
Our Marist youth ministry programs 
have made substantial and meaningful 
contributions to the building of the Kingdom 
of God, as well as made positive differences 
in the lives of young people, and we can 
be proud of this. One of the defining 
features of the Marist approach to youth 
ministry is a relational model that is built on 
authentic engagement with young people, 
that facilitates meaningful conversations 
and encounters with God and others. We 
have young people and students who are 
passionate, enthusiastic and engaged in their 
faith. We also have the potential to grow and 
move in directions that remain faithful to our 
mission and reach young people currently 
outside our current mode of operation. My 
focus will be on the questions and challenges 
that I see as important as we move forward 
into the third century of Marist life. 

One key challenge to our current youth 
ministry approach is to question the 
assumptions we operate under in our 
approach to youth ministry. Are our current 
models of ministry outdated, unchallenged 
or a misfit for meaningful engagement with 
young people? Do we really know, and listen 
to, what young people believe? Are we 
even asking them? We must be prepared to 
engage in conversations about the big issues 
in non-scripted, authentic ways that are 
more concerned with people than enforcing 
strictly catechism. Our Marist Youth Ministry 
workers, and all of us, need to be people 
genuinely interested in people, operating 
primarily out of social interactions, rather 
than ideological frameworks. Get them 
out of the offices and let them be natural 
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community and relationship builders.  Focus 
less on outcomes and targets, and more on 
who they interact with and the depth of 
these relationships. Go where young people 
are, with the only agenda of living out what 
we truly believe and, hopefully, experience: 
we are all deeply loved, by God and by 
others. Make Jesus Christ known and loved, 
and to borrow from the Franciscans, when 
necessary, use words.   

Are we leaving space for God to be present 
to young people, and assist people to 
broaden their pre-existing awareness of 
God already present in their lives, rather 
than tell young people how we think God is 
present? There are reasonable questions to 
be asked about the prescriptive nature of 
our ministry programs, including elements 
of the REMAR program and Young Adult 
ministry. One perspective of these programs 
is an experience of highly centralized 
productions; ministry delivery can be static 
and overly rehearsed and can form young 
people that fulfil criteria, rather than being 
critical thinkers and engaged searchers 
of faith and love. Are we equipping our 
young people and youth ministers with 
skills and spaces that invite deep and 
meaningful conversations and relationships? 
While retreats, camps, social outreach 
and immersion programs are important 
elements of our ministerial approach, are 
they enough? Retreats are increasingly a 
foreign, perhaps even outdated, model 
of youth ministry. Immersion programs, 
while tremendously successful and 
provide significant avenues for personal 
growth and meaningful engagement 
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with overseas communities, have been in 
operation for over twenty years, and are 
not without limitations or the risk of inertia. 
Regionalization remains another challenge 
in the youth ministry landscape. Our East 
Coast-centric models and focus are no 
longer satisfactory, and our capacity and 
ability to travel, communicate and build 
communities across this vast country is at 
the beginning of its potential. We must build 
models of delivery and presence to honour 
all our communities. Where are our new 
models of ministry being generated?

Do we assume levels of religiosity that no 
longer exist? One interesting demographic 
feature is the lack of engagement with 
organised religions in many families, now 
two or three generations deep. We cannot 
assume any interaction with religions, or the 
associated cultural and religious practices. 
However, it presents exciting opportunities 
as well to engage with young people in 
new and exciting ways, in the same way 
that our youth ministry programs in the 
1970s, 1980s and 1990s were started, 
experimented with and developed in 
changing demographic environments.  

Other key questions arise when we truly 
commit ourselves to listen to the voices 
of all people, particularly young people, 
on the fringes of our communities. Are we 
prepared to make spaces for young people 
struggling with issues of gender, sexuality, 
social justice, employment, economic status, 
or the myriad of sub-groups and cultures 
that exist, shift and dynamically move 
within young people’s’ lives? How do we, as 
accompaniers and peers, journey with young 
people in that space of experimentation and 
discovery? This requires creating spaces, 
and committing to those spaces, that allow 
the truthfulness of young people to be 
expressed, experimented with and to find 
a place of acceptance. Young people are 
naturally questioning; views and behaviours 
will change, and can be inappropriate, 
awkward and uncertain in the meantime. 
One fundamental idea that captures this 
thinking is about meeting young people 
where they are, not producing what we think 
they need or want to hear: young people will 

articulate their needs, desires, dreams and 
struggles. 

Are we also meaningfully engaging with 
people who identify and live, explicitly 
or implicitly, materially poor? Do we still 
operate, on some levels, with an “us-and-
them” mentality in our social outreach 
activities and programs? Are we inviting a 
diverse group of people into our homes and 
communities, because we have, and desire, 
real, deep and authentic relationships and 
conversations? True social justice is the 
realization that we are the same. While 
our ministries may provide material and 
substantive change to people’s lives, it is 
always the encounter that is more important. 
We are changed.

Considering these questions and 
provocations, here are some possibilities for 
future directions:

• Establish diverse Marist communities   
 (Young Adult, Lay and Brothers together)  
 in other centres of Marist life, particularly,  
 Adelaide, Perth and Santa Teresa, as   
 examples. 

• Explore new avenues in ministry that   
 exist on the margins, particularly with   
 young people in prisons and in indigenous  
 communities.

• Shift emphasis of youth ministry from   
 organised events and time in Marist   
 offices to spending time in spaces   
 with young people and engage in   
 conversations, whether it is in pubs, cafes,  
 clubs, university and school campuses or  
 other locations.

• Seek input from, and listen to, a diverse   
 group of young adults and people,   
 spanning various degrees of connections  
 with Marist people and programs.

• Develop more effective models of   
 ministry to fully utilize social media and  
 online communities, places where young  
 people are already actively engaging in   
 communication and community.



As we truly engage with the call to enter 
new beginnings of Marist life, we must be 
prepared to critically evaluate our current 
models, as well as take risks with new 
ways of engaging with young people. It 
is not a matter of success and failure, by 
ordinary measures of these concepts. In 
fact, our youth ministry programs over 
the last decades have journeyed with 
hundreds of thousands of young people, 
and meaningfully contributed to their faith 
and personal development in creating good 
citizens and good Christians. The challenge 
is to not rest on our laurels and become 
complacent. With confidence, uncertainty 
and the Holy Spirit, we must push ourselves 
to the realities of the lives of young people 
today. 
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