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Séamus Lynch wished to explore ways of attracting young people to the Catholic Church. So he put this question to about 100 people, “If you had to suggest one idea which might strengthen young people’s commitment to the Church, what would it be?”

The initiative was an exercise in ‘brainstorming’. In brainstorming, people freely contribute ideas, without necessarily considering their feasibility. All ideas are initially accepted without question or criticism. The technique fosters creative thinking. Ideas are subsequently assessed and refined to produce workable options. 

The contributors varied and included senior churchmen, well-known personalities, those active in various ministries, “ordinary Catholics”, and the non-practicing. 

As expected in a brainstorming exercise, the contributions, presented in Part 1, also vary greatly. Some propose specific actions, others more general principles. Some ideas are insightful and valuable, others less so. 

The ideas that most struck me (not in any particular order) were: importance of family, personal relationship with Christ especially through Scripture, centrality of Mass and Eucharist, really listen to youth, good preaching of homilies, parish to be welcoming community, involvement and participation of youth in Church especially in service, help with Christian decision-making, witness of Catholics who are happily committed to the Church, youth outreach in pubs, the example of loving Christian life, reform of school catechetics, involving laymen in Church governance, and fostering popular devotions.

Lynch summarises these ideas in Part 2, but then expands the list into “95 Theses”, drawing on his own and others’ ideas. This large volume of notions is hard to get one’s mind around. It might have been better to sharpen the focus down to say 30, especially for the subsequent survey of youth responses. 

The author surveyed the 450 responses from 11-18 year olds to the “95 Theses”. These were asked to rate the value of each of the ideas. Given the large number to be rated, the survey approach used was appropriate. The results are analysed and presented in a fully professional manner. These results are interesting and worthy of careful study, while bearing in mind that the great number called for quick reactions, rather than considered responses. Top ratings fall into three main areas: priests, the Mass, and Church services to youth. The results may say more about the present than about the possible future of attracting the young back to the faith. 

I found this is an interesting book, well worth reading, especially the first half of the book presenting the contributors’ ideas. The author is to be congratulated on an innovative and challenging project, which hopefully will encourage other initiatives seeking the views of a broad range of people in the Church. 

(  Éanna Johnson

