apostolic Exhortation "of the Holy Father, who will re-launch a three-year journey on the theme and that will actually be a real "navigation map" for the whole Church.

2.2 A fundamental Perspective

It is interesting first of all to note that in each of the three parts of the Instrumentum laboris there is a recalling from different points of view of the Gospel story of the disciples of Emmaus. From the beginning of the first part it is said that "as the Lord Jesus walked with the disciples of Emmaus (see Lk 24: 13-35), the Church is also invited to accompany all young people, without excluding anyone, towards the joy of love "(No. 1). Then again, at the beginning of the second part, it is stated that "Jesus therefore, young among the young ", wants to meet them by walking with them, as he did with the disciples of Emmaus (see Lk 24: 13-35)" ( No. 75). Finally, in the third part, when discussing the theme of the Christian community, we introduce the different topics treated with the following statement: "Even the community of believers is called to go out and meet young people where they are, rekindling their hearts and walking with them (see Lk 24: 13-35) (No. 175).

Thus there appears, in a transversal form, a clear intentionality towards a specific style of thinking about the Church's commitment to and with young people: it is not simply a matter of making young people walk, but of walking with them, because Jesus is already mysteriously and effectively walking with every young person. It seems to me that this first indication offers the right style to read and deepen the Instrumentum laboris, because it is said that there is no announcement of the Good News of the Gospel without accompaniment, and that accompaniment is the prerequisite for every Christian proclamation. Far from opposing education and evangelization, attentive to enhancing the correct integration between totality of the announcement and the gradualness of the proposal, eager to exalt the living tension between the pressing request for conversion and the patient waiting for the paths of freedom, the Instrumentum laboris has the clear intention to show that the Church, in her educative and pastoral work, takes on the two faces of a caring mother and a demanding father.

2.3 The style adapted

Let us now try to enter into the style of the Instrumentum laboris. While recognizing the ‘challenging’ nature of the document, it was decided to privilege the word of young people as much as possible and a discursive style that restores the freshness of the direct word of the sources questioned.

In this regard, it should be noted that two out of five sources used for the preparation of the Instrumentum Laboris refer fully and directly to the young: the Online Questionnaire, to which more than 100,000 young people have answered, and the Pre-Synodal Meeting, which saw the direct presence of more than 300 young people and the online presence of about 15,000 others. In addition, it must be said that many observations arrived at the Secretariat of the Synod have young people as their authors. Never a Synod had so much abundance and freedom left the word to the subjects that is being talked about! This too is to be considered a ‘sign of the times’, not to be underestimated, that affirms an unprecedented and interesting way of participating in the life of the Church.

If we look at the Instrumentum laboris as a whole, the voice of the young is present the most; there are over one hundred references to the two direct sources of young people: many times these are rather long quotations. The whole fifth chapter of the first part is dedicated to giving space, voice and word to the young. They ask us to be "authentic Church", "more relational", "committed to justice". In many other passages their voice is alive, lively and even provocative. On the whole - especially the Pre-synodal Meeting has shown it - the young have shown themselves open to the intergenerational dialogue, collaborative and proactive, reflective, available and responsible.

The young are therefore present much and are the protogonists. We do not simply talk about the young, but we leave their word to them. Nobody has kept them in silence but their voice is heard without being filtered and their word is taken in many occasions to the letter, even when it is felt more sensitive without being offensive. It is edifying to listen to their voice that calls on the Church to stand firm on zero tolerance in the face of sexual and economic abuse, or to listen to their request for a lively liturgy and homilies capable of touching their lives; it is very moving to hear their reasons for leaving the Church, 
which are serious and should put us in a state of conversion; it is important to get in tune with their analysis of our world, to understand how they see it and live it; it is decisive to listen to their propsals in view of a renewal of the Church, recognizing in them a prophetic capacity to be valued for the good  of all.

I would like to remind you that, along with the voice of the young, the voice of the many Episcopal Confrences of all the parts of the world was also heard. The difficulty of the churches that has emerged is to listen and to deal with the languages and the worlds which are not always well-known, like that of the digital, and with the global dynamics that challenge the local culture with their values. At the same time the richness of what the churches do for and with the young in all parts of the world emerges, in accompanying them to faith and life, in Catholic institutions and especially in those contexts in which young people are discarded and pushed to the margins.

3. The "conditions of exercise" of the ecclesial mission today

Before considering some pastoral issues, it seems important to me to speak about the "conditions of exercise" of the ecclesial mission today. Pastoral action is always contextual and historically connoted, that is, it is inserted in a cultural, social, economic and religious environment that offers its own context.

In this sense the fourth chapter of the first part of the Instrumentum laboris - "Anthropological and cultural challenges", nos. 51-63 - appears strategic and decisive because it brings to our attention six challenges, that in a certain sense, are the context of our existing and acting in today's world, so that "their continuous recurrence makes us recognize them as signs of epocal change that we are living on an anthropological and cultural level "(No. 51). The chapter unfolds identifying six "anthropological and cultural challenges" that the Church cannot avoid recognizing and facing with apostolic courage and pastoral creativity.

The first challenge concerns the body, affectivity and sexuality. With the intersection between nature and culture, the body has always been a gift, blessing, possibility and limit. We know how new technologies push towards a technocratic approach to corporeality, which imperceptibly leads young people towards a consumption paradigm, where the same human relationships, which have always been emotionally connoted, are likely to conform to the laws of the global market. Unfortunately, the "use and throw" paradigm is conquering significant space in the relationship between young people, their body and their affections, which finds sexuality in a field that is both privileged and problematic: "early sexual activity, multiple sexual partners, digital pornography, exhibiting bodies online and sexual tourism risk disfiguring the beauty and depth of the affective and sex life "(No. 52).

A second challenge concerns the new cognitive paradigms and the search for truth. Young people are particularly exposed to the phenomenon of fake news and the dynamics of post-truth, and for this reason "they need to be accompanied so as not to be disoriented" (No. 55). The fact is that the bombardment of media and the consequent political manipulation are more and more on the agenda in our hyper-connected but not very reflective world.

A third challenge emerged from the synodal exploration concerns the anthropological effects of the digital world. In general, the Episcopal Conferences, faced with the irruption of the digital world, have shown an ambivalent attitude: some live in the euphoria of the canonization of the new possibilities offered by the network; others instead demonize these instruments, which are considered to be negative and perverse spaces. Few actually seem to be aware that, "from an anthropological point of view, the irruption of digital technologies is beginning to have very profound impacts on the notion of time and space, on the perception of self, others and the world, on the way of to communicate, to learn, to inform oneself. [...] From the responses of the Episcopal Conferences, it is clear that not many seem to be fully aware of the metamorphosis underway "(No. 57).

A fourth challenge is represented by institutional disappointment and new forms of youth participation. In the online questionnaire it is emerged that only 16.7% of young people think that they have the possibility to affect the public life of their country. From the point of view of the intergenerational relations, young people are better off with the elderly than with the adults, who see them many times as competitors rather than as allies. Above all "the lack of a reliable leadership, at different levels and in a very civil and ecclesial context, is very much denounced by young people. A particularly evident fragility is generated by the spread of corruption "(No. 59). Disenchantment with the institutions can, however, be healthy if it opens up to paths of participation and the assumption of responsibility without remaining prisoners of skepticism.

A fifth challenging element, from an anthropological and cultural point of view, is the decisional pralysis in a context of overabundance of proposals that disorientates:
In a world where opportunities and proposals increase exponentially, reacting with choices that are always reversible becomes spontaneous, even if this implies a constant mortification of our wishes. The vocational discernment process, along the axis marked by the steps ‘recognizing, nterpreting, choosing’, often gets stuck at the moment when choices must be made or implemented. (Instrumentum laboris, No. 61).

Any freedom which does not recognize and does not choose good, we know, slowly becomes a degrading slavery, because the fundamental call to the joy of love implies dedication to the end, as the "beautiful testimony" of Jesus has taught us once for all (see 1 Tim 6:13).

Finally, one last decisive challenge is represented by the spiritual longing of the young generations. It is evident that an "exclusive humanism" cannot be the destiny of humanity, created in Christ Jesus for communion with Him. Secularization is not the point of arrival of the journey, so much so that many analysts describe our time as ‘post-secular’, since spiritual research is still alive and lively: “Dissatisfaction with a purely immanent world vision as conveyed by consumerism and scientist reductionism, opens the door to the search for life’s meaning through spiritual itineraries of many different kinds” (No. 63). This will not mean a return to mass of young people in our churches, but it certainly represents an opportunity to intevene with a quality spiritual "offer": the young showed sensitivity towards the sacred and liturgy, towards authentic spiritual experiences and gave important signs of appreciation of the contemplative life. All these imply a qualitative change in our proposals of faith.

These six aspects are real epoch-making conditions for the exercise of our ecclesial mission. They are the common and shared context in which we are immersed, they are a bit like the air we breathe. Not recognizing all this means thinking and acting beyond the concreteness of life and history.

4. The needs of the Young

At this juncture, I would like to offer you a brief look at a single response from the Episcopal Conferences to the eighteen questions addressed to them in the Questionnaire presented at the end of the Preparatory Document. Perhaps it will only be a little taste, but it can offer us an interesting look at the challenges, the desires, the expectations of young people regarding the Church. The fifth question of the Questionnaire: "What do the young people of your country actually ask the Church today?" The answers that have emerged are broad and articulated, and have been gathered in chapter V of the first part of the Instrumentum laboris, but they have some common points of undoubted interest and make an interesting account of the metamorphosis that is taking place in our world in these initial years of the third millennium.

4.1. An insignificant and annoying presence

Various Episcopal Conferences begin by saying with the extreme realism, lucidity and clarity that many young people ask nothing of the Church, rather they ask them to leave them alone and do not bother them: it seems honest to me first of all to acknowledge this fact that emerges, because it tells us that in some contexts our presence is not only irrelevant and insignificant, but even annoying and irritating. We must at least be aware of it! Behind this strong demand there are some reasons that come back with a certain constancy. The weight of sexual and economic scandals, very much highlighted and exploited by mass communication in the recent years to de-legitimize the Church as a society of corrupt and unjustifiable power. Young people believe that the Church should be an institution that should shine for holiness, coherence and exemplarity. This is why we are really facing a major obstacle to the positive recognition of the Church.

The unpreparedness of ministers, who often fail to understand and intervene on the condition of the youth, is another major obstacle of significance to the Church. Many young people point out the distance and disaffection of the ministers of the Church in the lives of the young people. Sometimes, unfortunately, it is about young ministers who are struggling or unwilling to devote themselves to youth ministry.

The objectification and passivization of young people in the Church is another strong element of criticism, because many times young people feel used and not valued. For example, the "recruitment" interpretation of the whole vocational ministry, which many young people feel is linked to the satisfaction of an internal demand for personnel in the Church, rather than to a disinterested and free collaboration for the discovery and implementation of their talents.

The Church is unable to keep pace with the path of the contemporary world, because many young people do not believe that the Church is able to explain her faith and her ethical positions. For the young, the argument of authority is always less valid than what should and should not be done: from the intellectual point of view they are not opposed to the moral positions of the Church in principle, but they ask for the explanation of the reasons. Young people "are hungry for truth", say various Episcopal Conferences.

4.2. A listening and caring Church

All that emerged on an Episcopal Conference affirm that young people ask the Church for "a monumental change of attitude, orientation and practice"!

The change of fundamental perspective concerns the relationship question. The generation with which we are dealing is much more sensitive to the benefits of relationships (family, friendship, love in the first place) than to material ones, even if they do not disdain them. Young people are more sensitive to desires than to needs, more interested in recognition than satisfaction, in the search for an authentic listening and real closeness.
They ask the Church for a decisive change in her relationship. Here are just some expressions that have come in the answers to the Questionnaire: "A non-institutional, but relational Church"; "A less institutional and more relational Church"; "A Church that is authentically mother"; "A Church that is 'home' with an open door"; "An open and welcoming community"; "A family experience of the Church"; "A Church where there is immediate communication with authority"; "A close and friendly Church"; "A true fraternity where there is listening without judgment"; "A family where one feels listened", because "only listening reconciles, heals and redeems".

This theme of relationship, of closeness and of listening seems to me to be decisive, especially in the digital and virtual world in which we live, which is a world of great solitude, because the social media represents an atrophization of sociality and diminishes our horizon of experience narrower. In this sense the technological question is a fundamental ecclesiological problem, in the sense that it is precisely a lack of true and profound relationships in reality and in the Church that leads us to flee to other worlds. And this is why young people are looking for something alternative, because the current hypercomunication suffocates the spaces of silence and solitude, only where it is possible to listen to things that deserve to be said.
The Church is urged by the young to offer, as an Episcopal Conference says, a "prophetic counterculture" of listening, because the noisy society of today becomes increasingly deaf and indifferent, and therefore unable to enter into dialogue with the younger generations.

4.3. Liturgy that is alive and closer, open dialogue and motivated, operational concreteness

Starting from this decisive relational challenge many other small and big challenges, that revolve around it, take their shape. I take some of them.

Quite a few Episcopal Conferences report that one of the demands of a certain number of the young concerns the liturgy of the Church: that it should be beautiful, well prepared, well celebrated and youthful. An Episcopal Conference says that the young want a "living and close" liturgy. Another Episcopal Conference speaks of a generation that nourishes a great thirst for prayer and spirituality, even calling it a "mystical generation". Here it seems appropriate to point out the very critical evaluation of the quality of homilies by many young people, as they do not intercept their situation and their needs, and do not offer tools to help them discern their world and their lives in light of the Gospel.

A second aspect to underline is the availability of the Church to internal and external dialogue: to have an ability to "allow and provoke debate", to "understand our situation empathically", to "test one's teaching in the light of our time", to "adequately motivate one's own doctrinal positions", to "face courageously" the question of the role of women in the Church ". To be relevant, the Church needs, according to young people, to become meaningful for their life, entering into dialogue and not proposing its own doctrine in an authoritarian way. The need for authenticity is great in them.

A third and the last aspect that I would like to underline is the need for concreteness that emerges in various answers. A church "in favor of the poor", "sensitive to the ecological question", "coherent and exemplary", "sober, simple and poor", "clear and authentic", "capable of discerning good and evil with confidence in a chaotic world "," supporting in difficult times ", capable of "supporting the young materially "," courageous and decisive "," a Church committed to justice and solidarity "," which denounces evil with radicalism not only in society and in the world, but also in the Church ".

5. Ambivalence of Digital World

I would like to deepen the question of the digital world.

It seems to me that still, in the Church as a whole, few people are fully aware of the new understanding of a ‘man’ who is emerging through the presence of the so-called new media, characterized by a power of encirclement and unprecedented immediacy. In general, the scope of this change is ignored, which creates the conditions for a real change in the human condition. However, a critical and reflective ecclesial conscience is growing, despite the hardships and backwardness.

Some speak of a "traumatic irruption of the network" in the life of the society, of the Church and of the young. Many pastors and adults, some Episcopal Conferences point out that they do not understand this new language and are afraid, and are certain that they are dealing with an "invisible and omnipresent enemy". In reality, in many cases, fear is the daughter of ignorance and mis-information. There is therefore the creeping temptation of a "demonization" of digital tools, without thinking that it is a new challenge that can not be avoided and that requires a renewed awareness of the need to educate people's freedom and awaken responsibility of each of us, relying on the primacy of conscience, the center and fulcrum of human dignity.

It is true that with the digital world we are in the presence of new conditions for exercising freedom, with some risks that cannot be silenced. It is not in fact to hide the frequent negative impacts on the younger generations of the digital world. Someone talks about a "hyper-connection that disconnects" young people from life and many speak of technological immediacy that allows the elimination of any distance: in this way, we lose sight of the value of waiting, nostalgia and desire. The uninterrupted media bombardment disorients, creating fragility and uncertainty. Many times relationships are created on the network that increase loneliness. Having everything and immediately without any temporal waiting is a "new teaching" that the digital world has propitated in young people: the immediacy of the tool, which brings the possibilities of satisfaction of any relational need or emotional instinct, increases above all the lack of reflection and of critical distance in the younger generations. The superficial use of the digital platforms, the risk of isolation in them and the search for a shelter, create the conditions for the search for an extremely easy, radically fragile and essentially inconsistent happiness.  On the part of the adults, the use of anonymity on the network is seen as a sign of immaturity and lack of taking responsibility.

Almost all the Episcopal Conferences have stated that there is a fairly massive use of digital channel for the evangelization of young people: "It is extremely important to be present in the network"; "Certainly it is a useful and indispensable tool for evangelization"; "It's a great way to be creative and relevant in today's world"; "It is a valuable tool of apostolic co-responsibility with the new generations." In this direction, many young people were directly involved in the "Digital Projects" so much that some churches look at this collaboration as one of the most promising frontiers for youth empowerment in the Church, that in this new areopagus, also the young have to be accompanied and oriented! Someone also noted that the existence of a "naive and superficial consciousness" in some operators, who seem to be convinced that the "new digital" tool, if properly used, will be the solution for many pastoral problems. Others point out that the Church must develop a different approach, like more creative and versatile in the world of communication as a whole.

There are very successful experiences of contact with many young people through digital platforms: some male and female religious orders, along with their experience of movements, have set in motion to give quality to the meeting mediated by digital tools, qualifying pastoral agents and creating thus the conditions for the virtual approach to become an opportunity for concrete paths. Institutional sites, dedicated Apps, well-groomed Blogs, quality forums can be considered as novel experience in this online world. Some dioceses have had experiences of "digital spiritual exercises" and "digital monasteries" dedicated to the creation of prayer communities.

However, it is also to be noted, with regard to vocational discernment, that the network never replaces the real and embodied encounter. The "Face to face" is always necessary, especially when it comes to discernment in relation to the fundamental choices of life: the distance relationship can be a good "reinforcement", but never a "substitute" of the relationship in flesh and blood.

Many times there is an "informative" use that occurs through new media. It would be desirable to switch to an "educational" use, through real "media education" projects aimed at ministers and also adults in general, as well as young people. An educational journey, a renewed capacity for digital ascesis and an authentic discernment on the possible developments of one's network commitment are necessary.

6. Three proposals to address the emerging challenges

As you can well understand, the challenges identified are not at all simple, but they push us into a situation of high and intense complexity that, in order to be faced, needs patience and prudence, calm and depth, courage and foresight.

Always starting from some acquisitions of the Instrumentum laboris, I would like to offer you some indications that have emerged and that seem to me particularly important to deal with the situations described. They concern the three key words of the next Synod: discernment, vocation and accompaniment.

Let's start with discernment. However, in our case, it does not primarily have the young as its subject, but the Church. From the beginning the Instrumentum laboris instructs us that "in discernment we recognize a way of life, a style, a fundamental attitude and also a working method, a path to walk together" (n.2). Precisely because none of us owns the solution to the questions raised, putting ourselves in a "state of discernment" is the first decisive pastoral response for the Church today and is also an element of credibility for the younger generations:

We cannot expect our offer of accompaniment towards vocational discernment to be credible to the young people we address, unless we show that we are able to practice discernment in the ordinary life of the Church, making it the modus operandi (operative instrument) of our communty before applying it to their situation. Just like the young people themselves, many Episcopal Conferences expressed the difficulty in finding their way through a complex world for which they do not have a map. In this situation, the Synod itself is an exercise to enhance the capacity for discernment that is evoked in its theme (Instrumentum laboris, n 139).

We need a Church that humbly discerns and we hope that the Synod is truly experienced as a moment of authentic discernment in the Spirit: the premises are all there for us to be truly like this.

The second decisive word is vocation. The question concerning the identity and unity of the person, that so often haunts young people today, can only have a vocational response. The loss of the idea and of the vocational culture has exactly made us fall into a society "without ties", since it is "without vocation" and therefore it is "without quality". And therefore it is inhumane, because it has no clear identity and certain destination. If the vocational dynamic is missing, there can only be a fragmented, chaotic, confused and shapeless personality. Instead, it is to be recognized that the vocation is the word of God for me, unique, singular, irreplaceable, which gives me consistency, solidity, identity and mission, because the vocation

is never a principle of alienation, but rather a hub that integrates of all the dimensions of the person, that makes them fruitful: from natural talents to personality with its resources and limits, from the deepest passions to the skills acquired through studying, from the experiences of success to the failures that every personal story has, from the capacity to establish a relationships and love someone to taking on responsibility in a people or a society (Instrumentum laboris, No. 143).

Starting from all this, it is easy to understand why the Synod addresses all young people, without excluding anyone: because without vocation, there is no humanity worthy of this name, and therefore a "restricted" or "recruitment" vocational vision reserved for the ordained ministry and to the consecrated life expels most of the young people and destines them to the lack of meaning and to the search for an impossible unity in their life.

The third and last word is accompaniment. Today's young people are different from those of yesterday. They are young rather fragile and confused looking for a unity that they could never fully enjoy. In the Pre-Synodal Meeting we had to deal with reflective, undecided and fragmented youth in search of a real "reconciliation" with the many dimensions of their existence. It was good for us to be with them for a week, when beautiful agreements have matured between the Church and the youth of today. And where they asked us and sought alliances with the adult Church. The Episcopal Conferences generally recognize that in this field there is really still a lot of work to be done in training young leaders.

In the pre-synodal meeting the young people expressed themselves on the topic, and all this was incorporated into the Instrumentum laboris. It is best to leave the word to them:

The young people of the Pre-synodal Meeting accurately detail the profile of the mentor: ‘a faithful Christian who engages with the Church and the World; someone who constantly seeks holiness; is a confidant without judgement; actively listens to the needs of young people and responds in kind; is deeply loving and self-aware; acknowledges their limits and knows the joys and sorrows of the spiritual journey. For young people, it is particularly important that mentors recognize their own humanity and fallibility: ‘Sometimes mentors are put on a pedestal, and when they fall, the devastation may impact young people’s abilities to contiue to engage with the Church’. They also add that ‘mentors should not lead young people as passive followers, but walk alongside them, allowing them to be active participants in the journey. They should respect the freedom that comes with a young person’s process of discernment and equip them with tools to do so effectively. Mentors should believe wholeheartedly in a young person’s ability to participate in the life of the Church. They should nurture the seeds of faith in young people, without expecting to immediately see the fruits of the work of the Holy Spirit. This role is not and cannot be limited to priests and religious, but the laity should also be empowered to take on such a role. All such mentors should benefit from being well-formed, and engage in ongoing formation (Instrumentum laboris, No. 132).

Without the capacity for discernment it will be impossible for us to face the challenges that the new socio-cultural paradigms place before us; without the recovery of the idea and the reality of the vocation it will not be possible to help the young find their deep and authentic identity; without adequate accompaniment it will be difficult for them to come to a maturity that can only be pursued together. Let us therefore commit ourselves to them and with them, so that we may all reach the fullness of the joy of love.

Thank you for your attention and your listening.
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