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THIS REPORT 
IS DEDICATED:

9 To all the youth and young adults of our nation, 

who challenge us to live up to the best version of 

ourselves as Church and to accompany them on 

their journey as Christ accompanies them

9 To all the dedicated pastoral ministry leaders who 

give of themselves every day in service to, for, and 

with youth and young adults

9 To Pope Francis who, through his apostolic 

exhortation Christus Vivit, has inspired us to 

dialogue fearlessly and proclaim Christ is Alive! to 

all young people

9 And, most importantly, to the greater glory of 

God. Amen.



P R A Y E R  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  D I A L O G U E

Loving God,

Open us to the beauty of dialogue

that allows us to hear with our hearts

and speak with our souls.

May our conversations

ignite your Spirit within us

to go out into the world

as missionary disciples.

Through Christ Our Lord. Amen.
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Letter from the Co-Chairs      
of the National Dialogue

Dear Readers,

Many journeys begin with a great sense of anticipation and excitement, and such was the case for the National 

Dialogue. Hopefully with such journeys, one takes time to develop an itinerary and a plan, and such was 

the case for the National Dialogue. Oftentimes, the challenges one might encounter on the journey are not 

always anticipated, but challenges do appear and adjustments made, and such was the case for the National 

Dialogue. Eventually the journey ends, and one arrives tired yet energized, tested yet blessed, grateful for the 

experience, and such is the case for the National Dialogue.

The National Dialogue began as a strategy of the National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry to address 

the growing polarization of competing approaches, theologies, and spiritualities for ministry on behalf of the 

young Church. A few national organizations and ministries joined the effort as partners, and together this core 

group developed a plan, laid out a roadmap, and the journey began. 

Along the way, a few side trips, the USCCB’s V National Encuentro of Hispanic/Latino Ministry and the Vatican’s 

XV Ordinary Synod on Young People, were taken that wonderfully extended our journey. About 80 national 

youth-serving organizations, ministries, educational institutions, movements, and apostolates – representing 

many cultures and ethnicities, approaches, theologies, and spiritualities – hopped on board and became 

known as the National Leadership Network. During a long stretch of the journey, when the terrain seemed dull, 

hundreds of conversations took place with young Catholics, ministry leaders and parents from different social, 

cultural, and ethnic groups all across this country. 

These conversations have brought us to the moment where we talk about the journey. In one sense this report 

ends the journey of the National Dialogue, while in another sense, it begins a journey that examines the 

discoveries and discerns meanings for the future of ministry on behalf of our young people.

As co-chairs for this journey, we have witnessed the amazing power of the Holy Spirit. We have been blessed 

to work with amazingly gifted, committed, and passionate colleagues on the National Dialogue Core Team and 

the National Leadership Network. We have had the privilege of facilitating and witnessing conversations with 

young people, ministry leaders, and parents about life, faith and Church. For all this and much more, we are 

deeply grateful for the privilege of service God has given us.  

What a journey this has been! And what a journey all of us who serve young people now undertake as we move 

forward into a new paradigm for youth and young adult ministry. To all our journey companions, we say, thank you. 

To all who are now joining the journey, we say, welcome aboard. Let us all move forward together, accompanying 

each other, as we strive to form missionary disciples and transform ministry on behalf of the young.

Sincerely,

Mr. Don Boucher and dr. timone davis

Co-Chairs of the National Dialogue
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Letter from the Episcopal Liaison    
to the National Dialogue

Dear Friends,

I have been involved with the National Dialogue on Catholic Pastoral Ministry with Youth and Young Adults for 

several years, and I have truly been encouraged by all that it has accomplished.

For me, the National Dialogue initiative called to mind the experience of the XV Ordinary Synod on “Young 

People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment,” for which I had the honor of participating as a Synod Father in 

2018. Throughout the process, we took time to carefully and prayerfully listen to the young and discern what 

the Holy Spirit was saying. Pope Francis reminded us of this lesson in his post-synodal apostolic exhortation 

Christus Vivit, saying:

Those of us who are no longer young need to find ways of keeping close to the voices and concerns of 

young people. “Drawing together creates the conditions for the Church to become a place of dialogue 

and life-giving fraternity.” We need to make more room for the voices of young people to be heard: 

“listening makes possible an exchange of gifts in the context of empathy.” (Christus Vivit, 38, here 

quoting the Synod’s Final Document)

What has impressed me about the National Dialogue has been its ability to do just that. Not only was there 

ample time to listen to youth and young adults across the United States, as well as those who accompany them, 

but there was a call for fostering a sense of unity within our Church, which often seems so divided, to come 

together as brothers and sisters in Christ, in service to the young.

This report offers a summary of an incredible project, filled with recommendations and insights that can re-

shape our Church’s ministries with youth and young adults for years to come. What it contains amounts to a 

radical shift towards “the art of accompaniment” (Evangelii Gaudium 169) and “a pastoral care that is synodal” 

(Christus Vivit 203) in our work with young people.

As you read this report, remember that what it contains is a snapshot; however, each of us is called to continue 

the dialogue in our own way. We are also called to constantly draw close to the concerns of young people and 

respond with a loving embrace and concrete pastoral action (cf. Christus Vivit 77)

With that in mind, this is not just a report for youth, campus, or young adult ministers, although they will benefit 

greatly from what it proposes; rather, the National Dialogue’s insights are critical for every single leader in the 

Church: from my brother bishops, priests, and deacons to consecrated religious, lay women and men, parents 

and families, and any person of faith with a heart for young people.

God bless you as you read this important report and take inspiration and action from it.

Sincerely yours in Christ,

Most Reverend Frank J. Caggiano

Bishop of Bridgeport  |  Episcopal Liaison to the National Dialogue
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Introduction

Dear Young People, Parents, and Ministry Leaders,

God has called the Church in the United States of America to dialogue: to dialogue with one another; to 

dialogue with God; and to a dialogue that is true to itself, in that it includes both speaking and listening. 

God has been calling you, the young and those who accompany youth and young adults, to speak, just as he 

called the young prophet Jeremiah: 

“The word of the Lord came to me: Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you, 

before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the nations I appointed you. 

‘Ah, Lord God!’ I said, ‘I do not know how to speak. I am too young!’ But the Lord 

answered me, Do not say, ‘I am too young.’ To whomever I send you, you shall go; 

whatever I command you, you shall speak.” (NABRE, Jeremiah 1:4-7)

God has also been calling our leaders, in Church and in society, to listen, just as he called the prophet Elijah to 

Mount Horeb:

“Then the Lord said: Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord; the Lord will 

pass by. There was a strong and violent wind rending the mountains and crushing rocks 

before the Lord – but the Lord was not in the wind; after the wind, an earthquake – but 

the Lord was not in the earthquake; after the earthquake, fire – but the Lord was not in 

the fire; after the fire, a light silent sound.” (NABRE, 1 Kings 19:11-12) 

But that is not all, for God has been calling the young and our leaders to speak and to listen to one another, 

just as the prophet Joel once foretold:

“It shall come to pass; I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh. Your sons and daughters 

will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” 

(NABRE, Joel 3:1) 
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At the same time, God has been calling everyone to dialogue with God in prayer. As our Holy Father, Pope 

Francis, noted in his apostolic exhortations:

“We must remember that prayerful discernment has to be born of an openness to listening – to 

the Lord and to others, and to reality itself, which always challenges us in new ways… In this way, 

we become truly open to accepting a call that can shatter our security, but lead us to a better life.” 

(Gaudete et Exsultate, 172, also qtd. in Christus Vivit, 284)

The National Dialogue on Catholic Pastoral Ministry with Youth and Young Adults, a collaborative and synodal 

experience of the Church in the United States, has been one attempt to answer that call and move us toward a 

better tomorrow. In this report, we wish to share our journey with you.

Sincerely, the National Dialogue Core Team:

Don Boucher and dr. timone davis, National Dialogue Co-Chairs

Paul Jarzembowski, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB)

Dr. Patricia Jiménez, V Encuentro National Leadership Team 

Christina Lamas, National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry (NFCYM)

Dr. Michael St. Pierre, Catholic Campus Ministry Association (CCMA)

Nicholas Stein, National Advisory Team on Young Adult Ministry (NATYAM)

Darius Villalobos, National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry (NFCYM)

Adriana Visoso, National Catholic Network de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (LaRED)

Ryan Bao, National Dialogue Project Intern
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A Call

When Pope Francis visited the United States in 2015, he was 

very clear in his message to the Catholic Church in this country. 

Dialogue is the path ahead, he told us. We decided to take him 

at his word.

Around the same time as Pope Francis was visiting our nation, 

conversations among ministry leaders were starting to bubble 

up in intensity around the need for a nationwide conversation 

– a national dialogue, as it would be called one day – to chart a 

new path forward for the Catholic Church’s ministries with youth 

and young adults. 

The membership of the National Federation for Catholic Youth 

Ministry (NFCYM) brought to their annual membership meeting 

in 2016 a proposal for a new project of the Federation, The 

Church is Young: A National Conversation, in collaboration 

with the National Catholic Young Adult Ministry Association 

(NCYAMA) and the National Catholic Network de Pastoral 

Juvenil Hispana (LaRED). The proposal was adopted and began 

to take shape. The goal was to evaluate the efforts of youth 

and young adult ministries over the past few decades since 

the release of the national framework documents, Sons and 

Daughters of the Light (USCCB, 1996) and Renewing the Vision 

(USCCB, 1997), and to chart a new course for the future that 

would better respond to “the signs of the times.”

Leaders in these ministerial fields knew that new efforts to reach 

young people were growing and being met with various degrees 

of success, but also that the pews were emptying and that 

many young people and their families were disaffiliating from 

the practice of the Catholic faith. They also knew that, for all the 

growth in pastoral outreach, the ministerial fields were growing 

increasingly divided and splintering into factions among various 

ecclesiologies, demographics, geography, cultural families and 

languages, generations, and areas of emphasis.

“The path ahead, 

then, is dialogue 

among yourselves, 

dialogue in your 

presbyterates, 

dialogue with lay 

persons, dialogue 

with families, 

dialogue with 

society. I cannot ever 

tire of encouraging 

you to dialogue 

fearlessly.” 

— Excerpt from the Address of 

the Holy Father, Pope Francis, 

in his Meeting with the Bishops 

of the United States of America, 

Cathedral of Saint Matthew, 

Washington, D.C., Wednesday, 

September 23, 2015.
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In 1985, when World Youth Day was formally established, St. John Paul II noted, 

“All young people must feel that they are being accompanied by the Church and that 

the Church, in union with the Successor to Peter, should be ever more committed, on a 

global level, to young people, their anxieties and concerns, their openness and hopes…” 

(Address to the Roman Curia, Dec 20, 1985)

Thirty-five years since that pronouncement, the Church is continuing to measure its journey thus far, and 

where it needs to go next. With the wisdom of St. John Paul II in mind, that “the Church…should be ever more 

committed on a global level to young people,” the National Dialogue on Catholic Pastoral Ministry with Youth 

and Young Adults has sought to bring all these themes together. 

A Response

In February of 2017 at the Annual Membership Meeting of NFCYM in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a newly formed 

Core Team of The Church is Young Project, as it was called then, met in the wake of an exciting announcement 

of Pope Francis a few months earlier, which called for a “Synod” devoted to young people that would culminate 

in October 2018. In addition, the U.S. Bishops were beginning a multi-year consultation process known as 

the Fifth National Encuentro of Hispanic/Latino Ministry (or “V Encuentro” for short), with a special emphasis 

on engaging jóvenes (Hispanic/Latino youth and young adults). Rather than stopping the project due to the 

announcement of these processes, The Church is Young Core Team doubled down. It recognized a powerful 

moment charged with God’s grace. The confluence of so many rivers heading in the same direction was not an 

opportunity that we should ever let pass by. 
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With the accompaniment and authorization of the United 

States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), in particular its 

Committee on Laity, Marriage, Family Life and Youth (LMFLY), 

the NFCYM and NCYAMA and LaRED began to bring together 

partner and peer organizations in the unfolding process of this 

new project. Because of its strong attention to synodal dialogue, 

pastoral listening, and grounding itself in the Catholic tradition, 

the initiative renamed itself the National Dialogue on Catholic 

Pastoral Ministry with Youth and Young Adults – or the “National 

Dialogue” for short.

From there, two co-chairs for this project were selected 

from the NFCYM membership, along with the organization’s 

Executive Director, to guide the coordination of the endeavor. 

At the same time, the USCCB’s National Advisory Team on 

Young Adult Ministry (NATYAM) took over the seat at the table 

vacated by NCYAMA, which had recently dissolved due to the 

shifting sands in the ecclesial landscape.  Over the coming 

months, the Catholic Campus Ministry Association (CCMA) was 

also brought onto the Core Team with NFCYM, LaRED, and 

NATYAM, as was the V Encuentro National Leadership Team. 

Within the USCCB, five standing bishops’ committees and their 

staffs became invested in this project (namely, the offices for 

Catholic Education (CE); Clergy, Consecrated Life and Vocations 

(CCLV); Cultural Diversity in the Church (CDC); Evangelization 

and Catechesis (EC), and LMFLY), with the LMFLY Secretariat 

serving as the U.S. Episcopal Conference’s primary liaison to the 

project’s central leadership.

This newly formed Core Team laid out three priorities for the 

national conversation to come: 

“The vision of this initiative is an energized and unified 

Church committed to forming and engaging youth and 

young adults as missionary disciples.”

Emanating from that vision,    

the three central priorities have been:   

Unity, Engagement, and Mobilization.

The collaborating organizations looked to this project to bring 

unity to the ministry field, to engage youth and young adults 

and ministry leaders in meaningful dialogue, and to mobilize 

the Church to integrate and implement the key insights from 

this process, the Synod, and the V Encuentro.

The vision of this 

initiative is an 

energized and 

unified Church 

committed to 

forming and 

engaging youth 

and young adults as 

missionary disciples.
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Since its inception, the National Dialogue has sought to create 

a platform for open and honest conversations among the laity, 

national organizations, Church leaders, youth, and young adults. 

It has also sought to coalesce and integrate all the many great 

things happening in our Church regarding youth and young 

adults, and to help the bishops and pastoral leaders find a clear 

and actionable path forward. 

The National Dialogue was designed to help the Church in the 

United States have a macro-level conversation about pastoral 

ministries with youth and young adults that intentionally 

intersected with and included the insights and processes of 

both the Synod and the V Encuentro. It was the intent of the 

partner organizations sponsoring the National Dialogue to help 

prepare the Church to implement the insights and conclusions 

from both the XV Ordinary Synod (on Young People, the Faith, 

and Vocational Discernment) and the V Encuentro through 

shared dialogue, resources, and commitments.

These many wonderful efforts have all been part of a single 

movement in the life of the Church: the accompaniment, 

engagement, and love of youth and young adults, heralded by 

St. John Paul II, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI and Pope Francis, 

as well as the U.S. Bishops, and the countless pastoral leaders at 

work in the Church today.

But this was not to be just one more Church consultation 

process. It was not to be just one more examination of what has 

gone wrong, or is going wrong, or what can be prevented from 

going wrong in the future. The National Dialogue’s Core Team 

knew this had to be different.

The difference was truly believing that dialogue would be the path 

forward, just as Pope Francis had told us in 2015 (and many times 

before and since), and that the lost arts of listening, conversation, 

and dialogue could be rediscovered. The difference was believing 

that young people, their families, and pastoral ministers were not 

the problem, but the solution – and that their lives are full of grace. 

The way to unlock that grace, then, would be through authentic 

accompaniment with one another.

The National 

Dialogue 

has sought 

to create 

a platform 

for open 

and honest 

conversations
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To that end, this initiative was facilitated through the development of a National Leadership Network (NLN) of 

over 90 organizations and movements working in task groups focused on prayer, communication, process, 

structure, and integration. The NLN was one of the key contributions of the U.S. Bishops early in the process. In 

order to move forward, the USCCB Committee on Laity, Marriage, Family Life and Youth was clear that such a 

broad network was necessary to ensure true unity across the ministerial and ecclesial landscape. Thankfully, they 

encouraged the National Dialogue to build a “bigger table” so that all could take part in this synodal process. The 

development of the NLN took place over the three phases mentioned above, which intersected and connected 

over the course of four years (2017-2020). In some respects, the relationships formed through the NLN will likely 

continue for many years to come, further enriching the process as it continues to mobilize in the future.

A Transfiguration

In this report, you will hear the story of what happened next: how unity was formed; how engagement was 

fostered; and how mobilization has begun.

The National Dialogue took place in four very turbulent years for the U.S. Catholic Church. From the renewed 

scandals of 2018 to the coronavirus pandemic and racial reckonings of 2020, nothing about this process 

was easy. The dedicated leaders of the National Dialogue project didn’t sign up for an easy experience. They 

signed up for the Gospel, and for all the peaks and valleys along the way. The one constant on the journey 

together was the presence of Christ and guidance of the Holy Spirit, leading us on to a future filled with hope.

Instead of being beaten down by the uncertainties that emerged in the Church and around the world in the 

past decade, the National Dialogue choose a path of transfiguration – recognizing that now, perhaps more than 

ever, was the opportune time to engage in this synodal process.
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An Opportunity for Ministerial 
Renewal, Growth, and Change 

In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis inspires us to confront 

the status quo of pastoral ministry. All who are involved in 

pastoral ministry with young Catholics must take a hard look 

at the sobering realities we face. These realities include:

9 Families who often lack the capacity to fully form their 

children in the faith

9 Parents and other adults who continue to leave the 

Church in significant numbers

9 Youth and young adults who are frequently inarticulate 

about the faith

9 Hispanic (and other) young people and families who 

regularly find a less than welcoming reception or 

helpful pastoral services

9 Youth and young adults with little opportunity for a 

quality education that will assist them in becoming 

meaningfully employed and fully participating citizens

9 Youth and young adults who are on the margins of 

society and Church due to delinquency, gangs, drugs, 

criminal activity, and/or poverty

The pastoral challenges posited by Pope Francis and 

revealed by discerning observation, demand new ideas, 

creative energy, and a commitment between both laity 

and institutional church organizations to work together 

to spread the Gospel with authenticity, compassion, and 

mercy.

An important aspect of the National Dialogue was to 

bring together different models, approaches, movements, 

and ministerial contexts involved in ministries to youth 

and young adults to identify a shared commitment amid 

different models and contexts.

“Pastoral ministry in a missionary 

key seeks to abandon the 

complacent attitude that 

says: ‘We have always done 

it this way.’ I invite everyone 

to be bold and creative in this 

task of rethinking the goals, 

structures, style and methods of 

evangelization in their respective 

communities. A proposal of goals 

without an adequate communal 

search for the means of achieving 

them will inevitably prove 

illusory. I encourage everyone 

to apply the guidelines found in 

this document generously and 

courageously, without inhibitions 

or fear. The important thing is 

to not walk alone, but to rely 

on each other as brothers and 

sisters, and especially under 

the leadership of the bishops, 

in a wise and realistic pastoral 

discernment.”  

— Evangelii Gaudium, 33
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The report is broken up into three main sections that correspond to our original goals.

Synodality is the Way (Unite) 

In the first section, you will learn about how the National Dialogue has successfully fostered unity among the 

fields of youth, campus, pastoral juvenil, and young adult ministries at the macro level, while bringing together 

hundreds of individual ministers across lines that previously kept them apart.

These leaders built unity among themselves by partnering and working together to design a new comprehensive 

engagement process for young people, families, and ministry leaders rooted in the process of dialogue. 

A Church that Goes Forth: Dialogue is the Method (Engage)

In the second section, you will learn about how this process of local conversations reached nearly 10,000 

people, including many of those who participated in the Synod and V Encuentro listening processes. There 

were over 450 recorded National Dialogue conversations. The data from these recorded conversations and 

concurrent processes give us a window onto the world of young people, their families, and ministry leaders’ 

experience of Catholic pastoral ministry today.

The submitted reports on the National Dialogue conversations provide a rich and detailed portrait of the 

current state of ministry with young people in the Catholic Church throughout the United States. Pastoral 

leaders should not hesitate to trust the faithfulness and breadth of the data that was collected, and to utilize it—

in light of the pastoral criteria and directions set forth in Christus Vivit and other pertinent ecclesial documents—

in their discernment for how best to respond and mobilize in response to what has been learned.

By looking at combinations of responses across multiple variables, it is possible to discern patterns that 

provide great pastoral insight into the hopes, needs, concerns, and complaints of young Catholics today, as 

well as those of the adults who care about and accompany them.

The Need for Roots and Wings (Mobilize)

In the third section, you will learn about how we are mobilizing for the future. Innovative projects, initiatives, 

and ongoing dialogues are all in the works, and the call to action for all of us that care about the future of the 

Church should make us all eager to roll up our sleeves and get to work.

Throughout this report we hope that you will be inspired by the moments of grace that brought us to this place. 

The laughter among new friends, the deep moments of prayer, the brilliant insights of leaders young and old. For 

while this chapter and project are closing, the path forward remains the same. “Then Jesus approached and said 

to them, ‘All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore, and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 

have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age.” (NABRE, Matthew 28:18-20) 
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Executive Summary

The National Dialogue on Catholic Pastoral Ministry with Youth and Young Adults was a multi-year (2017-2020) 

collaborative nationwide initiative focused on enhancing the Church’s ministries with young people. The core 

collaborators include the National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry (NFCYM); the Catholic Campus Ministry 

Association (CCMA); the National Catholic Network de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (LaRED); the National Advisory 

Team on Young Adult Ministry (NATYAM); and the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB).

From July 2018 to December 2019, the National Dialogue worked with its national leadership network to host local 

conversations with youth, young adults, parents, and ministry leaders – to listen to the realities facing them today. 

Different sets of questions were created for the different audiences and listening contexts: those who were engaged 

and those who are disaffiliated from the Catholic/Christian faith; those who had gone through the V Encuentro of 

Hispanic/Latino Ministry process; and those who participated in consultations in advance of the 2018 Synod on 

Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment.
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It is estimated that almost 10,000 individuals were reached 

in about 450 recorded National Dialogue conversations, 

plus the additional V Encuentro and Synod conversations that 

were integrated into the data collection, over the course of 18 

months. Due to various question options for the conversations, 

it was important to find a way to compare the conversations’ 

data even though different sets of questions were discussed. 

Although the data entry was designed in a way to allow 

for statistical analysis, it is important to interpret the data 

qualitatively. The participants in the National Dialogue are 

not a random sample of the population of Catholic youth and 

young adults and parents and ministry leaders; therefore, what 

they said cannot be construed as representative of the larger 

population beyond those who participated. By focusing on 

qualitative information and not quantitative and by reporting 

exactly what was heard, this data is still very reliable. The 

National Dialogue created a safe space in which participants 

could honestly give voice to their perspective and strove to 

include the full diversity of voices that one might expect to find 

in the population being studied.

The submitted reports on the National Dialogue conversations 

provide a rich and detailed portrait of the current state of 

ministry with young people in the Catholic Church throughout 

the United States. Pastoral leaders should not hesitate to trust 

the faithfulness and breadth of the data that was collected, and 

to utilize it—in light of the pastoral criteria and directions set 

forth in Christus Vivit and other pertinent ecclesial documents—

in their discernment for how best to respond to what has 

been learned. By looking at combinations of responses across 

multiple variables, it is possible to discern patterns that provide 

great pastoral insight into the hopes, needs, concerns, and 

complaints of young Catholics today, as well as those of the 

adults who care about and accompany them.  

The National Dialogue 

conversations provide 

a rich and detailed 

portrait of the current 

state of ministry with 

young people
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Some particular trends that emerged included:

9 The young people in these conversations are 

actively engaged in their faith, yet still struggle 

with the Church.

9 There is incredible diversity among youth 

and young adults in terms of culture, ecclesial 

perspective, spirituality, and lived experiences. 

9 An awareness and responsivity to this diversity 

may at times be lost in ministries with a diverse 

community of young people. 

9 Young people and ministry leaders want more 

listening as was found in the model of the National 

Dialogue, the V Encuentro, and the Synod.

9 The participants, by and large, wanted to see 

Church leadership and their fellow Christians be 

more authentic and less judgmental and divisive. 

9 The young people in these conversations have a 

very strong sense of mission: they want to change 

the world.

Among the different age groups, other trends emerged:

Youth asked the Church for: 

(1)  a reimagining of faith formation and Confirmation preparation, away from a classroom model

(2)  greater intergenerational support, dialogue and mentorship

(3)  more youth ministry programming

Young adults asked the Church for: 

(1)  a more integrated and relevant approach to faith and everyday life

(2)  more guidance and accompaniment during young adult transitions and vocational discernment

(3)  more ministry opportunities for them as young adults, inclusive of increased funding and support for this 

ministerial area

Parents and ministry leaders asked the Church for: 

(1)  more formation, as many felt ill-equipped to respond to changing realities

(2)  more resources on engaging the disaffiliated

(3)  a more collaborative, supportive approach to leadership 

(4)  a better understanding of one another, as both groups (parents and leaders) expressed frustration with 

one another 
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The recommendations, based on the National Dialogue data and conversations, include 
the following:

1. More intentionally connect the life of faith 
with the lived experiences of young people.

 The National Dialogue observed that even active 

young people feel the Catholic Church does 

not show how faith is relevant to their daily lives, 

transitions, and lived experiences.

2. We all need to do more synodal listening to 
one another.

 The recent experiences of the Synod, the V 

Encuentro, and the National Dialogue show that 

synodality is essential, especially listening to 

those from the peripheries and bringing in the 

voices of those who are not around the table.

3. Address the “authenticity gap.”
 The National Dialogue revealed that the Church 

needs to show more empathy and authentic 

engagement with the young, rather than empty 

platitudes or impatient judgement of the young 

and the disaffiliated.

4. Increase the investment in accompaniment.
 We do not walk alone, and we need each other. 

The National Dialogue, echoing Christus Vivit, 

saw that the Church must train more people in 

“the art of accompaniment” with youth and young 

adults, especially in the area of mental health.

5. Expand ministry with young adults.
 All age groups and conversations with the 

National Dialogue noted the Church’s significant 

lack of attention to young adults (ages 18-39) and 

expressed a strong recommendation to increase, 

invest in, and expand this ministerial area. 

6. Reimagine faith formation.
 There was regular encouragement in the 

National Dialogue to move away from a 

classroom model and toward more relevant 

learning models featuring mentorship, small 

groups, accompaniment, faith sharing, and 

authentic witness.

7. Reconsider preparation for the Sacrament of 
Confirmation.

 There was a clear call to reexamine and 

reconsider how the Church prepares young 

people for Confirmation. 

8. Partner with parents and enhance family 
ministry.

 Due to the concerns of ministry leaders and 

parents expressed in the National Dialogue, there 

must be increased dialogue and collaboration 

with families and the domestic Church, including 

the growth of intergenerational/family ministries. 

9. Transform ministry leadership.
 It was evident in the National Dialogue feedback 

that the Church needs to seriously address the 

formation, support, and resourcing of ministry 

leaders and create a culture of collaboration and 

unity across ministerial and ecclesial lines.

10. Embrace complexity. 
 Because of the plethora of findings from the 

data, and recognizing the needs of young 

people, families, and leaders are so vast, there is 

no “one size fits all” approach that can be taken; 

rather, leaning into this complexity is highly 

recommended.

20 National Dialogue  |  Final Report



Locations of conversations: does not constitute location of the participants (since national/regional 

conferences were common settings, see below)

+28%+28%

RECORDED CONVERSATIONS/LISTENING SESSIONS BY REGION

WEST
78 Responses

17.5%

MIDWEST
184 Responses

41.3%

SOUTH
75 Responses

16.8%

NORTHEAST
109 Responses

24.4%

0

20

40

60

80

100
85.0%

53.0%

12.8% 16.4%

2.1%

15.0%

1.9%

European-
American

Hispanic/
Latino

Black and 
African 

American

Asian and 
Pacific 

Islander

Native 
American

Multi-Racial/
Ethnic

Other 
(Open 

Response)

Ethnicities present in conversations: 

Does not equal 100% as participants could (and did) list 

multiple cultural communities to which they belonged.
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Types of participants: 
(broken down by age and engagement with the Catholic faith)

Gender makeup of the conversations: 
Most conversations included both male and female, with a sizable female presence. 

Settings where the conversations took place: 
Many took place at larger Catholic events or at the diocesan level, which often includes representation from 

across a given region or across the United States; however, there are a diversity of settings here. 

Older Adults
112 Conversations

Youth
173 Conversations

Young Adults
161 Conversations

Affiliated/Engaged - 398 Conversations

Disaffiliated/Unengaged - 24 Conversations
3

2
Mixed - 14 Conversations

Languages used:

English (only)
389 Conversations

Spanish/Bilingual
45 Conversations

All female

Mostly female

Roughly half female 
and half male

Mostly male

All male

Unknown/
Did not identify

9% 40 Conversations

25.3% 113 Conversations

51.3% 229 Conversations

5.4% 24 Conversations

6.5% 29 Conversations

2.5%     11 Conversations

38.8%
Regional or National 

Conference/Event

22.2%
Parish

16.8%
Diocese

11.4%
Movement

6.7%
Campus or University

2.5%
Consulta del V Encuentro

1.6% - School
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Issues and concerns mentioned within the conversations where participants noted the 
Church needs to understand more about the life experiences of youth and young adults:

Number of 
Responses

Feel the church is relevant to their lives 142 53.4%

Are very busy and over-scheduled 141 53.0%

Are frustrated by perceived hypocrisy in the church 134 50.4%

Experience depression and/or anxiety 121 45.5%

Struggle with church teachings 121 45.5%

Have a loving, supportive family 116 43.6%

Use technology and social media frequently 104 39.1%

Have lost faith in church leaders 96 36.1%

Are worried about the future 92 34.6%

Are concerned about the current political realities 90 33.8%

Struggle with their family situations, such as divorce or blended families 88 33.1%

Feel the church is not relevant to their lives 88 33.1%

Are lonely 79 29.7%

Are healthy and doing well 71 26.7%

Have many friends 67 25.2%

Want to change the world 60 22.6%

Are considering a vocation to religious life or priesthood 58 21.8%

Struggle with loss 49 18.4%

Are not interested in the church 38 14.3%

Experience abuse (sexual, physical, emotional) 37 13.9%

Struggle with their sexual or gender identity 36 13.5%

Experience addiction 24 9.0%

Struggling financially 24 9.0%

Engage in pornography 17 6.4%

Do not believe they are loveable 16 6.0%

They want to be accepted/welcomed by the church 12 4.5%

Feel they’re stereotyped/bullied/judged for being Catholic by others 9 3.4%

Other 8 3.0%

Have parents that are gay 7 2.6%

Experience school pressures 4 1.5%

Immigration status issues 4 1.5%

Issues with church leadership, especially regarding respect for women in the church 3 1.1%

Peer pressure/being stereotyped for their faith 3 1.1%

Percent 
of Cases
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Embarrassment, disaffection, or irrelevance of being Catholic:

Frequency

Youth Higher Occurrence 57 32.9%

 Some Occurrence 57 32.9%

 Lower Occurrence 33 19.1%

 No Occurrence 26 15.0%

 Total 173 100.0%

Young Adult Higher Occurrence 25 15.5%

 Some Occurrence 46 28.6%

 Lower Occurrence 42 26.1%

 No Occurrence 48 29.8%

 Total 161 100.0%

Older Adult (Parent & Ministry Leader) Higher Occurrence 33 29.5%

 Some Occurrence 12 10.7%

 Lower Occurrence 32 28.6%

 No Occurrence 35 31.3%

 Total 112 100.0%

We encourage you to read the complete report and to engage with the research documents and appendices 

found on our website for a fuller understanding of the above.

Percent
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Chapter 1: 
Synodality is the Way

In this first section, you will learn about how the National Dialogue has successfully fostered unity among the 

fields of youth, campus, pastoral juvenil, and young adult ministries at the macro level, while bringing together 

hundreds of individual ministers across lines that previously kept them apart.

Over the past few years, leaders from across the country built unity among themselves by partnering and working 

together to design a new comprehensive engagement process for young people, families, and ministry leaders 

rooted in the process of dialogue. While we do not want to downplay the important results and findings of that 

process, we have come to understand that the process that was developed and emerged along the way is of 

equal importance itself. We hope that you will take time to study the process as well as the findings. 

In the face of a globalized society and an interconnectedness brought about by the digital age, the world can 

often seem increasingly fractured today. Deep divisions impact the way we operate as a society and the way 

we navigate an uncertain terrain in global affairs. Polarization, conflict, and tribalism are rampant in political and 

social circles. Related to this, perhaps due to digital accessibility now available to us, there exists a constant 

demand for instantaneous results and quick responses amid the turmoil in culture today.  

This is the world in which youth and young adults are now experiencing life at a young and impressionable 

age. Faced with these realities, the Church offers them an alternate route: synodality.  

One of the key findings from the National Dialogue process echoes this framework emerging from the 

Universal Church: Synodality is the way forward.
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In his landmark exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis 

outlined four principles of how the Church can respond to 

“constant tensions present in every social reality” by proposing 

a synodal harmony that aims to walk along “a genuine path to 

peace” (EG 221):

9 Time is greater than space (EG 222-225), on working 
slowly and patiently with each other;

9 Unity prevails over conflict (EG 226-230), on building 
communion amid disagreement; 

9 Realities are more important than ideas (EG 231-233), 
on putting people before programs;

9 The whole is greater than the part (EG 234-237), on 
the value of the global perspective.1  

With these synodal convictions rooted in our hearts, Pope Francis 

adds, we can begin to journey along “the path of dialogue” 

(cf. EG 29, 31, 142, 238). Synodality, then, involves process 

(“time”), communion (“unity”), listening (“realities”), and a bigger 

perspective than we’re used to (“the whole”). It is a methodology 

that is always on the move, and therefore can be frustrating to 

quantify or observe; yet the constant tension within time, unity, 

realities, and the whole are necessary for the Church to be 

relevant and engaging with all people, especially the young. 

Inspired by this notion, the National Dialogue effort has been a 

model of synodality for the Catholic Church in the United States 

over the past few years. Even in the face of a polarized ecclesial 

landscape and a desire for immediate action steps, the National 

Dialogue took a different path.

The roots of the National Dialogue were grounded in the four 

synodal principles laid out in Evangelii Gaudium: a multi-stage 

process over time; a more united field of ministry; first-hand 

engagement with the realities facing young people, families, 

and pastoral leaders; a response to (and in conjunction with) 

the global perspectives offered by the USCCB Convocation 

of Catholic Leaders (2017), the V National Encuentro (2017-

2020), and the Vatican Synod on Young People, the Faith, and 

Vocational Discernment (2017-2019). This would all eventually 

be further explicated and contextualized for young people in 

Pope Francis’ 2019 exhortation, Christus Vivit.

1 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel), November 24, 
2013. LEV © 2013.

The National Dialogue 

effort has been a 

model of synodality… 

Even in the face of a 

polarized ecclesial 

landscape and a 

desire for immediate 

action steps, the 

National Dialogue 

took a different path
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Synodality, understood as “community on journey” (cf. CV 29), 

has two key dimensions: community and journey. The community 

aspect speaks to the need for unity and reconciliation, while the 

journey aspect speaks to the need for patient processes and 

phases over time. Both dimensions are essential to the synodal 

spirit of whatever enterprise one is undertaking.

The first steps of the National Dialogue focused on enhancing 

“unity” within the pastoral ministry fields related to youth and 

young adults across the United States. Forming this ministerial 

unity was the first challenge of the initiative. 

Formation of Community

What was initially observed was a disunity or disjointed approach: 

the individuals and organizations whose mission involved the 

formation and engagement of young people, were often unaware 

of, competing with, dismissive or suspicious of, or outright 

antagonistic to one another. This disarray resulted in many 

groups “reinventing the wheel” while others were busy working 

on similar projects. From the outside, it would seem natural for 

pastoral leaders with a common goal and passion for young 

people to work together; but internally, there was division across 

generational, cultural, ecclesial, geographic, and ministerial lines.  

In order to achieve any modicum of success in renewing the 

fields of youth and young adult ministries, these groups would 

need to work together. They would need to trust and walk 

alongside one another, to heed Pope Francis’ warning as he said, 

“whenever you are united, you have 

marvelous strength… Isolation, on the other 

hand, saps our strength and exposes us to the 

worst evils of our time.” (CV 110)

I think probably the 

best thing to come out 

of the dialogue for our 

organization is just the 

opportunity to work with 

all these other ministries, 

to work with all these 

other people reaching 

out to youth, and not 

just people that are 

like us…but there’s so 

many different types of 

ministries involved in the 

National Dialogue that 

we just got to know so 

many other people doing 

ministry.

— Matt Reiswig, NET Ministries,  

Saint Paul, Minnesota
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The first groups to come together were the members of the Core Team: the national organizations with broad 

oversight of the key ministry fields reflected in this initiative: youth ministry, college campus ministry, young 

adult ministry, and pastoral juvenil hispana. 

Initially begun as an element within the strategic directions task group of the National Federation for Catholic 

Youth Ministry (NFYCM) in 2014, the first planners immediately saw that a revisioning of “pastoral ministry 

with young Catholics” had to expand beyond adolescents. When looking at the trends in the field (increasing 

polarization, the expanse of the field, the need for dialogue, the need for an influential action or movement, 

and strained transitions between ministries), the task group knew that NFCYM alone could not accomplish a 

proper response to the growing realities beyond their capacity.

With this in mind, NFCYM engaged the National Catholic Network de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (LaRED) and 

the National Catholic Young Adult Ministry Association (NCYAMA) – and sought and soon thereafter received 

the collaboration of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB). These measures took place in 

2015 and 2016, as the project evolved from an NFCYM-led initiative (under the title of “The Church is Young”) 

to a more synodal effort that was co-responsible. Full participation from all the key collaborators, thus forming 

what would become the Core Team, was the first step.  

For more information about the origins of the National Dialogue please refer to the first oral report about this 

initiative under the title “The Church is Young,” delivered by Mr. Don Boucher of the Diocese of Davenport, 

included in the appendix of this report on our website.   
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Further developments were made over time to the National Dialogue Core Team. 

As NCYAMA evolved into the USCCB National Advisory Team on Young Adult Ministry (NATYAM) in 2016, that 

new entity was integrated into the Core Team. Furthermore, due to the emerging connection of the project 

with college campus ministry and the transitions between that and other ministry areas, the Catholic Campus 

Ministry Association (CCMA) was added to the Core Team in 2017. 

The Core Team was the primary group that held final responsibility for the project, bound by a memorandum 

of understanding signed by all Core Team member organizations. As the entity that initially started the process 

that led to the National Dialogue, and as the one that had the organizational capacity to do so, NFCYM 

stepped forward as the managing partner to oversee the financial, legal, and administrative aspects of the 

initiative; however, NFCYM continued to serve as an equal member of the Core Team in the deliberative and 

decision making process. In addition, per NFCYM’s internal procedures two of their members are called upon 

to Co-Chair any project that they undertake, hence their inclusion in the list below.

Since 2016, the Core Team has met every one to two months via conference call or video conference, and in-

person at least 2-3 times per year, with the exception of the pandemic.

The National Dialogue Core Team now includes the following members:

9 Mr. Don Boucher, from the Diocese of Davenport  

National Dialogue Core Team Co-Chair

9 dr. timone davis, from Loyola University Chicago  

National Dialogue Core Team Co-Chair

9 Ms. Christina Lamas, Executive Director,  

National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry

9 Mr. Paul Jarzembowski, Lead Staff for Youth  

and Young Adult Ministries, United States 

Conference of Catholic Bishops Secretariat   

of Laity, Marriage, Family Life and Youth

9 Dr. Patricia Jiménez, V Encuentro 

Communications Coordinator, Consultant for  

the United States Conference of Catholic  

Bishops Subcommittee on Hispanic Affairs

9 Dr. Michael St. Pierre, Executive Director,  

Catholic Campus Ministry Association

9 Mr. Nicholas Stein, Bon Secours Young Adults, 

liaison from the USCCB National Advisory 

Team on Young Adult Ministry and the National 

Institute for Ministry with Young Adults

9 Mr. Darius Villalobos,    

Director of Diversity and Inclusion,   

National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry

9 Ms. Adriana Visoso, President, National Catholic 

Network de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (LaRED)

9 Mr. Ryan Bao, National Dialogue Project Intern 

and NFCYM Project Coordinator

Over the history of the National Dialogue project, other Core Team members have included Dr. Charlotte 
McCorquodale (National Dialogue Project Manager, 2017-2018); Ms. Alma Leon (National Dialogue Project 

Manager, 2018-2019); Fr. Alejandro Lopez-Cardinale (LaRED Core Team Representative, 2017-2019); and  

Ms. Frances Park (National Dialogue Core Team Co-Chair, 2017-2018).  
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Engagement with bishops was certainly an important step in furthering the formation of community and 

synodality of the National Dialogue. We quickly realized that a re-visioning of the fields of ministry would also 

need the support and insights from the bishops and the U.S. episcopal conference. Again, our hope was to 

reflect a spirit of “co-responsibility,” and the synodal direction promoted by Saint John Paul II2, Pope Emeritus 

Benedict XVI3 and Pope Francis wherein the bishops and laity are working together in close collaboration. 

With that in mind, the bishops conference affirmed the direction of the National Dialogue project, bringing 

together the support of five of its standing committees and their staff:  

9 USCCB Committee on Catholic Education (CE)

9 USCCB Committee on Clergy, Consecrated Life and Vocations (CCLV)

9 USCCB Committee on Cultural Diversity in the Church (CDC)

9 USCCB Committee on Evangelization and Catechesis (EC)

9 USCCB Committee on Laity, Marriage, Family Life and Youth (LMFLY)

Bishop Frank J. Caggiano of the Diocese of Bridgeport was named by the USCCB as the Episcopal Committee 

Liaison to the National Dialogue. This was done by the USCCB Committee on Laity, Marriage, Family Life 

and Youth, which served as the National Dialogue’s primary committee liaison. These Committees and their 

respective Secretariats all offered the Core Team insights and suggestions as to the overall progress of the 

initiative and assisted in the promotion of the National Dialogue efforts across the country. 

2 cf. St. John Paul II. Christifideles Laici. 30 December 1988. Vatican. LEV © 1988.
3 cf. Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI. “Message on the Occasion of the Sixth Ordinary Assembly of the International Forum of Catholic 

Action,” 10 August 2012. Castel Gandolfo, Rome. LEV © 2012.
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Through the LMFLY Committee and Bishop Caggiano, the 

bishops recommended expanding the synodal reach of the 

National Dialogue to include all the Catholic organizations, 

ecclesial movements, and networks that work with youth, 

collegians, and young adults, and those who accompany them.  

This strong recommendation by the bishops precipitated the 

development of a National Leadership Network (NLN), which 

would bring more voices to the table and make this an even 

more synodal project. 

The NLN, then, became the constant advisory and engagement 

group for the project – extending the reach of the initiative 

beyond the Core Team – and becoming the primary agent of 

unity-building in the process. Bishop Caggiano, along with 

staff from the USCCB Secretariat of Laity, Marriage, Family Life 

and Youth, worked with the National Dialogue Core Team to 

invite hundreds of organizations, movements, and networks to 

become part of the project by joining the NLN.  

Not all invited groups accepted the invitation, but over the 

course of the project, approximately 75 of these organizations, 

movements, and networks became part of the National Leadership 

Network, including those you will find listed here in the report. 

The National Dialogue 

sought to include 

all the Catholic 

organizations, ecclesial 

movements, and 

networks that work 

with youth, collegians, 

and  young adults
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National Leadership Network Organization Members

Alpha USA

American Heritage Girls

APeX Ministries

Association of Catholic Colleges 
& Universities

Augustine Institute

Ave Maria Press

Bon Secours Young Adults,   
a ministry of the Sisters of  
Bon Secours, USA

Busted Halo, a ministry of the 
Paulist Fathers

Catholic Apostolate Center

Catholic Campus Ministry 
Association

Catholic Relief Services

Catholic Theological Union

Catholic Volunteer Network

CatholicMatch.com

Center for Ministry Development

Corazon Puro

Couples for Christ

Cultivation Ministries

Daughters of Mary,   
Help of Christians

Diocesan Priest

Focolare Movement

FOCUS

Fordham University,   
Graduate School of Religion  
and Religious Education

Franciscan University of 
Steubenville

Grotto Network

Hispanic Charismatic Renewal

i.d.9:16

Ignatian Young Adult Ministries

Institute for Pastoral Initiatives   
at the University of Dayton

Institute for Pastoral Studies   
at Loyola University Chicago

Instituto Fe y Vida

Jesuit Friends and Alumni Network

Knights of Columbus

La RED, National Catholic Network 
de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana

Leadership Roundtable

Lifeteen, Inc.

Loyola Institute for Ministry at 
Loyola University New Orleans

Marian University

Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers

McGrath Institute for Church Life 
at the University of Notre Dame

Mexican American Catholic College

Ministry Training Source

National African American 
Catholic Youth and Young Adult 
Ministry Network

National Association of   
Catholic Family Life Ministers

National Catholic Committee on 
Girl Scouts and Camp Fire USA

National Catholic Committee   
on Scouting

National Catholic Council  
for Hispanic Ministry

National Catholic Educational 
Association

National Catholic Partnership   
on Disability (NCPD)

National Conference for 
Catechetical Leadership

National Conference of  
Diocesan Vocation Directors

National Religious Vocation 
Conference

National Vocation Awareness 
Division/J.S. Paluch Co., Inc.

National Catholic Association  
for Diocesan Directors of  
Hispanic Ministry

National Conference of  
Burmese-American Catholics

NET Ministries

Neuhoff School of Ministry - 
University of Dallas

NFCYM

Office of Young Adult Outreach - 
Archdiocese of New York

One Bread, One Cup -   
Saint Meinrad Seminary and 
School of Theology

Parish Success Group

Pope’s Worldwide Prayer Network

ProjectYM

Saint John Paul II National Shrine

Saint Mary’s Press

Saint Meinrad Seminary and 
School of Theology Young Adult 
Ministry Initiative

Salesians of Don Bosco-St. Philip 
the Apostle Province

Sisters of St. Joseph of 
Carondelet: Albany Province

Southeast Pastoral Institute (SEPI)

Tekakwitha Conference

University of Notre Dame - 
Catholic Media Project

USCCB Committee on   
Catholic Education

USCCB Committee on Clergy, 
Consecrated Life and Vocations

USCCB Committee on   
Cultural Diversity in the Church

USCCB Committee on 
Evangelization and Catechesis

USCCB Committee on Laity, 
Marriage, Family Life and Youth

USCCB National Advisory Team 
on Young Adult Ministry

V National Encuentro of  
Hispanic/Latino Ministry

Vietnamese Eucharistic   
Youth Movement

World Youth Alliance

Young Catholic Professionals

Young Life

YOUTH 2000

YWAM Kerygma USA
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Since its inception in 2017, the National Leadership Network met together in person on six 
separate occasions:

9 Orlando, Florida (July 2, 2017), during the USCCB Convocation of Catholic Leaders 

9 Chicago, Illinois (September 17-19, 2017)

9 Newark, New Jersey (April 11-13, 2018) 

9 San Antonio, Texas (September 5-7, 2018)

9 Orange, California (March 24-26, 2019)

9 Steubenville, Ohio (July 31-August 1, 2019), during the Voice + Vision Summit

In addition, the NLN held two virtual gatherings, one midway through the process on June 26, 2018, and one 

in the final year of the process on July 14, 2020. 

The formation of community and the unity-building process did not extend only to those people who were 

able to gather in person or online at the NLN meetings, however. Over the years, the entire memberships of 

the Core Team organizations and the NLN organizations were brought into the process in various ways. Both 

the processes and the unity-building project were shared among members and feedback was welcomed and 

encouraged, leading to multiple levels of dialogue running concurrently and in many directions.

As the project unfolded, we were blessed to be able to extend the invitation to participate in and offer 

support to the National Dialogue to many generous benefactors and supporters. Inviting the generosity of 

many organizations and individuals added depth and fullness to the process and to the National Dialogue in 

important ways. Thank you to all who donated time, talent, and treasure to the National Dialogue.

Those who have supported the National Dialogue through financial sponsorship, gift, or grant:

Catholic Youth Foundation 

Porticus North America 

Raskob Foundation for Catholic Activities 

Sisters of Bon Secours, USA 

LaRED — The National Catholic Network   
de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana

Catholic Apostolate Center 

FOCUS

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops  

Vietnamese Eucharistic Youth Movement

National Association of Catholic Family Life Ministers 

Busted Halo, a ministry of the Paulist Fathers  

Paluch Family Foundation 

Loyola University Chicago

Catholic Campus Ministry Association 

NET Ministries 

Catholic Relief Services 

Fordham University, Graduate School of Religion 
and Religious Education 

Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities
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Hard Lessons and Reconciliation 

Coming together, in synodality, was not easy.  

The Core Team recognized that the dozens of organizations 

which drew together for the National Dialogue did not always 

recognize or affirm one another in the past; some leaders 

and members of certain National Leadership Network groups 

passively held misconceptions or judgements about the 

other entities, despite working in similar fields. At other times, 

ministry efforts existed in “silos,” standing apart from other 

ministries and organizations for the sake of efficiency or a lack 

of understanding of others’ ethnic culture, language, ecclesial 

perspective, or ministerial experience.

It was this reconciling spirit of synodality that guided the 

National Dialogue from its very beginning. The public launch 

of the initiative was held within the USCCB Convocation of 

Catholic Leaders, the 2018 national gathering in Orlando, 

Florida, convened by the bishops of the United States as a 

means to bring together the various dimensions of the Church’s 

presence across the country. 

At the USCCB Convocation, under the umbrella of Pope 

Francis’ landmark exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, conversations 

emerged about how to unite progressive and traditional 

Catholics, and others within the national ecclesial landscape, in 

service of missionary discipleship.

The National Dialogue organized a major breakfast meeting 

for the bishops, invited NLN members, and other Convocation 

participants in order to lay out the foundation for the project 

and its anticipated goals. This spirit of reconciliation guided the 

National Dialogue in its first year, under the goal of establishing 

unity within the Church and, in particular, within the scope of 

youth and young adult ministries. 

One particular moment of reconciliation within the National 

Dialogue occurred at the April 2018 NLN meeting in Newark, 

New Jersey. After encountering one another in Orlando and 

Chicago in 2017, some for the first time, the participating 

organizations, movements, and networks took an extended 

moment of prayer and reflection at their Newark gathering in 

2018 in a move towards reconciling unity. Led by Bishop Frank 

Caggiano, Bishop of Bridgeport, and Bishop Arturo Cepeda, 

Auxiliary Bishop of Detroit, the NLN organizers held a special 

Most striking was the 

gathering of those whom 

many would consider to 

be progressive Catholics 

on one side of the room 

and those who would be 

considered conservative 

Catholics on the other. 

By the end of the process 

several years later, the 

divisions in the group 

had been overcome 

and there was new and 

healthy dialogue among 

Catholics of diverse 

outlooks.

— Bud Horell, PhD,   

Fordham University
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reconciliation service on April 12, 2018, at the Archdiocese of 

Newark’s St. John Paul II Youth Retreat Center Sacred Heart 

Chapel. During this prayerful moment, Mr. Mark Berchem, 

Founder and President of NET Ministries, offered a humbling 

reflection of the need to forgive one another, work with each 

other, and ultimately, love one another, grounded in our 

common faith in Jesus Christ. 

While this holy moment was important in the story of the National 

Dialogue, it alone would not bring about perfect harmony among 

the collaborating organizations and individuals. Tensions would 

persist, but they would be countered throughout the synodal 

journey by the call to reconciliation. 

The Journey:      
Phases, Process, and Persistence

Synodality involves both time and space. Having explored the 

formation of community and a space for unity and reconciliation 

to take root, the other dimension to synodality is the journey 

itself – the long, sometimes winding, road on which the 

community must travel.

One can look at the journeying aspect of synodality as a 

“pilgrimage” – like the Camino de Santiago in Spain, which 

pilgrims traverse until they reach the resting place of St. James 

the Apostle, or the World Youth Day phenomenon begun by 

St. John Paul II in the 1980s, where youth and young adults 

spend months or years in preparation for an encounter with 

the Lord Jesus, with the Pope, and with hundreds of thousands 

(or millions) of their peers from every continent for a youthful 

celebration of faith. Pilgrims along their journey all require 

persistence to make it through to the end of their voyage.  

Persistence 

Pope Francis recognizes that any synodal journey is challenging, 

but he urges us on in whatever we do, saying in Christus 

Vivit: “Young people can help keep (the Church) young. They 

can stop her from becoming corrupt; they keep her moving 

forward.” (CV 37) 

He speaks directly to youth and young adults and encourages 

them as protagonists in the Church and in the world: “Keep 

following your hopes and dreams… Our best dreams are 

attained through hope, patience, and commitment, and not in 

I was amazed to see the 

various ministry groups 

within the Church. It was a 

tribute to the amazing efforts 

of people working tirelessly 

for the youth. At the same 

time, I felt that some wanted 

to maintain their identity and 

to continue doing their work. 

It seemed that it was a call 

to lose what we have and 

are doing to see what God 

was calling us to do, even if 

it meant change. I felt there 

was a fear of losing all of 

which doesn’t belong to us. 

God simply entrusts young 

people to us.

— Mike Morse, YCNA Focolare
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haste… Even if you make mistakes, you can always get up and 

start over, for no one has the right to rob you of hope.” (CV 142) 

While these words were directed at young people, they can 

certainly apply to those of all ages who are working together 

towards a common goal. His final words in his 2019 apostolic 

exhortation have been especially inspiring to the Core Team:

“My joyful hope is to see you keep running the 

race before you, outstripping all those who 

are slow or fearful. Keep running, ‘attracted by 

the face of Christ, whom we love so much…. 

May the Holy Spirit urge you on as you run this 

race. The Church needs your momentum, your 

intuitions, your faith. We need them! And when 

you arrive where we have not yet reached, have 

the patience to wait for us.’” (CV 299)

The National Dialogue was a process that took place over several 

years, with new collaborating organizations and individuals joining 

in throughout (which meant patiently bringing everyone up to 

speed at different points along the journey). With competing 

interests, emerging insights from NLN members, and new 

developments regularly coming in on the national and global 

scene, the work would shift and change over the course of the 

project. Some expressed concerns that the dialogue experience 

was not quick enough or that there was a lack of action items. 

Yet persistence was needed for the National Dialogue to 

succeed. The project was grounded in prayer, so that the Holy 

Spirit could urge the collaboration on, despite confusion or 

frustration, and give the participants a sense of patience when 

the initiative seemed slow or uncertain. 

In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis reminds us of this: “A 

constant tension exists between fullness and limitation… Time 

is greater than space,” (EG 222) adding: “This principle enables 

us to work slowly but surely, without being obsessed with 

immediate results… It invites us to accept the tension between 

fullness and limitation, and to give a priority to time.” (EG 223)

The National 

Dialogue was 

grounded in prayer, 

so that the Holy 

Spirit could urge the 

collaboration on
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To that end, the National Leadership Network would develop its synodality and unity over the course of six key 

gatherings, beginning in Orlando in July 2017 and concluding in 2020.  What was accomplished along the way 

was a slow process, but one that was necessary for the overall success of the project.  

The six gatherings, plus several online experiences, took place along a three-phase process, similar to (though 

distinct from) the pastoral circle methodology of “see-judge-act,” raised to new light in the pontificate of Pope 

Francis:

The first phase, UNIFY, was put first because of the recognition that a dialogue across the vastness of the 

Catholic Church’s outreach to youth and young adults would require a common bond in order to be effective. 

Competition, polarization, and indifference to one another (and a potential duplication of efforts) would not be 

helpful in engaging young people or others in authentic dialogue. 

While complete unity was beyond the scope of the project, the National Dialogue could make in-roads 

towards easing tensions, raising awareness, and encouraging mutual support, cooperation, and collaboration. 

Unity would be carried out through the work of the National Leadership Network, both intentionally (through 

activities among collaborators that would bring them together) or tangentially (by working on the same project 

with team members from other groups, it was hoped that a sense of comradery would develop over time), and 

the fruits of this effort would be seen outside the boundaries of the National Dialogue in additional projects 

and programs that resulted from individuals working in such close proximity. Working on unity would require 

persistence, as the temptation to drift back into silos and assumptions was always present along the road.  

The unify phase would essentially last throughout the entire course of the initiative (2017-2020). 

The second phase, ENGAGE, was at the heart of the process and where the initiative pulled its name from: 

to engage, listen, dialogue, and respond to the concerns of youth and young adults, their families, and other 

ministry leaders working in the Church.  

EngageUnify Mobilize
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Engagement would take place through authentic, yet 

structured, conversations, with suggested questions and a tool 

to receive the input from those sessions. The NLN collaborators 

and those working in parishes, campuses, and dioceses would 

both design as a group, and carry out, the local conversations 

in their respective settings – and then share what they heard 

with the National Dialogue Core Team through an online data 

collection process. Engaging others in authentic dialogue 

was challenging, and many roadblocks arose that tempted 

organizers to stall the discussions (including fatigue, the abuse 

crisis, objections, multiple processes, etc.), but persistence was 

important to make sure the voice of the young and those who 

accompany them was heard by the Church through this process.  

The engagement phase, due to its specific and time-sensitive 

task, was carried out from July 2018 to December 2019.

The third and final phase, MOBILIZE, was the future-focused 

portion of the National Dialogue, very related to the “act” 

dimension of the pastoral circle methodology. In this portion of 

the project, the insights gleaned from observing and learning 

from others in the field (the unify phase) and from listening to 

young people and those who accompany them (the engage 

phase) would be unpacked and reflected upon – with actionable 

steps for the Church to take.  

Mobilization would include the data analysis from the local 

conversations, the exploration of academic and pastoral 

praxis related to youth and young adults and planning for 

implementation based on the feedback from collaborators 

and young people. Generating new ideas can be difficult when 

time and budgets are often limited, and temptations to delay 

mobilization until the current slate of one’s tasks is complete or 

when money becomes more available are ever-present. Thus, 

persistence is vital for those who are serious about creativity, 

ingenuity, and entrepreneurial enterprise within ecclesial 

structures.  

The mobilization phase was integrated into the unify and 

engage phases, beginning in July 2019 and continuing to the 

conclusion of the National Dialogue project in December 2020; 

however, effective mobilization will last for many more years to 

come through the work of National Dialogue collaborators.

These three phases were the backdrop to the synodal experience 

of the National Leadership Network from 2017 to 2020, carried out 

in the in-person and online encounters along the pilgrim road.

Effective mobilization 

will last for many 

more years to come
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The Way of Proceeding

As the engagement process was developed the need for a National Dialogue Way of Proceeding began to 

become evident. Ground-rules for dialoguing with each other in the National Leadership Network, the Core 

Team, and with those we hoped to reach were necessary for success. Initially framed as rules of engagement 

for local conversation, they were given out to facilitators and to the young people, families, and pastoral 

leaders participating in small groups and dialogue encounters. The “way of proceeding” also served as a 

roadmap for all aspects of the National Dialogue initiative. 

These rules touch on the ministry of presence, the act of listening, the comfortability with silence, and the 

humility, respect, and empathy that should infuse the interactions and discussions that result. In order to be 

fully immersed in dialogue, these expectations were necessary for everyone to follow and adhere to, lest 

the conversations might devolve into complaining, solving problems, or therapy. To avoid these possible 

outcomes, the “way of proceeding” was taken seriously by the National Dialogue and connected to all that it 

did throughout the process. The Core Team acknowledges a debt of gratitude to the Quaker community for 

their Careful Listening Method, and to author Parker Palmer and his Circle of Trust Touchstones, explicated in 

his book, A Hidden Wholeness, for giving us a model to follow. 
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This “way” was written as follows:

The National Dialogue Way of Proceeding

Goal: To understand more deeply the experience of engagement of youth and young adults 
with the Catholic Church.

9 Give and receive welcome. Go out of your way to be radically hospitable.

9 Be present as fully as possible. Keep your head in the room where your feet are. Be here with your doubts, 

fears and failings as well as your convictions, joys and successes. Listen with your heart, speak with your 

soul. Put your cell phone and computer away.

9 What is offered in the circle is by invitation, not demand. This is not a “share or die” event! It is okay if you 

don’t have an answer to a question. Facilitators should help people tell their story.

9 Empathy is the ability to mutually experience the thoughts, emotions, and direct experience of others. 

It goes beyond sympathy, which is a feeling of care and understanding for the suffering of others. Both 

words have similar usage but differ in their emotional meaning. We are looking for empathy.

9 Speak in ways that respect other people. This means not interpreting, correcting or debating what others 

say. Use “I” statements. Own what you share. Do not say “you know when you…”  or “people say…” A 

facilitator should not “lead the witness”, show preference for answers that they agree with, judge the 

responses of some participants, or dominate the conversation with their own experience and opinion.

9 No fixing, saving, advising, or correcting each other. This is one of the hardest guidelines for those of 

us who make it a habit to help others. But it is vital to welcoming the soul. The goal is to let everyone be 

heard. The time for “teachable moments” is later, after the conversation is over. Make notes about what you 

need to follow-up on in your ministry, however.

9 Learn to respond to others with honest, open questions instead of counsel, corrections, etc. “Tell me more 

about that…”, “can you explain what you mean by…”

9 When the going gets rough, turn to wonder. If you feel judgmental, or defensive, ask yourself; “I wonder 

what brought her to this belief?” “I wonder what he’s feeling right now?”  “I wonder what my reaction 

teaches me about myself?”  Set aside judgment to listen to others –and to yourself — more deeply.

9 Trust and learn from the silence. Silence is a gift in our noisy world, and a way of knowing in itself. Treat 

silence as a member of the group. After someone has spoken, take time to reflect without immediately 

filling the space with words. Silence should always get its own chair in the group.

9 Pay attention to your body language. Don’t stand over and apart from your group. Demonstrate you are in 

this together, by sitting on the same level. Don’t force sharing through non-verbal cues. Nod along to show 

listening.

9 Have a clear understanding and know what you want to find out. The questions should function as more of 

a reference than a script.

9 Observe confidentiality. 
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These elements echo the Holy Father’s foundation of a 

synodal Church, “which realizes that listening ‘is more than 

simply hearing.’ It is a mutual listening in which everyone has 

something to learn… all listening to each other, and all listening 

to the Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of truth’ (Jn 14:17), in order to know 

what he ‘says to the Churches’ (Rev 2:7).”4    

By integrating the “way of proceeding” into its work and by 

following the Holy Father’s example and “simply listening,” 

the National Dialogue was able to better appreciate the new 

ideas, questions, and sensitivities that emanated from the 

discussions. It meant that the insights received were not forced, 

pressured, or filtered; rather, they are honest and open – and 

the conclusions could be more credible.

4 Pope Francis. “Fiftieth Anniversary of the Synod of Bishops,” 17 October 
2015. Vatican City. LEV © 2015. §10
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The Seven National Leadership Network Gatherings

Orlando, Florida (July 2, 2017) 

During the USCCB Convocation of Catholic Leaders, the U.S. Bishops’ national gathering around Pope Francis’ 

Evangelii Gaudium, the National Dialogue held its public launch over a breakfast meeting at the Hyatt Regency 

Orlando with bishops and Catholic leaders that were attending the Convocation.  

The key outcomes of the gathering, hosted by Bp. Frank Caggiano as Episcopal Committee Liaison and 

facilitated by then-Co-Chairs, Don Boucher and Frances Park, included:

9 Providing a basic introduction to the National Dialogue process, partners, and purpose.

9 Showcasing the connection of the National Dialogue to the Synod of Bishops on Young People, the 

Faith, and Vocational Discernment (which had been announced earlier that year) and the Fifth National 

Encuentro process which was currently underway.

9 Explaining how the National Dialogue initiative would respond to the rising tide of disaffiliation of 

youth and young adults from the Catholic Church.

The key lessons of this event, while mostly an introductory presentation and interaction, included:

9 Catholic leaders working in ministerial areas across the landscape of the Church are very interested in 

how to better connect with youth and young adults. This was reflected in the higher-than-anticipated 

turnout for the National Dialogue breakfast meeting, as well as at the breakouts and working sessions 

related to young people during the overall USCCB Convocation of Catholic Leaders program, which 

were filled to capacity.

9 The ability to network and collaborate across ministerial boundaries was a significant takeaway from 

the Convocation in general, and this came across at the breakfast meeting, where Catholic leaders 

from ministerial areas aside from youth or young adult ministries were invested in this work, and were 

seeking ways to be more involved in the process of engaging young people. 

9 It was recommended that the Church’s work with higher education and campus ministry be better 

integrated within the overall National Dialogue, as collegiate outreach is vital to the transition many 

young people experience as they journey from youth to young adulthood.

Following this breakfast meeting and heeding this advice, the National Dialogue Core Team invited the 

Catholic Campus Ministry Association (CCMA) to become a full partner, which it has been ever since.  
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Chicago, Illinois (September 17-19, 2017)

The inaugural gathering of the National Leadership Network 

took place at Cabrini Retreat House near O’Hare International 

Airport in Chicago, Illinois. The meeting gathered together 100 

individuals representing 60 organizations, movements, and 

networks. 

After sharing the anticipated timeline and scope of the project, 

the meeting began with a prayerful reflection on the dreams of 

the NLN members for the Church related to young people and 

continued with some visionary hopes of the National Dialogue 

Core Team and Bishop Frank Caggiano. 

The meeting participants then brainstormed possible 

conversation topics, structures, and methods for engaging young 

people (both engaged and disaffiliated with faith, those on the 

margins, and those from cultural communities different from 

their own), the parents and families of youth and young adults, 

and pastoral ministry leaders over the course of the initiative. 

The participants then identified strategies for leading dialogue 

sessions in various settings (i.e. university campus, parishes and 

dioceses, events, conferences, within movements and networks, 

and in cultural communities). The process included dialogue 

partners, small groups, and large group conversation.  

Bp. John Manz and Bp. George Rassas, Auxiliary Bishops 

of Chicago, also participated in this meeting through the 

celebration of Mass at the opening and closing of the event. 

The participants also took part in a Consecration of the National 

Dialogue to the Virgin Mary at a grotto on the grounds of 

the retreat center which included an intentionally diverse 

and inclusive Litany. In fact, diversity and inclusion in styles, 

participants, languages, and locations of prayer and liturgy 

became a hallmark of all of our gatherings.

When I walked down the 

hallway toward the main 

gathering space at the first 

meeting in Chicago, I was 

behind two gentlemen 

who were discussing how 

they were unsure what this 

gathering was for or about, 

assuming it was just another 

conference. When we arrived 

in the room, they looked 

around and one man said 

to the other, “Well, I can tell 

you this – I’ve never been 

in a conference like this 

before! I don’t know any of 

these people!” That showed 

me right there this was a 

profound experience of 

gathering people from across 

the silos in ministry to sit and 

learn from one another, to 

create a common vision to 

transform our ministries with 

youth and young adults.

— Tracey Lamont, PhD,    

Loyola University New Orleans

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 43



The key outcomes of the Chicago gathering included:

9 Encouraging the NLN to shape the vision of the National Dialogue, as they made the initial vision of the 

key collaborating organizations (NFCYM, LaRED, CCMA, NATYAM, USCCB) their own.

9 Developing questions and conversation starters for the engagement phase of the project

9 Identifying strategies and best practices for engaging young people, families, and ministry leaders in 

dialogue in their various settings and contexts, answering the following:

•  What do we hope to understand better as a result of these conversations?

•  How will the conversations be conducted?

•  How will the results of the conversations be gathered?

•  What support resources would be needed in various settings and contexts?

9 Connecting NLN members to one of the task groups so that they had more ownership of the National 

Dialogue process; these included: 1) funding, 2) communications, 3) prayer, 4) network management, 

5) Synod and V Encuentro integration and 6) engagement phase conversation development.

The key lessons of the Chicago gathering included:

9 We must always keep in mind who is not at the table, asking: What cultural communities, apostolates, 

marginalized groups, movements, and organizations are not present? How can we bring those groups 

and individuals into this dialogue process?

9 A single model or approach will not work with everyone. There must be diversity in the way questions 

are asked, the manner of the conversation, and the language that is used, dependent on the realities of 

the intended audience. That is only learned by preparation and good listening.

9 Prayer is essential to the success of the National Dialogue; before embarking on the process and 

engaging in a dialogue, leaders should be grounded in prayer and spirituality.  

9 While the NLN members were grateful to be gathered together, there is still a lack of unity across the 

ministerial fields (youth, campus, young adult ministries) that needs to be addressed. In some cases, 

this disunity had led to distrust, polarization, skepticism, and even anger. 

Following the Chicago meeting, receiving the input from the NLN members, and heeding the lessons learned, 

the National Dialogue Core Team developed various question sets and outlined the structure for the local 

conversations with an eye towards encouraging a variety of approaches. They also explored ways to bring 

more diversity to the overall NLN membership by inviting in more groups to collaborate. 
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Newark, New Jersey (April 11-13, 2018)

The second gathering of the National Leadership Network took 

place in the Archdiocese of Newark in New Jersey. The meeting 

gathered together 90 individuals representing 53 organizations, 

movements, and networks. 

Keeping in mind the prominence of prayer, the meeting began 

on the first day with Eucharist celebrated by Bishop Arturo 

Cepeda of Detroit, and on the second day, the participants 

took part in a reconciliation prayer service led by Bishop Frank 

Caggiano of Bridgeport. Recognizing some disunity within the 

field, the Core Team organized the entire meeting around that 

prayerful moment of encounter. 

Realizing that the engagement phase was forthcoming, there 

were workshops on effective dialogue praxis and radical 

hospitality; participants also took part in some practice sessions 

of local conversations to test questions and understand the 

experience young people, families, and other pastoral leaders 

will have in this process. The Way of Proceeding was introduced 

and used in these sessions.

At the NLN meeting in New 

Jersey, during the time for 

reconciliation and adoration, 

Mark from NET Ministries 

words were a powerful 

challenge to accept how 

we have all contributed to 

divisions in the field and that 

we must put that aside for 

the young Church.

— Charlotte McCorquodale, PhD, 

Ministry Training Source
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The key outcomes of the Newark gathering included:

9 Finding common ground across the ministerial spectrum in the fields of youth, campus, and 

young adult ministries in a sacramental and prayerful atmosphere – and experiencing the grace of 

reconciliation in order to move forward together in this process.

9 Learning strategies and best practices in dialoguing with young people, families, and leaders.

9 Shaping the structure and getting feedback on questions for the local conversations by directly 

engaging in the dialogue process with other NLN members. 

The key lessons of the Newark gathering included:

9 The initial test questions posted by the National Dialogue Core Team for the local conversations were 

not as effective as originally envisioned; revisions were necessary to move forward.

9 The time set aside for prayerful (and sacramental) reconciliation, genuine dialogue and discussion, and 

moments of encounter and socialization yielded greater unity in the field.

9 The collection of data from the local conversations needs to be carefully developed and well-

communicated, so that this process does not appear like a scientific or sociological study, but rather a 

genuine experience of encounter and accompaniment.

Following the Newark meeting, receiving the input from the NLN members, and heeding the lessons learned, 

the National Dialogue Core Team revised the question sets and data collection process in collaboration with 

several of the task groups – and then launched the local conversation phase in July 2018 in conjunction with 

an online webinar-meeting (on June 26, 2018) where the new question sets were shared with the participating 

NLN members. 
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San Antonio, Texas (September 5-7, 2018)

The third live gathering of the National Leadership Network took place at the Oblate Renewal Center in San 

Antonio, Texas. The meeting gathered together 53 individuals representing 40 groups. 

With the NLN meeting being held just prior to the Fifth National Encuentro Gathering in Grapevine, Texas (in 

September 2018) and the Synod of Bishops on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment in Rome (in 

October 2018), there was much discussion on the integration of those key moments into the National Dialogue 

process.  In addition, the NLN engaged in some productive discussion around the promotion of the local 

conversations across the Catholic landscape which began in July 2018 and would continue through December 

2019. Bishop Michael Pfeifer, OMI, Bishop Emeritus of San Angelo, met with NLN members at this gathering.

The key outcomes of the San Antonio gathering included:

9 Sharing input and updates on the V Encuentro process, the Vatican Synod process, and a recent 

research study on youth ministry leaders – and how they connected with the National Dialogue.

9 Developing strategies for promoting and facilitating local conversations in the coming year, including 

navigating the realities facing the Church today.

9 Brainstorming ideas for mobilization in the final phase of the National Dialogue project.

The key lessons of the San Antonio gathering included:

9 Local conversations should involve follow-up by facilitators, to ensure that young people, families, 

and pastoral leaders experience the Church’s desire to encounter and accompany them; empathy, 

listening, curiosity, and boundaries are all important in a dialogue process.

9 Cultural diversity is essential to the act of dialogue; we must be attentive to the realities facing other 

cultures, in particular the increasing number of Hispanic/Latino young people.

9 The recent abuse crisis in the Church is impacting the National Dialogue process; this must be 

addressed and carefully handled in local conversations, and prayerfulness and pastoral follow-through 

is necessary to ensure a safe environment for young people, families, and leaders.

9 It is challenging to plan for mobilization before input is received from local conversations; more work is 

still needed to be done to fully coordinate this final phase.

Following the San Antonio meeting, receiving the input from the NLN members, and heeding the lessons 

learned, the National Dialogue Core Team worked to better integrate the then-current movements in the life 

of the Church (the V Encuentro, the Synod, the abuse crisis, etc.) into the resources for and communication 

around the National Dialogue, in particular the local conversations. 
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Orange County, California (March 24-26, 2019)

The fourth gathering of the National Leadership Network took place at the Diocese of Orange Cultural Center 

and Christ Cathedral, seat of the Diocese of Orange in Garden Grove, California, near the Anaheim Convention 

Center, following the 2019 Los Angeles Religious Education Congress. The meeting gathered together 51 

individuals representing 39 organizations, movements, and networks. 

This meeting took place following a very productive time period for the Church in its work with young people 

including: V Encuentro National Gathering in Grapevine, Texas; the XV Ordinary Synod of Bishops on Young People, 

the Faith, and Vocational Discernment in Rome; National Conference on Catholic Youth Ministry and the National 

Leadership Forum on Ministry with Young Adults in Tampa; SEEK and CCMA conferences in Indianapolis; and World 

Youth Day 2019 in Panama. The NLN gathering itself coincided with the official signing of Pope Francis’ post-synodal 

exhortation, Christus Vivit (the document would be made public the following week on April 2, 2019).

With all this in mind, the meeting revolved around National Leadership Network members unpacking the 

synodal insights from Rome and the initial findings of the Fifth National Encuentro in the United States – and 

how these connect to the National Dialogue efforts. Additional agenda items in Orange County included 

updates on the local conversations; encouragement and strategies on expanding the National Dialogue reach 

and the recording of data; and interactive discussions around mobilization.  

The key outcomes of the Orange County gathering included:

9 Finding points of intersection between the Synod, V Encuentro, and the National Dialogue.

9 Encouraging NLN members to continue to host local conversations and record their insights.

9 Identifying strategies and best practices for mobilizing the Church beyond the National Dialogue. 

The key lessons of the Orange County gathering included:

9 The local conversations are challenging to conduct, with people uncertain of what purpose the 

National Dialogue will have, especially in light of the abuse crisis; there was also concern that people 

are tired of talking and are ready for action today.

9 Catholic leaders working in youth and young adult ministries desire a Church that is, among other 

things: abundantly welcoming to all; a catalyst for discernment; more unified and less polarized; 

inclusive of multiple perspectives; empowering of all: young, old, men, women, etc.; more trusting in 

God’s grace; culturally diverse; listening; creative in its strategy and mission; and a place of refuge and 

accompaniment for youth and young adults.

9 There is hope, especially with all that is emerging from Christus Vivit and the V Encuentro.

Following the Orange County meeting, receiving the input from the NLN members, and heeding the lessons 

learned, the National Dialogue Core Team assessed its mobilization efforts to orient the process towards the 

vision and goals laid out at the March 2019 gathering. They also found more intentional ways to integrate 

the language of Christus Vivit, the Synod, and V Encuentro into their ongoing efforts, and encouraged NLN 

members to do the same within their own ministries and endeavors. 
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Steubenville, Ohio (July 31-August 1, 2019)

The fifth gathering of the National Leadership Network took place in conjunction with the Voice + Vision 

Summit held at Franciscan University of Steubenville in Ohio, which was the National Dialogue’s academic 

and pastoral formation conference through the lens of Christus Vivit and its impact on the Church’s ministry 

with youth and young adults. The event brought together 189 individuals representing a variety of parishes, 

dioceses, academic institutions, organizations, movements, and networks. 

This National Summit was a way to listen to dialogue-style panel discussions on the “new styles and strategies” 

and “those practices that have shown their value” (CV 204-205) raised up in the synodal processes and how they 

apply to the lived situation of young people in the United States. Proposals were highlighted with pre-conference 

papers on various themes within Christus Vivit and further fleshed out through plenary keynotes, plenary panel 

conversations, and breakout conversations by ministerial area, all grounded in a spirit of prayer and worship. 

Participating bishops included Cardinal Blase Cupich, Archbishop of Chicago; Bishop Frank Caggiano, Bishop 

of Bridgeport; and Bishop Arturo Cepeda, Auxiliary Bishop of the Archdiocese of Detroit. In addition, Cardinal 

Daniel DiNardo, as President of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) and Archbishop 

Nelson Perez of Philadelphia, as chair of the USCCB Committee on Cultural Diversity in the Church, offered 

insights on the importance of the gathering to Summit participants.  
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The key outcomes of the Voice + Vision Summit included:

9 Drawing conclusions from recent national and international discussions about young people (through 

the National Dialogue, V Encuentro, Synod, and Christus Vivit) on how to transform ministry praxis in 

local settings across the United States.

9 Networking ministry leaders working with youth, collegians, and young adults with academic leaders in 

the fields of theology, ecclesiology, and pastoral ministry.

9 Engaging key leaders in idea-sharing and brainstorming that would lead to specific, concrete 

proposals on revitalizing the fields of youth, campus, and young adult ministries.

The key lessons of the Voice + Vision Summit included:

9 To truly develop concrete proposals for revitalization, more time must be allowed for debate, 

discussion, and analysis than a few days at a national summit. Furthermore, ministerial conversations 

need to be more free-flowing and less directed or controlled.

9 The controversy over specific perspectives, individuals, and ecclesiology further divides and polarizes 

the ministry field, alienates young people and those on the margins, and delays the invaluable work of 

developing the necessary strategies and directions for the Church.

9 Developing stronger bridges and connections between various outreach efforts to young people 

through their lives is needed (i.e. youth ministry, high school campus ministry, college campus ministry, 

young adult ministry, pastoral juvenil hispana, vocations ministry, academic programs, junior high 

ministry, urban ministries, family ministry, ministry on the margins, etc.).

9 Increased financial investment for the Church’s ministries with youth and young adults is crucial; it is 

necessary to sustain viability and effectiveness and in particular, funding for lay leadership. 

9 Greater episcopal investment in the Church’s work with youth and young adults is desired, inclusive 

of: the vision for pastoral ministries at the parish and diocesan levels; theology curriculum in academic 

settings; financial support; presence among youth and young adults in their dioceses; renewed 

vocation language; seminary formation on pastoral ministry with young people, etc. 

9 The need for more focus on building and sustaining relationships with young people and hearing 

from their lived realities (and the realities faced by those who accompany them locally), rather than 

proposing ideas generated at a national or global level that are disconnected or irrelevant. 

Following the Voice + Vision Summit in Steubenville, the National Dialogue Core Team assessed the feedback 

received from participants, which was mixed. The Summit, according to several attendees, did not allow for 

as much interactive dialogue as originally proposed, and there was an over-reliance on “experts” on panels 

speaking in theoretical terms rather than lived realities. This and similar (and sobering) feedback were a helpful 

assessment on the progress and reception of the National Dialogue, and that more work must be done to 

move away from high-level theory into concrete action.     
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Virtual Meeting July 14, 2020

The 2020 gathering of the National Leadership Network took 

place virtually on July 14, 2020 due to the realities of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. It was not the preferred way to gather but 

was a welcome connection point for NLN members who had not 

been able to gather in person for the purpose of the National 

Dialogue in almost a year. 47 individuals representing 35 

organizations, movements, networks, and dioceses participated. 

The initial data from the local conversations was shared with 

participants, revealing insights from the young people, families, 

and pastoral leaders from July 2018 to December 2019, which 

was unpacked in small and large group conversations, leading 

to some dreaming about where the findings point us as a 

Church in the United States – and within our ministry networks 

and organizations. The second half of the online gathering 

included potential models and experiences of mobilization, 

challenging NLN members to consider their own mobilization 

strategies going forward.

In the end, persistence was key to the success of the National 

Dialogue. As indicated in this report, there were challenges and 

struggles along the way as the process changed and altered 

course, but ultimately resulted in many moments of encounter: 

among the members of the National Leadership Network; with 

youth and young adults; in partnership with parents and families; 

and across the ministerial landscape in parishes, dioceses, 

campuses, apostolates, movements, and ministry networks.  

Persistence was key 

to the success of the 

National Dialogue
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Why Process Matters

In a world increasingly focused on immediate results and quick turnaround, discernment is often lost. Pope 

Francis noted this in his exhortation, Gaudete et Exsultate,5 which he also quoted within his exhortation on 

young people and vocational discernment, Christus Vivit:

“Contemporary life offers immense possibilities for action and distraction, and the 

world presents all of them as valid and good. All of us, but especially the young, are 

immersed in a culture of zapping… Without the wisdom of discernment, we can 

easily become prey to every passing trend.” (GE 167, qtd. in CV 279) 

Even in the Church, it can be tempting to avoid making the necessary space for process and discernment, 

as the constant demands of time are powerful forces that can dissuade us from engaging in thoughtful and 

patient experiences. From time to time during the National Dialogue initiative, the Core Team and National 

Leadership Network members would grow anxious for faster results or concrete action, but in the end, what 

was discovered was that the synodal journey and the art of listening were the concrete actions. 

In our age, listening and presence are often viewed as passive activities, less preferable to constant and 

dynamic movement, especially in the United States where expediency and instant results are so very desired. 

And yet, as Pope Francis says, “we simply cannot do without the silence of prolonged prayer, which enables us 

better to perceive God’s language… to calm our anxieties and to see the whole of our existence.” (GE 171, qtd. 

in CV 283) Silence, even slowness, have higher value than ready-made solutions, as they allow us to receive 

inspiration and motivation in God’s time, not ours.

5 Pope Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate (Rejoice and Be Glad). March 19, 2018. LEV © 2018.
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What we gain in a patient process is quality rather than 

expediency. When we slow down to listen, we can be present 

for others, to enter their reality rather than being absorbed in 

our own. The ministry of presence allows for openness to the 

interpersonal experience, so that we can truly know another 

person. In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis notes that “realities 

are greater than ideas” (EG 233) because “ideas disconnected 

from realities give rise to ineffectual forms of idealism and 

nominalism, capable at most of classifying and defining, but 

certainly not calling to action.” (EG 232)   

If the Church wishes to truly understand and enter the lives 

of youth and young adults, great ideas and strategies born of 

philosophical or statistical analysis will not suffice. It can be 

tempting to project our own takeaways onto other persons 

but doing so would betray our call to accompany others by 

listening as Christ did with the disciples on the road to Emmaus 

(cf. Lk 24:13-35), “even though they were going in the wrong 

direction.” (CV 292) The National Dialogue taught us that 

listening to the lived and sometimes harsh or critical realities 

faced by young people today is the only way to truly build up 

the Church’s ministry with youth and young adults. This was 

why the engagement process of this initiative was extended to 

eighteen months, from July 2018 to December 2019, to make 

sure time was dedicated for as many people as possible to 

engage in listening and accompaniment. 

A synodal Church, then, listens attentively to the concerns 

and realities experienced by her people, most especially the 

young. In Christus Vivit, Pope Francis notes that the “attentive 

and selfless listening” and “the time we are ready to spare for 

others,” born of process and patience “is a sign of our respect 

for others, whatever their ideas or choices in life” (CV 292) and 

“seeks to discern their ultimate intention, the intention that 

definitely decides the meaning of their life.” (CV 294) Without 

careful and intentional process, these types of encounters will 

only be surface-deep or worse, utilitarian, reducing dialogue to 

one function we do as a Church without a commitment to stay 

invested in the lives of the community.  

Listening to the lived 

and sometimes harsh 

or critical realities 

faced by young 

people today is the 

only way to truly 

build up the Church’s 

ministry with youth 

and young adults
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Through the National Dialogue engagement process6, we learned, among other things, that:

9 youth and young adults are facing more struggles than we realized, even before the realities of 2020, 

the pandemic, and the movements for racial justice. To name a few: depression and anxiety; feeling 

overwhelmed; divorce and other family conflict; sexual and gender identity struggles; loneliness; 

sexual, physical, or emotional abuse; loss and death; financial struggles.

9 a feeling of community, intentional ministry efforts, and personal accompaniment, especially at times of 

hardship, loss, or need, have had an impact on young people’s Church commitment.

9 youth and young adults struggle with the lack of synodality present in the Church (i.e. division, 

judgmental tone, exclusion, lack of openness, silos, etc.). 

9 the very act of listening and dialogue is itself an expression of the Church’s love.

Without spending the time in the company of young people, without taking the time necessary for good 

conversation to happen, and without a process to receive this input, we would not know these things. The 

realities that young people are facing, and their own input and opinions are invaluable to this effort, and by 

consequence, can help the entire Church better understand and respond to the young.

6 Based on the National Dialogue Data Report, February 29, 2020 (compiled by Ministry Training Source).
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Intersecting the Global Moment

Finally, synodality is about being part of something bigger than 

ourselves, recognizing that we play but one part in a symphony 

of movement. This applies to all Catholics, who belong to a 

tradition that spans the globe and covers many centuries of our 

planet’s history. 

Pope Francis noted that “an innate tension also exists between 

globalization and localization” and that “we need to pay attention 

to the global so as to avoid narrowness and banality. Yet we also 

need to look to the local, which keeps our feet on the ground.” 

(EG 234) The synodality that brings forth unity in community, that 

is always moving through the journey, and that requires patience 

and process is also one that keeps in mind the Holy Father’s 

principle that “the whole is greater than the part.” (EG 235)

What happens locally is intertwined with what is happening 

globally, especially in our age wherein the world is smaller than 

ever before, thanks to the digital environment in which we live. 

While the lived realities facing each young person are important 

(as they keep us rooted), so too is the global reality. As Pope 

Francis says, “We constantly have to broaden our horizons and 

see the greater good which will benefit us all.” (EG 235)

The Holy Spirit was at work as the National Dialogue was 

unfolding. Just as plans were being made by the National 

Dialogue Core Team to start the process (in 2016), both the 

USCCB launched the multi-year V Encuentro process (to last 

from 2017 to 2020) and Pope Francis announced a Synod on 

Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment (involving 

a process that would also take place from 2017 to 2019). 

These developments on the global scale caused the National 

Dialogue Core Team to re-think its original plans in order to 

connect with and complement those efforts.

One of the ways in which these universal movements impacted 

the work of the National Dialogue was the addition of multiple 

question sets for the engagement phase (to include V 

Encuentro and Synod-related follow-up questions), which would 

complement (rather than compete) with the conversations that 

were had during the V Encuentro and Synod consultations. 

We constantly have to 

broaden our horizons 

and see the greater 

good which will 

benefit us all.

— Pope Francis (2013),   

in Evangelii Gaudium, 235
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Furthermore, other global actions (beyond the V Encuentro and the Synod) also intersected and influenced 

the work of the National Dialogue during its inception and execution, including: World Youth Days, both 

the international gatherings in 2016 and 2019, as well as the annual celebration of young people each year 

nationally; the publication of the USCCB resource, Living as Missionary Disciples (2017); the USCCB Convocation 

of Catholic Leaders (2017); the release of Pope Francis’ exhortations, Gaudete et Exsultate (2018) and Christus 

Vivit (2019); the abuse crisis (2018-onward); and the ongoing conversations and initiatives on youth and young 

adults that have taken place at the USCCB, in particular through the Committees on Catholic Education; Clergy, 

Consecrated Life and Vocations; Cultural Diversity in the Church; Evangelization and Catechesis; and Laity, 

Marriage, Family Life and Youth. In addition, the National Dialogue leadership was nimble enough to respond 

gracefully to the lessons learned from the abuse crisis, immigration and racial justice issues, the global pandemic, 

and the resulting economic recession that impacted young people, families, and ministry leaders.

Being conscious and aware of those moments as they arose, not to mention the multitude of activities of the 

National Leadership Network members and organizations during the National Dialogue initiative, helped to 

shape and direct the course of this project – and in the end, helped to make a greater impact. Not only was the 

National Dialogue connected to the synodality within the fields of youth and young adult ministries, but it was 

interwoven synodally with the life of the Universal Church. 
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By connecting to the global moment, the National Dialogue learned the following:

9 The entire Church is engaging youth and young adults at the same time around the world, and this 

unified effort might yield more long-lasting and universal results.

9 The struggles that young people face In the U.S. are shared by those in other countries, as evidenced 

in the Synod consultations in the Pre-Synodal Meeting Final Document7 in March 2018 and the Synod 

of Bishops Final Document8 in October 2018, as well as in Christus Vivit, esp. chapter 3.

9 There is an imbalance of resources provided across the ministerial landscape, especially noticeable in 

the lack of investment in cultural ministries and pastoral juvenil hispana.9  

9 The abuse crisis within, the fiscal management of, the engagement with society and culture by, and the 

political, ethical, and legal activities of the Church all have had great impact on the spiritual life of youth 

and young adults; as a consequence, the Church’s ministry with young people should be integrated 

and more connected with other areas of ecclesial activity. 

9 Pathways to leadership within the Church and into society must continually be fostered, to move youth 

and young adults beyond their own local ministries and present realities, and to help them realize the 

vocational pathways to which God has called them. 

9 Being “catholic” means being mindful of the universal aspect of the “whole” Church. Synodality, then, 

must consider how youth, campus, and young adult ministries are connected to other Church efforts, 

both within a parish, a diocese, and nationally. The time has passed when one could safely work within 

a “silo” separate from the activities of others. A global society does not allow for that route. 

Young people urge their leaders to think synodally, to think bigger than their local experience. Yet they also 

urge them to keep clear the realities in front of each and every one of us. The National Dialogue was intentional 

about integrating the global realities into the process, while also holding in tension the very intimate 

experience of personal encounter and listening, “between globalization and localization” as Pope Francis put it 

in Evangelii Gaudium 234. By walking that line, it is hoped that the results of the engagement and mobilization 

phases have a more solid foundation upon which to work. 

Synodality, then, is a multi-layered approach to ministry: it is the community on a journey, always in motion, while 

also being a patient process over time so that local realities can be encountered and having a global perspective 

so that it works in symphony with the whole Church. The National Dialogue has been an exercise in practicing 

synodality and learning lessons for the benefit not only for this particular process or for young people, but for the 

Church’s ongoing call to accompany and care for all God’s people from every culture, context, and community. 

The lessons learned revealed that, at times along the way, the effort worked, and at other times, it fell short.  

7 Pre-Synodal Meeting Final Document. March 24, 2018. http://www.synod.va/content/synod2018/en/news/final-document-from-the-
pre-synodal-meeting.html

8 Synod of Bishops Final Document. October 27, 2018. http://www.synod.va/content/synod2018/en/fede-discernimento-vocazione/
final-document-of-the-synod-of-bishops-on-young-people--faith-an.html

9 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Proceedings and Conclusions of the V National Encuentro of Hispanic/Latino 
Ministry. USCCB Publishing, Washington DC © 2019, pgs. 133-139.
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The National Dialogue was encouraged by Pope Francis and his message to the young Church, and reflected 

on how this might apply to all generations: 

“Take risks, even if it means making mistakes… Make a ruckus! Cast out the fears that 

paralyze you, so that you don’t become young mummies. Live!... Open the door of 

the cage, go out and fly! Please don’t take an early retirement.” (CV 143)   

In that same spirit, we pressed on. We made a bit of ruckus, learned from our mistakes, and opened the doors 

so that the Church could walk freely along the synodal way. 
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Chapter 2: A Church that Goes Forth:  
The Findings 

In this second section, you will learn about how this process of local conversations reached nearly 10,000 

people, including many of those who participated in the Synod and Encuentro listening processes. There 

were over 450 recorded National Dialogue conversations. The data from these recorded conversations and 

concurrent processes give us a window onto the world of young people, their families, and ministry leaders. It 

also gives us a window onto their experience of Catholic pastoral ministry today.

…the Church wants again to state her desire to encounter, accompany and care for 

every young person, without exception.10 — Synod Preparatory Document

Part One — Methodology of Dialogue: A Church that Goes Out to Encounter 
and Engage

Pope Francis has often emphasized the need for pastoral ministers to use dialogue as “the method,” a method 

that respects the person and their ideas. Similarly, the Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational 

Discernment called for Church processes that include mutual listening and intergenerational dialogue. 

The hope of these processes is to develop new responses that are also attentive to young people who are 

marginalized or that have limited contact with the Church. In that same vein, the V National Encuentro of 

Hispanic/Latino Ministry was also steeped in a process of intentional listening to the peripheries of society, the 

family, and the Church. All these endeavors were greatly influenced by the Holy Father’s apostolic exhortation 

Evangelii Gaudium (Joy of the Gospel), focused on missionary discipleship and a Church that goes forth to 

encounter and that dares us to practice the art of listening. 

10 Synod Preparatory document, II. 
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The Holy Father states, 

“We need to practice the art of listening, which is more than simply hearing. Listening, 

in communication, is an openness of heart which makes possible that closeness 

without which genuine spiritual encounter cannot occur. Listening helps us to find the 

right gesture and word which shows that we are more than simply bystanders.”11

Considering the Holy Father’s call to listening and dialogue, the primary goal of the National Dialogue’s 

Engagement Phase was to gather diverse voices of youth, young adults, parents, ministry leaders, religious, 

pastors, and bishops in a national conversation. The purpose of the conversations was to more deeply 

understand the lived experience of youth and young adults so that as a Church, we can transform our ministry 

practice to more effectively encounter and accompany.

A key focus of the National Dialogue was the understanding that young people are also agents of ministry. 

This methodology can be challenging if pastoral leaders are accustomed to a traditional classroom model or a 

model in which young people are mere recipients. Dr. Vincent Olea argues, 

“If the role of the pastoral leaders is to talk, then when will the adult ever stop to 

listen; and if the role of our youth is to listen, when will they ever get a chance to 

talk? Growth in faith is a relational endeavor, requiring an equal value of one another 

and the sincere awareness that God is alive in all of us.”12   

11 Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium. November 24, 2013, 171.
12 Vincent A. Olea, But I Don’t Speak Spanish: A Narrative Approach to Ministry with Young People, (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2019), 108.
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A traditional model is ever more frustrating to young people 

whose communications style is more lateral than top down given 

the onset of social media and its participatory dialogue. The need 

for relationality and conversation is evident in the Final Document 

of the Synod where young people expect the Church to be less 

paternalistic and embrace a style of dialogue that is open.13  

The Document stresses, “It is in relationships – with Christ, 

with others, in the community – that faith is handed on. For the 

sake of mission, too, the Church is called to adopt a relational 

manner that places emphasis on listening, welcoming, dialogue 

and common discernment in a process that transforms the lives 

of those taking part.”14 

Dialogue as a method is essential to pastoral ministry as a 

means of consultation and authentic listening, helping us to 

understand our current reality, to reevaluate our ways of doing 

ministry, and to creatively rethink our offerings, processes, and 

the way that we serve our young people. One of the biggest 

mistakes we can make is to remain in a rut of never changing 

our offerings, goals, and methods in ministry. Our realities 

demand new ideas, creative energy, and a commitment 

between both laity and clergy to work together to spread 

the Gospel with authenticity, compassion, and mercy. The 

National Dialogue also wanted to generate dialogue between 

key youth and young adult players, some of whom were 

serving independently in their own silos. The previous chapter 

highlighted the use of dialogue as method in this first phase of 

the process. This chapter’s focus is to present the second phase 

of the process- Engage- which presents the findings of the 

National Dialogue Conversations. 

The National Dialogue conversation tools

The National Dialogue created guidelines for a “Way of 

Proceeding” to help set the tone for these conversations. The 

way of proceeding was introduced by facilitators to create an 

atmosphere of fraternal listening and intergenerational dialogue. 

Please reference back to this “Way” in the previous chapter.

The National Dialogue also developed question sets to help 

leaders facilitate the discussions. Various question sets were 

developed for four different audiences. 

13 Synod Final Document, 57.
14 Ibid, 122.

One of the biggest 

mistakes we can make 

is to remain in a rut of 

never changing our 

offerings, goals, and 

methods in ministry

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 61



One set of questions for each group included the “basic questions,” which can be found in the appendix 

and on the website. Due to the fact that some young people had already participated in the Synod process, 

additional sets of questions were developed for each group that included quotations from the Pre-Synodal 

Meeting Final Document. These were intended to be helpful for groups that had participated in the processes 

providing input to the Pre-Synodal Meeting. 

Feedback from V Encuentro leaders recommended that an additional consultation was not needed and that 

the work carried out during the previous years should be integrated into the National Dialogue process. As a 

result, a set of questions that included quotes from the Fifth National Encuentro were developed for groups 

who participated in the V Encuentro process. However, if these leaders were unable or unwilling to offer 

conversations using the National Dialogue process, they received guidelines for submitting summary reports 

of what they had already heard from the V Encuentro process. The Proceedings and Conclusions of the V 

Encuentro are also integrated into this chapter. 

Along the way, Youth Ministers also requested a Youth Ministry Night resource to carry out these sessions. 

In addition to a Facilitation Guide, a Recording Guide with instructions on how to record what they heard, a 

youth session and youth ministry guide were provided. Most of the resources were offered in both English and 

Spanish.  Should you want to learn more about the tools used, or hold a National Dialogue session yourself, 

you can find all of these sets of questions and the facilitator guides, including videos in the appendix on the 

National Dialogue website.

Non/Former 
and/or Marginal 
Catholic Youth 
and/or Young 

Adults

Active or 
Engaged Youth 

and/or 
Young Adults

Parents and 
Families of 

Youth and/or 
Young Adults

Ministry Leaders 
Who Work with 

Youth and/or 
Young Adults

A U D I E N C E S
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Reflecting on what Leaders Heard

After the dialogue sessions, pastoral leaders guiding the 

conversations were asked to take notes on what they heard. 

To help this process they were asked to prayerfully consider 

the implications of the conversation and how the conversation 

impacted them. The following questions helped leaders to 

wrestle with what they heard. 

9 How does this change or grow the way I feel about youth 

and young adults?

9 What do I feel called to do or to do differently in the way I 

interact?

9 What can I do in my ministry to respond to youth and young 

adults?

9 What am I called to pray about?

They were then invited to share the results from their dialogue 

with their ministry, parish, Catholic school, and/or organization. 

Dioceses could also opt to collect results and insights online or 

through local gatherings of facilitators and organizers. Parishes, 

dioceses and organizations could then submit their reflections 

and answers online via a SurveyMonkey instrument to the 

National Dialogue.

After a parish has listened to 

the stories of young adults, it 

is in a much better position 

to respond in ways that 

meet the needs of young 

adults. The partner parishes 

that followed the National 

Dialogue’s guidelines and 

steps for listening sessions 

experienced the most fruits 

from their efforts. What was 

particularly significant in the 

results was that the listening 

session produced local data…

One parish that lauded 

itself as a very welcoming 

community found that most 

of its own young adults felt 

uneasy and judged when 

attending Masses. As a result, 

the parish is working on 

ways to better educate their 

faithful to be more welcoming 

especially to young adults.

— Michal Horace, Saint Meinrad 

Young Adult Initiative
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Research Methodology

The goal of the Engage Phase of the National Dialogue was to listen to the life and faith realities of youth, 

young adults, parents, and ministry leaders. To engage in these conversations, the National Leadership 

Network worked with the Core Team to create different sets of questions for the different audiences, as well as 

the different listening contexts. These included:

9 Questions for youth and young adults not engaged in faith,

9 Questions for youth and young adults engaged in faith, including a basic set of questions, as well as 

question options that integrated ideas from the 2018 Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational 

Discernment and V Encuentro documents for a deeper reflection,

9 Questions for parents and ministry leaders with options that integrated ideas from the 2018 Synod of Bishops 

on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment, and V Encuentro documents for a deeper reflection.

Data Collection

There were seven different survey instruments created to collect input from the facilitators on what they heard 

in the conversations, depending on the questions they used for the conversations. Additionally, due to the fact 

that many dioceses across the country participated in listening sessions related to the V Encuentro and the 

Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment, there was an option for dioceses to summarize 

what they heard from either of these processes as well, in order to include these voices in the National 

Dialogue data. Data collection was done primarily in English, but there were two Spanish version options for 

submitting facilitator input. Data collection began in the summer of 2018 and extended all through that and 

the next year, ending on December 31, 2019.

Summary Questions and Coding

Due to the various question options for the conversations, it was important to find a way to compare the 

conversations’ data even though different sets of questions were discussed in the conversations. To that end, 

the National Leadership Network, in conjunction with the Core Team and Research Team, identified 17 overall 

summary questions into which all the different conversation data was coded. These questions had pre-coded 

response options, as well as the option to provide an “other” response that was not on the pre-coded list. The 

only questions that did not have any pre-coded responses were at the end of the survey. Question 27 asking: 

what does the Church need to grow and enhance, eliminate, or create? and Question 28 asking facilitators: 

what is one way they want to transform their ministry based upon the conversation?

64 National Dialogue  |  Final Report



The 17 summary questions, which make up the data for this report, are as follows:

9 In light of your conversation, what were the issues and concerns that were mentioned that the Church 

needs to understand about the life experiences of youth and young adults? (from Q11)

9 When has the Catholic faith made a difference? (from Q13)

9 What is helping youth and young adults grow in faith? (from Q14)

9 How do young people describe their experience and engagement with the Catholic Church? (from Q16)

9 What do young people like about the Church and why are they remaining Catholic? (from Q17)

9 What challenges or obstacles do youth and young adults encounter in their participation in and 

relationship to the Church? (from Q18)

9 From what you heard, what are youth and young adults looking for from the Church? (from Q20)

9 What can the Church do to support youth and young adults in their lives and faith? (from Q22)

9 What can the Church do to help youth and young adults in listening and discerning God’s call? (from Q23)

9 How was their faith and relationship with Jesus described? (from Q24)

9 From your conversation, what challenges or obstacles do youth or young adults encounter with their faith 

in God?  (from Q25)

9 What support do parents need to help youth and/or young adults grow in faith and engagement with the 

Church? (from Q55)

9 What support do ministry leaders need to help youth and/or young adults grow in faith and engagement 

with the Church? (from Q67)

9 Based upon what you heard, what does the Church need to grow and enhance? (from Q27.1)

9 Based upon what you heard, what does the Church need to eliminate? (from Q27.2)

9 Based upon what you heard, what does the Church need to create? (from Q27.3)

9 Because of what I heard, one way I want to transform my ministry with young people or the ministry of my 

parish, school, or organization is: (from Q28)

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 65



There were two ways data from the conversations was collected from facilitators via the SurveyMonkey: 

9 By describing their conversation by responding to the summary questions report that used pre-coded 

responses, as well as an opportunity to write in “other” responses. We call this way of data collection, the 

Summary Responses. 

9 By describing their conversation by writing a short summary of what they heard in the conversation using the 

actual questions discussed in their conversation. We call this way of data collection, the Verbatim Responses.

Please note, the Verbatim Responses were coded into the same summary questions used by facilitators who 

provided a Summary Response. Additionally, a second level of coding took place on all the data regardless of 

the response type, to code all the “other” or open-ended questions. 

Four data reports are available on our website that provide the details of the responses to these summary 

questions. In Data Report 1, a list of the summary questions and percentages of the multi-responses for each 

question can be found. Data Report 2 provides the same information; however, it is broken into responses based 

upon age group of the conversation (youth, young adults, and older adults which includes both parents and 

ministry leaders.) Summary question 55 focuses only on parent groups and question 67 focuses only on ministry 

leader groups. Data Report 3 provides a breakdown of the Thematic Response Groupings Analysis which is 

explained in more detail below. Data Report 4 provides a list of both of the “other” or open-ended responses. 
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Data Analysis

One of the great benefits of the way data collection was 

conducted in the National Dialogue process was that it allowed 

for comparisons between various groups of respondents, 

defined by their responses to the questions on the first page 

of the data entry survey. Once the data was all gathered, the 

Research Team reviewed the responses and determined that 

the following comparisons would be most fruitful for analysis:

9 Responses by geographic region of the country (Northeast, 

Midwest, South, and West)

9 Responses by age group (youth, young adult, parent, and 

ministry leader)

9 Responses by gender group (all/mostly female, all/mostly 

male, and roughly even)

9 Responses by ethnicity (all Hispanic, all non-Hispanic, and 

mixed with some Hispanic)

9 Responses by level of engagement in faith and Church (active/

engaged, and disaffiliated/unengaged/mixed/not sure)

A major challenge for interpretation lies in the fact that effectively 

there are more than 400 variables to review for each of these 

groups. A second compounding challenge lies in the fact that, 

with so many variables, there were bound to be many “coded 

variables” that were left unchecked in every survey response. This 

is known as “missing data.” Because the responses represented 

a group conversation and not an individual person, the missing 

responses cannot be interpreted as meaning that those 

categories were not true for the group—it only meant that they 

did not come up in the conversation. This rendered a detailed 

analysis of responses to individual variables nearly statistically 

meaningless with respect to today’s young Catholics.

Although the data entry was designed in a way to allow for 

statistical analysis, it is important to recognize that the results 

should be interpreted qualitatively. The people who participated 

in the National Dialogue are not a random sample of the 

population of Catholic youth and young adults; therefore, what 

they said cannot be construed as representative of the larger 

population beyond those who participated. The demographic 

questions on the first page of the survey do allow for some 

The National 

Dialogue results 

should be interpreted 

qualitatively
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comparisons within the sample group, but such comparisons 

should carefully avoid overly broad generalizations.

However, this does not mean that the statistical summaries and 

comparative tables are meaningless. By looking at combinations 

of responses across multiple variables, it is possible to discern 

patterns that provide great pastoral insight into the hopes, needs, 

concerns, and complaints of young Catholics today, as well as 

those of the adults who care about and accompany them. 

Analysis by Thematic Response Groupings

In order to overcome the “missing data” challenge, the 

Research Team organized the variables into “thematic response 

groupings”—see Data Report 3 for a complete list of the groups 

and the variables that pertain to each. This assignment was 

done by analyzing the affinity of variables across all questions 

in the survey, in a process like that used for coding the open-

ended responses. Some variables had an affinity with two 

thematic groups, and all were assigned to at least one.

Once the thematic response groupings were defined, the 

number of checked variables in each group was counted 

for each response or “case”; those numbers were stored as 

a variable in the dataset. Data Report 3 contains a list of the 

frequency distributions for each of the groupings. It is important 

to recognize that the possible number of checked variables 

in each grouping depended on the nature of each facilitated 

conversation being reported: certain questions were only asked 

of youth and young adults; others were only asked of parents 

or ministry leaders; and some were asked of all four groups. 

Also, in that report, a table is provided indicating the possible 

number of selected variables in each thematic response 

grouping, as defined by the age group in the conversation.

Due to the differences in these possible numbers, a direct 

comparison across all cases based only on the number of 

checked boxes would misconstrue the relative weight of the 

thematic grouping in each case. Therefore, another variable 

was created representing the percentage of possible group 

variables that were checked in each case. Finally, a third variable 

for each thematic grouping was defined based on the range of 

percentages encountered.

Certain questions 

were only asked of 

youth and young 

adults; others were 

only asked of parents 

or ministry leaders; 

and some were asked 

of all four groups
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SAMPLE

Table 1: Dioceses Responding to the National Dialogue Survey      

Grouped by Number of Conversations Reported on in Data Set 

There were 446 valid conversations or responses provided based upon the listening within the National 

Dialogue, V Encuentro, and the Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment processes. 

Over 100 of these conversations were done at national or regional events and had participants from multiple 

dioceses in the conversation. The actual dioceses for these 106 conversations was either not asked or not 

recorded consistently, so they are unknown. However, the other 340 conversations took place in dioceses and 

represented 66 distinct dioceses (see Table 1) in the data set. Because dioceses could host more than one 

conversation, Table 1 provides a breakdown of the number of conversations hosted by diocese. 

One might be tempted to ask whether this sample is broad enough to draw statistically representative 

conclusions about the U.S. Catholic Church. Due to the way some of the data was collected at events with 

multiple dioceses present, there is no final count of the number of dioceses represented in the conversations. 

The bottom line is that it is not a representative sample. About three of every eight dioceses are directly 

included because they hosted one or more conversations. Even so, more were certainly included in the 

conversations at regional and national events, possibly reaching the goal of listening to voices of the youth and 

young adults from 100 dioceses in the process.

Multiple Dioceses Represented in Conversation

Twenty-Six or More Conversations Reported      

(Arch/Dioceses of Buffalo, Columbus, Seattle, Springfield-Cape Girardeau) 

Three to Eleven Conversations Reported 

(Arch/Dioceses of Austin, Belleville, Chicago, Davenport, Denver, Detroit, 

Dubuque, Fresno, Gary, Indianapolis, Jefferson City, Joliet, Lexington,  

Little Rock, Los Angeles, Louisville, New York, Philadelphia, Sacramento, 

San Angelo, St. Augustine, St. Petersburg, Washington)

One or Two Conversations Reported 

(Arch/Dioceses of Anchorage, Baker, Baltimore, Baton Rouge, Camden, 

Charleston, Charlotte, Cleveland, Covington, El Paso, Evansville, Fairbanks, 

Galveston-Houston, Knoxville, Lafayette in Indiana, Lansing, Las Cruces, 

Marquette, Miami, Military Services USA, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Newark, 

New Orleans, Orange, Orlando, Portland in Maine, Portland in Oregon, 

Reno, Rochester, Rockville Centre, Salt Lake City, Salina, San Francisco,  

San Jose, Stockton, Tucson, Venice, Winona, Youngstown) 

Total

Frequency

106

165

122

53

446

Percent

23.8%

37.0%

27.4%

11.8%

100.0%

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 69



Reliability of the National Dialogue Data 
as a Guide for Mobilization

A more important consideration is whether this data can be 

regarded as a reliable source of information to guide the 

mobilization of the Church. As qualitative research goes, the 

criteria for reliable research is not so much about sample size 

or representativity, but rather: 1) creating a safe space in which 

participants can honestly give voice to their perspective;  

2) accurately reporting what was heard; and 3) striving to 

include the full diversity of voices that one might expect to 

find in the population being studied. Through the National 

Dialogue’s National Leadership Network (NLN) and the training 

materials that were prepared, facilitators were guided to ensure 

the first two criteria.

On the third criteria, the breadth of diversity in the recorded 

responses is one measure of success, and, in that regard, the 

data collected certainly passes the test, with dozens of distinct 

codes identified for the responses to each question. The codes 

allow for some statistical analysis to quickly and clearly identify 

the major themes that are on people’s minds and hearts. Yet, 

it is also important to pay attention to themes that came up 

infrequently—especially when they were mentioned as a write-in 

response to the “other” option in most of the questions or the 

open-ended questions, as well as the pre-coded themes that 

perhaps did not come up as much as one might have expected.

Another measure of diversity can be found by reviewing 

the descriptive data that was collected with respect to each 

of the facilitated dialogue groups and V Encuentro/Synod 

contributions (cf. the charts in the following section). From that 

data, we can see that youth, young adults, and ministry leaders 

were all well represented. Conversations with parents were less 

frequent, but still meaningful. Young women, young men, and 

the geographic regions of the country were all well represented, 

as were the European-American, Hispanic/Latino, Black and 

African American, Asian and Pacific Islander, bi-racial, or multi-

racial participants. Less well represented were conversations 

in school settings, with Native Americans and Alaska Natives, 

migrants and refugees, and recent immigrants, as well as with 

disaffiliated or unengaged young people.

Pastoral leaders 

should not hesitate to 

trust the faithfulness 

and breadth of 

the data that was 

collected
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On the whole, the submitted reports on the National Dialogue conversations provide a rich and detailed 

portrait of the current state of ministry with young people in the Catholic Church throughout the United States. 

Data Report 4 adds color to the findings, allowing interested readers to view the full coded responses to the 

open-ended questions at the end of each online reporting session. Furthermore, those responses can be 

compared by age group and English versus Spanish. The analysis by thematic response groupings in Data 

Report 3 gives further insight into some of the ways responses varied by geography, age group, gender, 

ethnicity, and level of engagement. Pastoral leaders should not hesitate to trust the faithfulness and breadth of 

the data that was collected, and to utilize it—in light of the pastoral criteria and directions set forth in Christus 

Vivit and other pertinent ecclesial documents—in their discernment for how best to respond and mobilize in 

response to what has been learned.

The majority of the conversations were held in the Midwest (41.3%) due to many of the multi-diocese 

conversations taking place in that region, with the least number being from the South (16.8%). In addition 

to geographic location, the National Dialogue Conversations can be understood by the gender of the 

participants in the conversation (see Chart 2), both the context or ministry setting of the conversation (see 

Chart 3), and the ethnicities of those in the conversation (see Chart 4).

Chart 1: In which region did the conversation take place?

+28%+28%

RECORDED CONVERSATIONS/LISTENING SESSIONS BY REGION

WEST
78 Responses

17.5%

MIDWEST
184 Responses

41.3%

SOUTH
75 Responses

16.8%

NORTHEAST
109 Responses

24.4%
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Chart 2: Please describe the gender makeup of the group you facilitated.

Recorded Conversations/Listening Sessions by Gender of Participants

 

 

Chart 3: Which of these settings or contexts best describes where your conversation 
took place?

Recorded Conversations/Listening          

Sessions by Setting/Context

 

Most of the conversations took place in a regional or national conference/event setting (38.8%) followed by 

parishes (22.2%) and diocesan conversations (16.8). 

All female

Mostly female

Roughly half female 
and half male

Mostly male

All male

Unknown/
Did not identify

9% 40 Conversations

25.3% 113 Conversations

51.3% 229 Conversations

5.4% 24 Conversations

6.5% 29 Conversations

2.5%     11 Conversations

38.8%
Regional or National 

Conference/Event

22.2%
Parish

16.8%
Diocese

11.4%
Movement

6.7%
Campus or University

2.5%
Consulta del V Encuentro

1.6% - School
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Chart 4: To the best of your knowledge, which ethnicities were present in your 
conversation group?

Recorded Conversations/Listening Sessions by Reported Ethnicities

 

Caucasians and Hispanic/Latinos made up the vast majority of conversation participants with English being the 

primary language that was spoken. The vast majority of the conversations were with those who are affiliated 

or engaged in faith with only 24 of the conversations being identified as with youth or young adults that were 

disaffiliated or unengaged. 

Chart 5: What was the language predominantly spoken during the conversation?

Recorded Conversations/Listening Sessions by Spoken Language

 

European-
American

Hispanic/
Latino

Black and 
African 

American

Asian and 
Pacific 

Islander

Native 
American

Bi or 
Multi-Racial/

Ethnic

Other
0

10

20

30

40

50
45.7%

28.4%

6.9%
8.8%

1.1%

8.0%

1.0%

English - 389 Conversations

Spanish/Bilingual - 45 Conversations
3

2
Unknown - 12 Conversations
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Chart 6: How would you describe the level of engagement in faith and Church of your 
group?

Recorded Conversations/Listening Sessions by Ecclesial Engagement

 

Chart 7: Breakdown of Youth, Young Adults, Older Adults

Recorded Conversations/Listening Sessions by Age

 

Combined Ministry Leaders & Parents

There were four different audiences for the conversations: youth, young adults, parents, and ministry leaders 

(see Chart 7.) Youth (173) and young adult (161) conversations made up the majority of the conversations with 

ministry leaders (88) next and followed by parents (24) having the least number of conversations in the data 

set. For comparison purposes, parents’ and ministry leaders’ conversations were combined to make up an 

older adult conversation group (112) in the data set.

The Conversations utilized the following age groups for the listening conversations with young people.

9 Youth – high-school students; those younger than 18 years of age

9 Young Adults – 18-39 years of age

Affiliated/Engaged - 398 Conversations

Disaffiliated/Unengaged - 24 Conversations
3

2
Mixed - 14 Conversations

Older Adults
112 Conversations

Youth
173 Conversations

Young Adults
161 Conversations

Youth
173 Conversations

Young Adults
161 Conversations

Ministry Leaders - 88 Conversations
3

2
Parents - 24 Conversations
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It is important to consider that Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (Youth and Young Adult Ministry amongst Hispanics/

Latinos) provides formation and pastoral accompaniment to Spanish-speaking young people during their 

adolescence, early adulthood, up until someone marries or reaches the age of 30 years of age.15 Pastoral 

Juvenil Hispana groups are often mixed and can include different age groups and academic levels (elementary 

to college graduates). There has been some movement in separating Pastoral Juvenil Hispana groups due to 

safe environment guidelines requirements put forth by many dioceses. 

The V Encuentro process collected information using Pastoral Juvenil Hispana’s age groups and would have 

selected both groups present in the listening sessions. In the global Synod setting, these groups were combined 

into one called “jóvenes” or “young people” (ages 16 to 29); in the National Dialogue, significant effort was put into 

separating the responses of and to these two age groups. This is, of course, due to the fact that the “youth” and 

“young adult” categories are highly emphasized in the United States, while this is not the case in other countries. 

Because of this decision, the responses of the youth and young adults were more nuanced and specific than what 

was heard among the broad grouping of “young people” at the Vatican Synod.

Part Two — Findings and Observations

The overall goal of the Engage Phase of the National Dialogue was to listen to the life and faith experiences 

and perspectives of youth, young adults, parents, and ministry leaders from different settings including parish, 

school, campus, diocese, movements, and national conferences. A variety of topics and questions were 

discussed through the more than 450 conversations or listening sessions that were reported on as part of the 

National Dialogue, V Encuentro, and the Synod on Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment.

Due to the diversity of topics, age groups, and settings of the various conversations, contradictions were often 

found in the data from these conversations. For example, many youth conversations called for less programing 

and more accompaniment, while others called for more programing. Another area of contradiction was the 

issue of the relevance of the Church in their lives with over half of the conversations indicating it was relevant 

while a third indicated a lack of relevance; sometimes both of these responses were reported in the same 

conversation. (See Data Report 1: Q 11)

15 National Catholic Network de Pastoral Juvenil (La RED), Conclusions: First National Encounter for Hispanic Youth and Young Adult 
Ministry, USCCB: 2008, 23.
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Additionally, the data on conversations from older adults (parents and ministry leaders) was often found to be 

more pessimistic and negative, focusing more on the youth, young adults and families that were not engaged 

in faith and what needs to be done about that reality. The majority of the youth and young adult conversations 

were with those who were engaged in faith which resulted more often in sharing more positive views on 

faith and the Church. Due to these differences, youth and young adult conversations often shared a different 

perspective from older adult conversations. One thing is clear from reviewing this broad landscape of youth 

and young adult ministry, that this ministry is complex and diverse, and no singular approach or solution can 

address the many needs and issues that surfaced. 

By looking at combinations of responses across multiple variables, it is possible to discern patterns that 

provide great pastoral insight into the hopes, needs, concerns, and complaints of young Catholics today, 

as well as those of the adults who care about and accompany them: parents, family members, and ministry 

leaders. We will look at some of the key themes and trends of conversations that might help us to glean 

insights on what we can do next in response to our listening. 

One example of a data set that intrigued the Core Team was Question 11: In light of your conversation, 

what were the issues and concerns that were mentioned that the Church needs to understand about the life 

experiences of youth and young adults?

Some of the top areas of focus included: 

9 Challenge or Obstacle in Participation or Relationship with Church (87.7%)

9 Grow in Faith (87.0%)

9 Looking for from Church (83.4%)

9 Challenge or Obstacle with Faith in God (71.3%)

NOTE: no other areas were discussed in more than 60% of the responses/discussions
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Some observations that the Core Team made from these 

particular areas raised by young people are: 

First, youth and young adults wrestle with the questions 
of how the Church is relevant in their lives. Some young 

people and older adults expressed frustration by the perceived 

hypocrisy in the Church. Young people have a propensity to 

feel that the Church is relevant in their lives (53.4%). Young 

people are also looking for the Church to engage in issues 

relevant to them and their lived experiences. This means that 

it is very important that we, as a Church, preach and teach 

on relevant moral issues and hot topics, like sexual identity, 

gender, racism, and other polarizing issues, in an authentic and 

Christ-like way. This seems tied to another theme that came up 

in many conversations: that young people are frustrated by a 

perceived hypocrisy in the Church (an incredible 50.4% noted 

this hypocrisy). Young people want to know the truths and 

teachings of the faith (tapping into their Catholic roots), but also 

clearly want prophetic action, compassion, and consistency in 

the Church’s thought and practice. 

It is also evident that young people are very busy and over-
scheduled (more than half: 53%). Many young people feel 

overwhelmed, over-committed, and over-booked. The way the 

Church schedules its ministry programs may not help alleviate 

that burden either. Intentionality in our program planning 

might lead us to think more creatively about the way we offer 

our ministries. Moving from a set model of regular meetings 

to a variety of opportunities that people can participate as 

they can is one shift we may need to consider. Another is to 

offer opportunities that would be considered counter cultural – 

opportunities to rest, be quiet or in silence, and slow down. This 

has been observed as one of the main reasons for the practice 

of Eucharistic Adoration increasing in the past two generations 

– it is the opposite of the busy and overstimulated experiences 

young people partake in in everyday life. 

Related to this, many young people experience depression 
and/or anxiety. The extra burdens and busyness come with 

their costs. This is usually reflected in the high frequency of 

experience young people have with depression and anxiety 

(discussed in 45.5% of conversations). This reality requires that 

those ministering with young people must become adept at 

reading the signs of anxiety, depression, and mental health 

concerns. In the last year of this project, we found this was 

further exacerbated by the pandemic, physical distancing, 

It is very important 

that we, as a Church, 

preach and teach on 

relevant moral issues 

and hot topics in an 

authentic and Christ-

like way 
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and social isolation. And as much as we want to be able to 

alleviate these burdens from the young people we accompany, 

we must understand our limitations and develop networks of 

professionals to refer our young people to. Not all of us can be 

expert pastoral ministers and mental health professionals. This 

requires greater partnerships and engagement in these areas. 

Young people struggle with Church teachings. One last 

theme that came up frequently in conversations was how 

young people struggle with the Church’s teachings (in 45.5% 

of conversations). While the teachings they take issue with vary, 

there seems to be a clear sense that they want to learn more 

and wish to engage in dialogue in these areas. Unlike some 

theories that better catechesis would alleviate this concern, we 

observed that many young people really do understand the 

Church’s teaching well, but felt that there was more to be said. 

Whether they agree with the theological concepts is one thing. 

What came up in many conversations was the lack of action or 

consistency in the living out of these teachings. Young people 

raised up issues like the treatment of people who identify as 

LGTBQ by some Church leaders and groups; they noted that 

the actions of some Catholic leaders seemed to contradict the 

Church’s advocacy against “unjust discrimination,” rooted in 

the Gospel. The challenge posed to Church leadership is to 

ensure that pastoral actions correspond to the teachings of 

Christ, as young people will hold us accountable. The distrust 

of institutions, even among active Catholics, has led youth 

and young adults to become some of the Church’s most vocal 

critics; however, pastoral actions and consistency of practice 

(when done well) have also made young people some of the 

Church’s best proponents and evangelizers.

While we will get 

into the implications 

for mobilization in 

the next section, it is 

important to stop and 

reflect on the overall 

themes and trends 

that the data pointed 

to, so that we can be 

more responsive with 

concrete action to the 

concerns and realities 

facing youth and 

young adults today.
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Overall Themes and Trends

There were a few clear overarching themes and trends that emerged from many of the conversations. These 

included the following items:

Many young people who are actively engaged in their Catholic faith still struggle with the Church 

The answers to the questions “what has helped young people grow in faith?” and “when has the faith made a 

difference?” point to many positive experiences of youth and young adult ministry programs. Most often noted 

were conferences, retreats, adoration, service opportunities, and faith sharing experiences. It was clear that their 

experiences of prayer, the Mass, and Sacraments are central to the faith experience of the youth and young adults 

in the conversations. For many youth and young adults, they experience a supportive community which has been 

there for them in difficult times. They have been inspired by Pope Francis. In addition to the Mass and Sacraments, 

they remain Catholic because it provides a set of beliefs they agree with, a community to belong to, especially 

with people their age, and their parents encourage them to do so. (See Data Report 1: Qs 13, 14, 17)

A related observation that was clear in the data was the fact that while many participants struggled with 

the Church, they still possess a strong desire to have a relationship with God. More often, the struggles or 

challenges were with the Church and its leaders, not their faith or belief in God. Many youth and young adult 

conversations identified a relationship with God or sought to improve their relationship with God. However, 

the data from the conversations confirms prior research that even those most engaged in faith still struggle 

mightily with the relevance of faith to their life, judgement, busyness, being accepted, wanting to share their 

gifts, and other concerns. There was also a call for the Church, often known “only” for its rules, to focus more 

on helping youth, young adults, and their parents know more about the faith, especially the “why” behind the 

Church’s teachings. (See Data Report 1: Qs 20, 22, 24, 25, & Data Report 4)

There is incredible diversity among youth and young adults

Reflecting a note that Pope Francis made in Christus Vivit, that young people are “not something to be analyzed 

in the abstract” (CV 71), but that each one is a unique individual, the National Dialogue discovered the incredible 

diversity among those who engaged in these conversations. The data painted a seemingly-contradicting picture 

of both negative and positive experiences of young people, reflecting this diversity. On one hand, a number of 

youth and young adults report being very busy and overscheduled, lonely, depressed, and anxious; that they use 

social media and technology frequently; and that they are worried about the future, as well as the current state 

of political realities. On the other hand, some of the same young people shared that they feel healthy and report 

doing well; that they have loving and supportive families; and that they want to help change the world. (See 

Data Report 1: Q 11; Data Report 4) As a population, they are very diverse, and as individuals, they possess many 

diverse traits. They are diverse in terms of their culture, their ecclesiology, their perspective on the world and on 

their role within it, their spirituality and spiritual path, and their lived experience in society. However, an awareness 

and responsivity to these many aspects of diversity were seen to be lost in some of the Church’s ministerial 

approaches to youth and young adults, which concerned many respondents.
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Young people and ministry leaders want more listening in 
the model of the National Dialogue

Many facilitators expressed that the overall experience of 

having these conversations was very positive, eye-opening, or 

beneficial for both the group leader and the participants, and 

that it needed to happen more often. The youth and young 

adults, in their dialogue experiences, shared that they want 

to serve and that they wish to be heard. In this spirit, they 

expressed a strong desire to participate more regularly in the 

Church’s decisions (on local and global levels) and to have 

more dialogue with Church leadership, instead of being told 

what they supposedly needed or wanted. When examining the 

question on “what are youth and young adults looking for from 

the Church?,” many young people responded with a call for 

the Church to take a more open and listening posture, in the 

spirit of the National Dialogue, the V Encuentro process, and the 

global Synod experience. Overall, the consensus was that these 

synodal and dialogical models worked very well, and going 

forward, the Church should more readily embrace a posture of 

listening and dialogue in all its activities. (See Data Report 1: Q 

25, 28, Data Report 4)

Listening to young Latinos, 

dreamers, immigrants and 

citizens, second and third 

generation Hispanics, 

students and young 

professionals, has made me 

renew my commitment to 

accompany and minister 

to them. In many cases, 

listening to their stories of 

personal encounter with 

the Lord and their desire to 

follow and serve him, has 

made me remember the 

roots of my own priestly 

vocation. And listening 

to their challenges and 

difficulties has made me 

renew my commitment to 

accompany young people, 

while empowering them to 

become true leaders and 

missionary disciples.

— Rev. Rafael Capó,    

St. Thomas University
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Young people and ministry leaders, by and large, want to 
see a Church that is more accepting and authentic, and less 
judgmental and divisive

In many questions, there was a call by all age groups for more 

acceptance and less judgement. The need for the Church to 

offer more acceptance, welcome, invitation, and belonging to 

youth and young adults with less overall judgement was echoed 

throughout the conversation data. Youth and young adults 

shared they feel judged by the Church or unwelcomed by other 

people in their Church (both their peers and older people) 

because they are different. They reported feeling judged for 

who they are or what they believe or having friends that were 

judged or not accepted by the Church. An example, often 

noted, was their acceptance of a gay friend or family member or 

any issue where they disagreed with the Church and as a result 

felt judged. Ministry leaders and parents echoed this need 

for more acceptance and less judgement. Young people are 

connecting their conflicting beliefs with Church teaching as a 

source of judgement. At the same time, the Church will not stop 

teaching with authority and pointing young people towards the 

way, the truth, and the life that is Jesus. Young people are asking 

to be accompanied, even in their disagreement at times with 

what the Church teaches, which seems to be in conflict with one 

another. Following the lead of Pope Francis, we must find ways 

to judge less and offer empathy to young people in the midst 

of their struggles with the teachings of the Church. (See Data 

Report 1: Qs 18, 20, 22, 25, 27.2, Data Report 4)

The conversations also identified a related viewpoint that 

many youth and young adults have regarding Church leaders: 

That they are perceived as lacking authenticity, often calling 

them hypocritical. It seems there is a need to have some hard 

conversations about hypocrisy and integrity—among ministry 

leaders, as well as with young people—and how these relate to 

forgiveness, love, acceptance, and charity. In a similar vein, there 

was a strong desire to eliminate what the youth and young adults 

called “division” among Church leaders and groups. The divisions 

they noted included the divisiveness of factions within the Church 

and the need for more balance between the two polarized 

extremes of spirituality seen within the Church. They are looking 

for mentors and role models and yet they are struggling with 

leaders who they see do not always model discipleship. 

We must find ways 

to judge less and 

offer empathy to 

young people
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Young people have a strong sense of mission

Spread throughout many questions that were discussed was 

the desire of youth and young adults to make a difference in 

the world through service to those in need. They are looking for 

opportunities to serve both within and outside of the Church 

(See Data Report 1: Qs 11, 14, 17, 20, 27.1, 27.3, & Data Report 

4). Facilitators noticed a vocational understanding, even if 

that word was not directly articulated in the conversations. 

Many young people have a sense of mission, reflecting the 

observation of Pope Francis in Christus Vivit, who noted, “Here 

I would point out that it doesn’t take much to make young 

people missionaries. Even those who are most frail, limited, and 

troubled can be missionaries in their own way, for goodness can 

always be shared, even if it exists alongside many limitations.” 

(CV 239). In short, the National Dialogue revealed that, above so 

much else, most young people want to “change the world” for 

the better, to “build social friendship, where everyone works for 

the common good.” (CV 169).

What didn’t come up…

What didn’t come up in the conversations is often as interesting 

as what did. For example, the Church sex abuse scandals did not 

come up as often as one might have expected. Young people are 

aware of it and referenced it regarding the authenticity of Church 

leaders, but, generally, there was little mention of its direct impact 

on youth and young adults, though they still expressed a desire 

that the Church confront abuse in all its forms. Keep in mind: 

most in today’s youth and young adult generations have never 

truly known a Church that was not dealing with scandal during 

their formative years. (See Data Report 1: Qs 18, 27.2) 

Another issue that didn’t come up in most of the dialogue sessions 

was an awareness of cultural diversity in the Church and society. 

It simply did not arise in the discussions as a critical issue for 

many young people who were part of these conversations. The 

exception to this trend, however, was those who participated 

from the Hispanic/Latino community, where this was an important 

issue. The Hispanic/Latino participants noted, in so many words, 

that intercultural competency and proactive measures towards 

addressing cultural injustices need to be addressed with more 

urgency by the Church. On the other hand, the White European-

American participants did not raise these types of concerns, and 

Most young people 

want to change the 

world for the better
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reviewing this data in light of the racial reckoning in 2020 (as all of the conversations that took place occurred prior 

to that) was illuminating by its visible absence. What we can glean from these and other missing factors provides 

us with more questions to ask on why such topics were hardly mentioned, especially by certain demographics (i.e. 

White European-Americans) and what we can learn from those omissions to better respond in the future.

Part Three — Demographic Specific Themes and Trends 

There were also some themes and trends that were specific to demographics within the overall sample. Some 

issues were raised more often among teens, while other groups did not mention them; similarly, there were a 

number of topics brought up by young adults or ministry leaders that did not concern youth participants. Here 

are a few of those that caught the attention of the National Dialogue:

Youth Specific Themes 

Re-Imagining Faith Formation and Confirmation Preparation 

A more contemporary and engaged approach was called for regarding the faith formation and Confirmation 

preparation of young people. There was a desire, among the youth, for these programs to move away from a 

“classroom model” and to move toward an “accompaniment model,” focused on providing them with a real 

encounter with God during their journey of faith. Ministry leaders echoed this in their own conversations, but it 

seems unclear if those leaders feel competent or equipped to make the changes being called for by the youth (and 

to some degree, by the young adults) as well as by the parents of young people, who also voiced this concern in 

their dialogue sessions. Peppered throughout the open-ended responses (in local conversations) were comments 

specifically aimed at changing or adjusting current Confirmation programs in parish communities. There was an 

articulated need by the youth to eliminate what was perceived as “too many rules and requirements,” and to make it 

less confusing and intense. A similar sentiment was echoed by ministry leaders as well.
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Greater Intergenerational Support, Dialogue, and Mentorship

Youth often noted their appreciation of a supportive community 

as making a real difference in their faith; it is why many of them 

remain Catholic, despite trends to the contrary. They seek the 

support of the older generations in their local community and 

would like more opportunities for working shoulder to shoulder 

or walking together with different generations. The respondents 

did not speak about a one-way adult-to-youth relationship 

dynamic; rather, they requested a model wherein adults 

regularly share their wisdom when approached by the youth. 

When asked what they were looking for from the Church and 

how the Church can support them, some of the top responses 

among teens and adolescents were the need for a supportive 

community and the cultivation of mentors or adults who would 

listen to their realities and concerns. (See Data Report 3, Youth 

Responses to QS 17, 20, 22, 23 for more details)

More Youth Ministry Programming

Throughout the input received in the National Dialogue, it was 

seen that youth ministry programing has had a positive impact: it 

has been effective in helping teens and adolescents grow in their 

faith and it has been a key contributor to the overall rationale 

of why some young people remain Catholic. Additionally, there 

was a call among the youth for more intentional opportunities 

to be with people their own age to share and celebrate their 

faith. The conversation facilitators noted a need for more youth 

ministry programs including conferences, retreat type activities, 

leadership formation, and service opportunities. The fact that 

more youth ministry programming and gathered activities was 

requested by the young people in their conversations is worth 

noting. It was also apparent in the dialogue that intentional and 

thorough ministry with young people needs to start at a younger 

age than high school. (See Data Report 3, Youth Responses to QS 

17, 20, 22, 27.3, 28 & Data Report 4)

Intentional and 
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to start at a younger 
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Young Adult Specific Themes

More Integrated and Relevant Approach to Faith and Everyday Life 

For young adults, it was reported that their lives are now much more complex (than when they were youth), 

and they are aware of the incredible struggles that their peers are having on a regular basis. This awareness 

resulted in a call to make faith personal and relevant for young adults. For them, faith needs to connect to life 

in a practical way and be responsive to their needs with a more pastoral approach. It was noted that small 

faith-sharing groups are beneficial and that they can allow for real, everyday conversations to arise in organic 

and natural ways. According to the young adult conversation data, the participants called for more diversified 

programming and small group faith-sharing to be increased. It was also important that the Church more readily 

address the issues that face many young adults, especially in the areas of mental health, in a context of pastoral 

care. (See Data Report 3, Young Adult Responses to Qs 11, 27.3, 28)

More Guidance and Accompaniment During Young Adult Transitions and Vocational Discernment 

As young adulthood is a time of great transition, young adults want to know – from the Church – how to best 

discern God’s call. The young adults themselves noted that discernment needs to be deeply enmeshed in the 

Church’s ministry with their age demographic – and not just regarding priesthood or consecrated religious life; 

rather, discernment was called for in a broader sense. The young adult conversations discussed the need for 

the Church to accompany them through the transitions in their lives such as the journey from youth to young 

adulthood; graduations (high school to college, college to the working world, etc.); new jobs and career 

paths; constant geographic movement and migration; serious relationships, engagements, and marriage; 

and parenting, among other major moves. There is a strong call for mentorship and accompaniment, similar 

to what was asked for by the youth; however, in this context, it was focused on mentorship through those 

transitional experiences. The call for a cultivation of friendships and accompaniment pointed towards fostering 

peer relationships of support and accountability within Church settings. This was echoed by the youth and 

ministry leader participants in the National Dialogue, but was heard strongest from the young adults. (See Data 

Report 3, Young Adult Responses to Qs 20, 22, 27.3, 28 for more details)
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More Ministry Opportunities for Young Adults: Increased Funding and Ministerial Support 

There was a strong call for a greater diversity of activities for young adults due to the various life stages 

experienced within young adulthood: from emerging adulthood to college life to the working world to the 

single life, marriage and parenthood. Each of those particular areas, it was noted, needs a particular and specific 

outreach initiative. Related to this, there was also a stated need for an increase in funding for the Church’s 

ministries with young adults — coming not just from the young adults themselves, but also from the ministry 

leaders. The respondents expressed that Catholic parishes should better share their resources for underwriting 

young adult ministries. The call for more ministry opportunities for this age group was not just about more events 

or programs; rather, the concern was on developing more relationships, accompaniment experiences, and 

community-building for young adults. The young adults in the local conversations indicated that they themselves 

wanted to initiate their own ministry efforts and take on more leadership within the wider Church (that is, beyond 

young adult ministry). (See Data Report 3, Young Adult Responses to Qs 20, 22, 27.3, 28 & Data Report 4)

Ministry Leader and Parent Specific Themes

More Formation to Respond to Changing Realities

Parents and ministry leaders both feel ill-equipped at times for ministering with both youth and young 

adults, especially with the ever-changing realities that are facing the Church and society today (and as each 

generation of young people grows and changes to adapt to those circumstances). Many of the conversations 

among older adults mentioned the lack of formation opportunities for parents and ministry leaders, resulting in 

a feeling of inadequacy to respond effectively. There was also a call, especially among professional ministers, 

for more qualified volunteers to accompany them in their engagement of the young. (See Data Report 3, Older 

Adult Responses to Qs 25, 27.1, 27.3, 28 55, 67)
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More Resources on Engaging the Disaffiliated

In the conversations with ministry leaders and parents, it 

seemed apparent that many of them (when speaking about 

the young) were describing youth, young adults, and families 

who were disengaged in the Catholic faith rather than those 

people who are actively engaged. The disaffiliated were 

disproportionally on their minds. Because of this significant 

focus, the perspectives of ministry leaders and parent appeared 

to be more “extreme” when compared to the discussions with 

youth and young adults (who were not as critical of their peers).  

This was especially seen in the data on the struggles that youth 

and young adults have with the Church and their faith in God: 

in this instance, ministry leader and parent conversations seem 

to have had a more negative or frustrated stance, whereas 

youth and young adults did not express as intense a frustration. 

While many of the core issues were the same across all the 

age groups, the older adults identified pressing issues more 

often than young people did. (See Data Report 3, Older Adult 

Responses to Qs 25, 27.1, 27.3, 28, 55, 67)

More Collaborative and Supportive Approach to Leadership

Ministry leaders regularly noted the lack of real ministerial 

collaboration and pastoral support, as well as a serious need 

for more financial resources, in their engagement of youth and 

young adults in the Church. The ministry leaders were looking 

for support both from those in leadership (including pastors and 

principals) and more support and engagement from parishes 

and schools. The lack of collaboration and working across 

boundaries (within parishes or within dioceses, or even across 

dividing lines of culture, ecclesiology, ministry, generation, or 

pastoral experiences) was noted time and time again in the 

discussions, especially among the ministry leaders who desire 

to break down those walls in their ministries. (See Data Report 3, 

Older Adult Responses to Qs 25, 27.1, 27.3, 28, 55, 67)

Better Understanding of One Another:    
Parents and Ministry Leaders

Ministry leaders were likely to be critical of parents and families 

for their children’s lack of faith (reflecting the point above on 

the intensity of the adult conversations). As a result, there was a 

clear call for more parent and family ministry by those in older 

adult conversations. Parents also expressed that they feel a lack 
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of support and understanding of the realities of family life and 

raising young people today. Parents, in the local conversations, 

were asking for more empathy, accompaniment, and intentional 

programing for them and their families. They noted that it would 

be helpful to be active in the community when there was “less 

red tape” or barriers to participation in leadership in the parish. 

While ministry leaders identified parents as part of the problem 

in engaging young people in faith, they also clearly called for 

more support for parents and a focus on family ministry. In short, 

because of the dichotomy and often misconceptions of each 

other, the trend emerged that, in some way, Church leaders must 

foster a greater understanding between parents and ministry 

leaders; working together seems to be the best path forward 

in engaging youth and young adults; yet without support and 

compassion for one another’s issues, little ground can be covered 

to advance the ministry further. (See Data Report 3, Older Adult 

Responses to Qs 25, 27.1, 27.3, 28, 55, 67)

Part Four — Learning from the Synod and  
V Encuentro Conversations

At the same time as the National Dialogue fluidly evolved, two 

other ecclesial processes were taking place that prioritized a 

proactive consultation of youth and young adults. Each of these 

movements included a pastoral methodology of listening to 

and dialoguing with youth, young adults, parents, and those that 

accompany them: these were the Fifth National Encuentro for 

Hispanic/Latino Ministry (V Encuentro), called by the U.S. Bishops, 

and the XV Ordinary Synod of Bishops on Young People, the 

Faith, and Vocational Discernment, called by Pope Francis. 

As these various processes came upon the ecclesial stage, the 

National Dialogue redesigned its original intent to help the 

Church in the United States have a macro-level conversation 

about pastoral ministries to youth and young adults that 

intentionally intersected with and included the insights and 

processes of both the Synod and the V Encuentro. The following 

chart includes the key elements of these three movements: their 

timelines, goals, methods, publications, and pastoral responses.
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Timeline 
 

Goal  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 

Participants 
  
  
  
 
 

Process  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 

Method  
 

Publications

October 2016 to October 2019                 
(3 years)

“To examine (the Church) on how she 
can lead young people to recognize 
and accept the call to the fullness of 
life and love, and to ask young people 
to help (the Church) in identifying the 
most effective ways to announce the 
Good News today” (Intro, XV Synod 
Preparatory Document, 2017)  
 

The Pope; the bishops of the world; 
pastoral ministry leaders; and youth 
and young adults (target age range:  
16-29)    
    
 

Announcement by the Holy Father 
(October 2016)

Synod Preparatory Document  
(Jan 2017)

Diocesan and National Consultations 
(Jan-Oct 2017)

International Gathering of Ministry 
Leaders (April 2017)

International Online Survey Instrument 
(June-Dec 2017)

International Seminar on Young People 
(Sept 2017)

Pre-Synodal Young Adult Meeting, 
with Final Document (March 2018)

Instrumentum Laboris Working 
Document (June 2018)

Synod of Bishops, with Synod  
Final Document (Oct 2018)

Post-Synodal Exhortation Christus Vivit 
(March 2019)

Post-Synod International Forum  
(June 2019)

Establishment of Synodal International 
Advisory Body of Young Adults  
(Oct 2019)

Recognizing-Interpreting-Choosing 
(See-Judge-Act)

Preparatory Document (2017)

Pre-Synodal Meeting Final Document 
(2018)

Instrumentum Laboris (2018)

Synod of Bishops Final Document 
(2018)

Post-Synodal Exhortation, Christus Vivit 
(2019)

January 2017 to December 2020               
(4 years)

To discern ways in which the Church 
in the United States can better 
respond to the Hispanic/Latino 
presence and strengthen how 
Hispanic/Latinos respond to the call 
to the New Evangelization serving the 
entire Church.    
   
 

The bishops of the United States; 
Hispanic Catholics; families and 
young people; pastoral ministry 
leaders; national organizations 
   
 

Preliminary Planning and Formation 
(2014-2016) 

Missionary Activity and Consultation, 
Leadership Development, and 
Identification of Ministerial Area Best 
Practices (Jan 2017 to August 2018) 

Local/Parish Encuentros (Jan-July 2017), 
with working documents

Diocesan Encuentros (July-Dec 2017), 
with working documents

Regional Encuentros (Jan-August 2018), 
with working documents

National Encuentro Gathering  
(Sept 2018), with working document

V Encuentro Proceedings and 
Conclusions (Feb 2019)

Post-Encuentro Gatherings and  
In-Services (March 2019 to Dec 2020)

    
    
   
 

See-Judge-Act-   
Celebrate-Mission

Working Document (2018)

Proceedings & Conclusions 
of the V National Encuentro of                     
Hispanic/Latino Ministry (2019)

Creating a Culture of Encounter  
[the V Encuentro process adapted  
for the entire Church] (2019)

January 2017 to December 2020                
(4 years)

To engage the Church in the United 
States in a national dialogue on 
Catholic pastoral ministries with youth 
and young adults in order to renew 
ministerial efforts through a process 
of fostering unity, engaging young 
people and those who accompany 
them, and mobilizing the Church to 
pastoral action for the young.

The bishops of the United States; 
youth and young adults (target age 
range: 12-39); parents and families; 
pastoral ministry leaders (who work 
with youth, collegians, and young 
adults); national ministry organizations

Preliminary Planning and 
Development (2015-2016)

Core Team Development and Initial 
Planning (Jan-June 2017)

Formal Launch at USCCB Convocation 
of Catholic Leaders (July 2017)

“Unify” phase begins with  
National Leadership Network (NLN)  
Gathering #1 (Sept 2017)

“Engage” phase begins with Local 
Conversations with: Youth and Young 
Adults (Engaged and Disengaged); 
Parents and Families;   
and Pastoral Leaders (July 2018)

“Mobilize” phase begins with Voice 
and Vision National Academic Summit 
(July 2019)

Local Conversation Data Compilation 
(Jan-May 2020)

NLN Digital Event (June 2020)

National Dialogue Final Report 
Released; Formal Conclusion 
of Initiative (Feb 2021)  
    
    
    
 

Unify-Engage-Mobilize   
(See-Judge-Act)

The Church is Young [Initial Proposal] 
(2016)

National Dialogue Conversation Guide 
[Online Resource] (2018)

National Dialogue Final Report (2021)

National DialogueV National Encuentro

XV Ordinary Synod of Bishops 
on Young People, the Faith, and 

Vocational Discernment
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Individual countries, including the 
United States, begin sharing   
Christus Vivit and helping pastoral 
leaders understand its framework

Vatican Dicastery for Laity, Family and 
Life develops a new international 
advisory body with 20 young adults

Vatican Dicastery for Laity, Family and 
Life develops a global online platform 
for synodality and sharing among 
national offices for ministries with 
youth and young adults

USCCB Committee on Laity,  
Marriage, Family Life and Youth 
develops the Bishops Working Group  
on Youth and Young Adults 

USCCB Committee on Laity, Marriage, 
Family Life and Youth, with its  
Bishops Working Group, proposes a 
National Pastoral Framework on  
Youth and Young Adults

Initiatives and responses at 
national, regional, diocesan, parish, 
organizational, and ecclesial movement 
levels to respond to the reality of 
Hispanic/Latinos in the United States 

Personal commitments by V Encuentro 
participants to live out baptismal calling

USCCB Subcommittee on Hispanic 
Affairs begins the development of a 
National Pastoral Plan for  
Hispanic/Latino Ministry

USCCB committees and offices 
explore ways to implement V 
Encuentro Proceedings & Conclusions 

USCCB Subcommittee on Hispanic 
Affairs, along with other USCCB 
offices and organizations, develops 
the V Encuentro Young Adult Hispanic 
Leadership Initiative (VEYAHLI)

The participants in all three processes 
begin exploring how the conclusions 
of the XV Synod, V Encuentro, and the 
National Dialogue intersect

The National Institute on Ministry with 
Young Adults (NIMYA) is founded to 
better form, network, and support 
pastoral leaders who work with young 
adults (18-39)

The proposed USCCB National Pastoral 
Framework on Youth and Young Adults 
to look to the National Dialogue for its 
inspiration and foundation

National Leadership Network 
members make organizational 
commitments to consider how their 
work and future plans align with 
National Dialogue results

NLN members look at ways to 
respond to data through formation, 
support, resources, networking, and 
increased pastoral accompaniment

Pastoral 
Response

XV Ordinary Synod of Bishops 
on Young People, the Faith, and 

Vocational Discernment V National Encuentro National Dialogue
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A Global Synod on Young People

The XV Ordinary Synod of Bishops on Young People, the 

Faith and Vocational Discernment began its process in early 

2017 when bishops, their dioceses, and organizations and 

movements were tasked with listening to young people (after 

having received the charge from Pope Francis in October 2016 

and the Synod Preparatory Document in January 2017). The 

Synod process used the pastoral circle (see-judge-act) as its 

discernment method and its steps were titled “Recognizing,” 

“Interpreting,” and “Choosing,” to better reflect the vocational 

direction of the synodal journey.  

Discernment is a truly spiritual attitude. Since it is obedience to the 

Holy Spirit, discernment involves listening, first and foremost. That 

listening can also become a driver for our actions and the ability 

to be creatively faithful to the one single mission with which the 

Church has always been entrusted. Hence, discernment becomes 

a pastoral instrument, that is able to identify livable pathways 

today’s young people can follow, and to provide guidance and 

suggestions for the mission that are not ready-made, but are the 

fruit of a journey that enables us to follow the Spirit. 

By framing the work of a Synod in a process of discernment, Pope 

Francis and the Vatican Synod Office provided a consultative 

model, similar to the style of “encuentro” that Francis (as Jorge 

Bergoglio) would have known well from his time as a Catholic 

leader in Latin America and as a member of the Society of Jesus 

(the Jesuits), who are internationally-known for their discernment 

praxis. This model grounded the XV Synod, allowing the input of 

young people into the process from its first steps in early 2017 

through to the gathering of bishops in October 2018 and then 

onto the post-synodal efforts in 2019 and beyond. 

Since it is obedience 

to the Holy Spirit, 

discernment involves 
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foremost
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Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment 

Through this process, the Synod’s Preparatory Document encouraged dioceses and national episcopal 

conferences, along with ecclesial movements, apostolates, and organizations, to respond to a series of 

questions about youth and young adults. These were sent to the Holy See in October 2017. During this same 

time, the Vatican disseminated an online survey from June to December 2017 that looked at the experiences, 

concerns, and attitudes of young people (16 to 29 years of age), in particular related to their engagement with 

the Catholic faith and their vocational awareness. 

In April 2017, the Vatican convened an international gathering of national coordinators of ministry with young 

people for a reflection on the Synod themes and about youth and young adults in their respective countries. 

In September 2017, the Vatican convened another meeting for sociologists and generational experts to learn 

about the social realities facing young people. In March 2018, the Vatican convened yet again for a gathering of 

300 young adults from every country (including several from the United States, as well as hundreds more who 

participated in some simultaneous social media conversations); this “Pre-Synodal Meeting” was conducted so 

that the Holy See could hear directly from young people themselves, modeling dialogue and accompaniment. 

After all the information had been gathered over two years, the Synod of Bishops took place at the Vatican over 

a four-week period in October 2018, which also included over 30 young adult auditors who participated in the 

plenary and small group sessions with the bishop delegates. The feedback from the consultation and listening 

that had taken place around the world, collected and summarized in a “working document” (Instrumentum 

Laboris), were factored into the delegates’ discernment and dialogue. The results of this month-long reflection 

process were collected and written into a Synod Final Document and presented to Pope Francis – who, in turn, 

used it to develop his post-synodal apostolic exhortation, Christus Vivit, released in March 2019. The Holy 

Father’s words were not only inspired by the input of young people, ministry leaders, experts, and bishops, but 

also his own past statements contained in Evangelii Gaudium, Gaudete et Exsultate, and at World Youth Day. 
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The Journey of the V Encuentro 

The V Encuentro counted on the pastoral circle as its 

methodology: See-Judge-Act-Celebrate-Mission, which itself 

was an adaptation of the “see-judge-act-evaluate” process 

which has been the preferred methodology for Hispanic/Latino 

ministry in the United States16 and across Latin America. This 

method starts by looking at the reality or context and is focused 

on accompaniment and listening as part of the initial stages 

of pastoral reflection. This can be challenging to those whose 

methodology always starts from tradition or Church teaching. 

Accompaniment is a term that has been utilized for decades 

among Hispanic/Latino pastoral leaders in the United States and 

Latin America. The V Encuentro Proceedings and Conclusions 

describes this term as 

conveying the pastoral attitude of journeying 

together in a stable relationship of prayerful 

and spiritual support. Guidance is provided 

through empathy, solidarity, and constant 

witness to the eternal goal—the reign of 

God—with a determination never to leave the 

person abandoned or alone.17 

When the process of the National Dialogue began, those 

who participated were already accustomed to a spirit of 

accompaniment and the artful practice of listening to the realities 

of those that they serve. Many of the Core Team members of the 

National Dialogue as well as diocesan, regional, national leaders, 

and young people were also involved in the process of the V 

Encuentro, either through an invitation to be part of the process, 

or by their attendance at diocesan, regional, or the National V 

Encuentro gathering. The V Encuentro process counted on a 

structure of communication and training at many levels of the 

Church (local, diocesan, regional, and national). In the first three 

reflection and mission sessions, the participants formed pairs and 

16 Alicia Marill and Jorge Presmanes, OP, “Hispanic Ministry and Theology,” 
in Hispanic Ministry in the 21st Century: Present and Future, ed. Hosffman 
Ospino (Miami, FL: Convivium Press, 2010), 90.

17 USCCB, Proceedings and Conclusions of the V National Encuentro, 
Washington DC, 2019, 221.
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conducted missionary visits to people in their local peripheries. 

They also reported what they heard and if the person they visited 

was a young person, a family, or an adult. It is estimated that 

28,000 young people participated in the reflection and mission 

sessions (about 20% of all participants) and nearly 32,000 young 

people were encountered in the visits to the peripheries totaling 

approximately 60,000 young participants.

The Challenge of Being “Iglesia en Salida” 
[A Church that Goes Forth]

The V Encuentro process taught us: Being a Church that goes 

forth is no easy task. It entails courage, openness, humility and 

having a “thick skin.” As we go out, we have to ask ourselves, 

“Who will I encounter? What will they tell me? Will we get 

criticized or attacked?” As Catholics we are not used to 

stepping outside our parish or organizational boundaries and 

encountering strangers. There was also the added stress of 

carrying out three different processes. 

After the Synodal and V Encuentro consultations, many parish, 

diocesan, and national leaders in youth and young adult 

ministries felt there was no need for additional consultation of 

their young people. They had completed a Synod survey, carried 

out the V Encuentro consultation, and were now being asked 

to conduct a third consultation. V Encuentro leaders asked the 

organizers of the National Dialogue for a streamlined process 

for these individuals. As a result of this concern, the National 

Dialogue Core Team invited the V Encuentro staff to join the core 

leadership and aid them in developing the local conversation 

survey submission tool. A guide was then developed to help 

diocesan V Encuentro leaders summarize and report their 

insights to the National Dialogue, utilizing what their dioceses 

had heard from young Hispanic/Latino Catholics. Many of the 

164 V Encuentro participating dioceses submitted answers 

to the National Dialogue. Dioceses and parishes were also 

invited to carry out the National Dialogue process with quotes 

and conclusions from the V Encuentro as the framework for a 

conversation with young people, families, or ministry leaders.

Being a Church that 

goes forth entails 

courage, openness, 

humility and having a 

thick skin
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Further challenges and opportunities emerged throughout the 

V Encuentro process. These include:

9 While the V Encuentro process was meant for the entire 

Church, there were gaps in who participated. In many cases, 

only the Hispanic/Latino community participated. For some, it 

became a process of reflection for the entire parish, diocese, 

and organization. Some non-Hispanics/Latinos reported 

wanting to be part of the process but were turned away. 

9 It was also challenging to report generational participation, 

given that the V Encuentro consultation forms did not 

ask them to record their place of birth or the generation 

they belonged to. The majority of young people who 

participated in the five sessions were highly engaged in 

the life of the Church, while those they visited were not. 

An effort was made to ensure that 2nd and 3rd generation 

Hispanic/Latinos were included in the consultation. 

Partnering with the National Federation for Catholic Youth 

Ministry (NFCYM), the V Encuentro team asked diocesan 

directors and coordinators of youth ministry to be part of 

the V Encuentro process since some would be responsible 

for serving English-speaking Hispanic/Latinos. Some 

dioceses collaborated successfully while others struggled 

with how to do this in groups of diverse young people 

or where there were few Hispanic/Latino young people. 

However, there were not many English-speaking youth 

groups that participated in the V Encuentro process. 

9 Given this reality, the V Encuentro Research Team again 

partnered with NFCYM for an Online Survey of Youth and 

Young Adults (2017). The survey was taken by participants 

at the National Catholic Youth Conference (NCYC) with 715 

responses gathered with 28% from Hispanic respondents. It 

was also promoted online for three weeks and through several 

partner organizations garnering 826 additional responses. The 

survey received 1,008 Hispanic responses of which 45% were 

taken in English; and 83% of the Hispanic responses at NCYC 

were taken in English. This population is also highly involved 

in the life of the Church so they would not be a representative 

sample of the general population. The findings of the V 

Encuentro consultation related to Hispanics/Latinos have 

been incorporated into this chapter under the themes section 

and in highlighting differences in age groups. The reports 

also highlight some differences among Hispanic/Latinos in 

comparison to other cultural families. 
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Common Themes Among the Synod, V Encuentro and National Dialogue 
Findings

The need for authentic and mutual listening was something that echoed across all the synodal processes 

(Synod, V Encuentro, National Dialogue) as well as a level of frustration with the Church. Here are some 

themes from the XV Synod and V Encuentro processes that correlate and enhance the findings of the National 

Dialogue – and there are other instances where the three processes differed; however, these distinctions are 

helpful insights in better understanding what young people and ministry leaders were reflecting upon as they 

engaged in these intersecting synodal processes.

9 The idea that young people want to “change 
the world” was a common thread that was heard 

in the National Dialogue and was very similar 

to what young people told the Church through 

the Synod and V Encuentro processes. In the 

Pre-Synodal Meeting with young adults in March 

2018, the participants told the Holy See: “We 

seek the opportunity to work towards building a 

better world... We want a world of peace, one that 

harmonizes integral ecology with a sustainable 

global economy... What is important to note is 

that regardless of context, everyone shares the 

same innate desire for the higher ideals: peace, 

love, trust, equity, freedom and justice.” (Pre-

Synodal Meeting Final Document 3). Similarly, in 

the V Encuentro process, young Hispanic/Latinos 

noted that they were ready to take on leadership 

roles in the Church and society. They want to 

be “protagonists” and embrace their baptismal 

calling. In the V Encuentro process, they also asked 

for the proper training and for pastoral ministers 

to understand their realities. 

9 When youth in the National Dialogue asked the 

Church for a re-imagining of faith formation, 

and when young adults noted a need for more 
integrated and relevant approach to faith, this 

echoed what the young people at the Pre-Synodal 

Meeting noted: “Sometimes, we feel that the sacred 

appears to be something separated from our daily 

lives” (Pre-Synodal Meeting Final Document 1) 

and “often, young people tend to separate their 

behavior into online and offline environments.” 

(Pre-Synodal Meeting Final Document 4)

9 The Synod, V Encuentro and the National 

Dialogue all call for increased ministry efforts 

with young people. The need to invest in and 
increase formation of ministry leadership 

(including young leaders) was also a common 

theme. As the Synod Fathers noted, “The Church 

as a whole, when choosing through this Synod 

to concern herself with the young, took a very 

definite option: she considers this mission a 

pastoral priority of epoch-making significance, 

in which to invest time, energy and resources” 

(Synod Final Document 119). They also said 

that “we are called to invest in [young people’s] 

fearlessness and to educate them to take on their 

responsibilities.” (Synod Final Document 70)

9 One area that seemed to be raised in the 

Synod but was emphasized in greater detail 

throughout the National Dialogue and the V 

Encuentro, was the need to accompany, form, 
and collaborate with families and parents. 

While the Synod did note that its consultation 

process should include “consultation of the entire 

People of God” (Synod Preparatory Document, 

“Introduction,” Jan. 2017), there was not an 

intentional encouragement of consultation 

with parents and families of youth and young 

adults, nor with ministry leaders, as the National 

Dialogue had done. While some dioceses, 

parishes, and other Catholic communities did 

incorporate pastoral leaders and families into 

their individual consultation experiences, this 

was done solely at their discretion. Much of the 

formal consultation that took place in 2017 and 

2018 included bishops, episcopal conferences, 
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and young people directly (through an online 

survey in 2017, the diocesan gatherings, a Pre-

Synodal Meeting in March 2018, and the young 

adult auditors at the October 2018 Synod). There 

were no formal gatherings on an international 

level with families or parish or diocesan pastoral 

leaders who accompany youth and young 

adults. Nonetheless, Pope Francis’ concluded, 

in his own post-synodal exhortation Christus 

Vivit, that “the family should be the first place 

of accompaniment… That is why ministry with 

young people and the pastoral care of families 

should be coordinated and integrated.” (CV 242).

9 In the V Encuentro process, young Hispanics/

Latinos noted a strong yearning for people of 

faith to walk with them and to help them discern 

important decisions in their life. They wanted to 

feel that they are not alone and that someone 

cared for them in the community of the Church. 

This is ever more urgent given the levels of 

discrimination they often feel by Church leaders 

either for their race/ethnicity, language, sexuality 

or for questioning beliefs. This sentiment was 

echoed in the National Dialogue and its call for 

increased mentorship and accompaniment, 
and in the Synod process, where young people 

expressly called for an increased culture of 

mentorship. The participants at the Pre-Synodal 

Meeting said: “Young people are looking for 

companions on the journey, to be embraced 

by faithful men and women who express the 

truth and allow young people to articulate their 

understanding of faith and their vocation.” (Pre-

Synodal Meeting Final Document, 10).

9 The Sacrament of Confirmation was raised as 

a critical point of concern among young people, 

families, and ministry leaders in the National 

Dialogue; however, it did not come to the 

forefront in the international Synod process. It may 

have been raised in the nationwide consultation 

done in various countries (as it was mentioned on 

occasion within the reports from dioceses in the 

United States); however, this data is unknown. In 

the international reporting on what was heard (via 

the Instrumentum Laboris, released in the summer 

of 2018), there was no formal reference to the 

formation for or the conferring of the Sacrament 

of Confirmation. Because of the frequency of 

its mention within the National Dialogue and 

the disparity of its appearance in the Synod 

documents, this is a clear point of departure 

between these two processes.

 The V Encuentro also noted a need to revitalize 
catechesis to a more relational experience 

of encountering Christ in scripture. They also 

emphasized young people’s role as the prime 

evangelizers of their peers. While the National 

Dialogue answers focused more on faith 

formation and catechesis, the baptismal call 

of Hispanic/Latinos is more evident as they 

embraced the V Encuentro themes of “Missionary 

Discipleship” and “Witnesses of God’s Love.” 

9 One of the themes that emerged from the 

National Dialogue was a need to expand ministry 

with young adults (those 18-39). This segment 

of “young people” or “jóvenes” (a term used in 

the Synod and the V Encuentro processes) was 

called out in the National Dialogue as an area 

that urgently needs an increase in the Church’s 

investment and attention. The V Encuentro did 

make these age distinctions as it progressed from 

the local to the national levels of consultation; 

however, no such distinction was noted in the 

global Synod process. When speaking about 

“young people,” the Synod documents and 

Christus Vivit talk about investment and attention 

needed across the entire age spectrum of youth 

and young adulthood.

9 Another point of specificity in the V Encuentro 

process was the young Hispanics/Latinos 

were asking for a diversified response or 
opportunities for connection with their faith 
or parish. Many expressed the need for more 

offerings in Spanish and to better communicate 

online. For Hispanics/Latinos it is key that the 

family be part of youth/young adult ministry. 

91% of the online survey of young respondents 
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of the V Encuentro process indicated that they 

speak Spanish at home. Many were seeking a 

Church that embraces their culture, language, 

devotions and traditions. They called for a culture 

of welcome, for bilingual resources and offerings 

that take full consideration of the culture and 

spirituality of young Hispanics/Latinos. These 

needs did emerge to some degree with the 

Hispanic/Latino community that participated in 

the National Dialogue. While the XV Synod was 

international in nature (and thus, was not focused 

on language and culture within any one country), 

its Final Document made the following point that 

echoes the young people in the V Encuentro 

process: “In a context of growing globalization, 

the Synod Fathers wanted the many differences 

between contexts and cultures, even within a 

single country, to be duly emphasized… The 

Synod acknowledges and welcomes the richness 

of cultural diversity and puts itself at the service 

of the communion of the Spirit.” (Synod Final 

Document 10)

9 Another key difference was the amount of 
youth vs. young adults consulted in these 

respective processes: in the National Dialogue, it 

was reported that 173 conversations took place 

with “youth” while 161 conversations took place 

with “young adults.” In the Synod, the majority 

of feedback (from the national consultations 

and online surveys) was from young adults in 

their late teens or twenties, not adolescents; 

furthermore, all participants at the Pre-Synodal 

Meeting (in March 2018) and all the auditors at 

the Synod of Bishops (October 2018) were over 

the age of 18. Therefore, the National Dialogue 

leans more heavily on a younger group than the 

Synod and sought to provide feedback from 

both demographic groups as equally as possible.

9 A fascinating distinction emerged from the 

National Dialogue data in that the active Catholic 

youth and young adults expressed their own 
frustration at the Church; however, in the Synod 

process, the active young people (in the Pre-

Synodal Meeting Final Document, at the Synod of 

Bishops, and in other instances) often pointed to 

“some” or “others” who were frustrated and did 

not outright claim this frustration as their own. It 

appears engaged young church-going Catholics 

in the United States feel more comfortable 

expressing their doubts and concerns, choosing 

to affix this sentiment to themselves rather than 

noting that “others” may feel this way. 

Much of what surfaced from the report is not surprising to many youth and young adult ministers due to 

their own personal experiences with young people or because they had heard the same themes echoed 

throughout the Synod and V Encuentro processes. It is important to note that all three processes primarily 

engaged young people who were already active in the life of the Catholic Church, which may be why 

similar trends surfaced across all three of these processes. 

While all these movements surfaced independently of one another, they each were grounded in key 

documents such Aparecida, Evangelii Gaudium, Gaudete et Exsultate, and/or Amoris Laetitia, with their 

respective calls to include, listen to, discern, and make room for young people. These movements also 

entailed a great exchange that informed methodology and pastoral themes. 
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Part Five — Challenges, Learnings, and Adaptations

Since we started the entire process of convening the National Dialogue, in conjunction with the Synod and V 

Encuentro, we also knew that there would be challenges along the way. We can classify those at two levels: 

intra-ecclesial and extra-ecclesial.

Challenges at the Intra-Ecclesial Level: 

We defined them as they arose within the same ecclesial structure.

9 First of all, there was a challenge of convincing people of the need to sit down to dialogue about ministry 

with youth and young adults in an inclusive way and at the national level. This challenge was joined by the 

convening processes to call for dialogue and ensure that all voices were represented and heard.

9 There was a challenge in the proposal of “synodality.” In the desire to listen and accompany young 

people, we proposed an approach that would bridge ministry silos, based on the example of Pope 

Francis’ invitation to synodality. This was not always universally understood or appreciated.

9 There is a desire for moral transparency in the face of the Church’s recent abuse scandals. 

9 Developing a “novelty and surprise” approach to ministries with youth and young adults. We invited 

participants to imagine ministry outside of the comfort zones of our particular ministries. 

9 There is a need for greater diversity and inclusion of culture, gender and race in the Church and 

society, illuminated by the racial reckoning that has been taking place in recent years.

9 There is a need for specialized personnel that ministers with and accompanies youth and young adults 

(along with just compensation for this work). This challenge acknowledges that we may need to change 

how we call forth and equip new lay leaders for this task.

9 There is a need for greater financial investment in human resources, technology, and advertising in 

light of the frequent attrition of resources in diocesan systems.

Challenges at the Extra-Ecclesial Level: 

Influences from outside the ecclesial sphere that impact the way of carrying out pastoral ministry with youth 

and young adults.

9 There has been a persistent fight against systemic racism in societal structures. This was not often 

addressed in regional, diocesan and/or parish structures.

9 There is political polarization taking place across the United States, and this trend has had some 

influence on the Church and its leadership.

9 There has been a civic desire for inclusion and its consideration within the Church.
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Learnings

The National Dialogue process gave participants numerous opportunities for a deepening of faith and a 

renewed commitment to youth and young adult ministries. Particular learnings included:

9 Allowing the Holy Spirit to lead the process even when the path and the final outcomes were not clear.

9 Fears and objections were overcome as the process developed as a result of common discernment 

that gave us new ways of perceiving each next step.

9 Achieving a common language, methodology and next steps, building up the foundations for having a 

sacred and common space for dialogue.

9 The use of digital platforms to facilitate the National Dialogue process and collect related data. 

9 The learning of how to collect the data and interpret it from a pastoral perspective of mercy.

9 Convening those who work in ministry with youth and young adults and conducting a smooth process 

whereby valuable data was gathered.

As Christus Vivit indicates (38), the art of listening and discernment gave us the possibility of creating an 

atmosphere of empathy and inclusion.

The process for the National Dialogue has been a really unique one. It’s the first time 

that so many people who are engaged and interested in ministry with young people 

were at the same table together. It was an opportunity to listen to one another, to learn 

from one another, to share from our experiences and to really ask tough questions 

about where we felt the Spirit was leading us moving forward and our service with 

youth and young adults. So it was a really exciting time. It was really exciting to see 

the openness and the conversations and the energy in the room, knowing that there 

was a lot of work to be done, but to see that we were able to do it together.   

— Darius Villalobos, NFCYM

Even though we presumed it from the beginning, the National Dialogue was an excellent opportunity to realize 

the multiple and different ways in which pastoral ministry is found among youth and young adults. These 

expressions were found on the national, regional, diocesan and parish levels. The learning consisted not only 

in looking at our shortcomings but in how to work together to further youth and young adult ministries.
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Adaptations

Adaptations are inevitable in ministry and even more as we convened the National Dialogue. This list of 

adaptations can serve as a light for all those who continue to undertake a process of listening, dialogue, and 

accompaniment with youth and young adults:

9 The complex reality of the Catholic Church in the United States: we are a mosaic of diverse geographic, 

cultural, and idiomatic realities that required us to adapt the process of the National Dialogue to the 

realities of each region, diocese, and parish. 

9 Diversity related to the audience of gender, ages, and generations.

9 Different cultural and academic backgrounds.

9 Different experiences and ecclesial perspectives of the participants.

9 Taking into account the pace and objectives of each one in the stages within the National Dialogue. 

9 The relationship established between who is accompanied and who provides the accompaniment.

These challenges, learnings and adaptations invite each of us to a profound personal and ecclesial conversion, 

as Christus Vivit indicates: “At times, in the attempt to develop a pure and perfect ministry with young people, 

marked by abstract ideas, protected from the world and free of every flaw, we can turn the Gospel into a dull, 

meaningless and unattractive proposition… Instead of overwhelming young people with a body of rules that 

make Christianity seem reductive and moralistic, we are called to invest in their fearlessness and to train them 

to take up their responsibilities, in the sure knowledge that error, failure and crisis are experiences that can 

strengthen their humanity” (CV 232, 233). 

Having explored the findings of the National Dialogue, how it faced the challenges and adapted to current 

circumstances, and how they intersect with other global and national processes, we now move towards how 

the Holy Spirit is calling or moving us to mobilize, or act on what was shared by our young people, parents, and 

pastoral leaders. 
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Chapter 3:  
The Need for Roots and Wings 

In this third section, you will learn about how we are mobilizing for the future. Innovative projects, initiatives, 

and ongoing dialogues are all in the works, and the call to action for all of us that care about the future of the 

Church should make us all eager to “roll up our sleeves” and get to work.

The National Dialogue intentionally was planned to engage youth (teenagers), young adults (age 18-39) and 

older adults (ministry leaders, parents, and family members). By doing so, we not only went directly to the 

young people to listen to their thoughts, hopes, and challenges, but we also engaged the adults who are 

often most influential, and most committed to the faith life of these young people. By intentionally engaging 

in this process in an intergenerational way, we allowed the wisdom and the context of the older generations 

to dialogue with the aspirations and joys of the young people. We believe this allowed for richer dialogue as 

well as a more complete picture of the realities of young people in relationship to the Catholic Church. The 

intentional efforts to talk with and about young people helped to ensure the results of this listening would 

provide ample information for mobilization. 

Overall, it is estimated that almost 10,000 individuals were reached (in about 450 recorded National Dialogue 

conversations, plus the many additional V Encuentro and Synod conversations) over the course of eighteen 

months – through all the various means of dialogue and discussion.  This means that the mobilization proposed 

is grounded in a chorus of young people and Catholic leaders.
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A Call for Investment

One of the overarching challenges that was presented to the 

Church through the National Dialogue, the V Encuentro, and 

the Synod was a lack of resources and investment, especially 

financially, in ministries with youth and young adults. Before 

other parts of mobilization can be considered, this point is 

vitally crucial to raise. 

This challenge has been especially amplified in the most 

recent struggles in the Church and in society during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, as many parishes, dioceses, and schools 

have needed to cut budgets and staff due to the economic 

downturn. Anecdotally, we know many institutions have cut 

youth, young adult, and campus ministry positions. Many 

more have consolidated roles so that that the person primarily 

responsible for the formation and ministerial needs of young 

people have many more roles and responsibilities placed 

upon them. This leads to great concern about how the Catholic 

Church’s commitment to ministry with young people in the 

upcoming years may stall if these ministries are not prioritized 

as essential to the Church’s current work. 

As many young people fall into the peripheries and most 

vulnerable of our society (namely those with anxiety/mental 

health concerns, immigrants, struggling with sexual identity, are 

financially and spiritually poor, and are from cultural families 

often marginalized in this country), it becomes even more 

important for the Catholic Church, at all levels, to engage 

in intentional support and resourcing of ministries to young 

people. In addition, investment in communities of color has 

historically been inadequate, a reality made more evident in 

recent years due to the racial and cultural reckoning that has 

faced churches and neighborhoods across the United States. 

“I have sometimes seen 

young and beautiful trees, 

their branches reaching to 

the sky, pushing ever higher, 

and they seemed a song 

of hope. Later, following a 

storm, I would find them 

fallen and lifeless. They 

lacked deep roots. They 

spread their branches without 

being firmly planted, and so 

they fell as soon as nature 

unleashed her power. That 

is why it pains me to see 

young people sometimes 

being encouraged to build a 

future without roots, as if the 

world were just starting now. 

For ‘it is impossible for us to 

grow unless we have strong 

roots to support us and to 

keep us firmly grounded. It is 

easy to drift off, when there 

is nothing to clutch onto, to 

hold onto.’”

— Pope Francis (2019), 

in Christus Vivit 179
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The Synod Fathers, who — in October 2018 — spent an entire 

month in Rome to invest in the needs of youth and young adults, 

boldly declared at the conclusion of their four-week sojourn: 

“The Church as a whole, when choosing through this 

Synod to concern herself with the young, took a very 

definite option: she considers this mission a pastoral 

priority of epoch-making significance, in which to invest 

time, energy, and resources.” (Synod Final Document 119)

“Since the concrete circumstances, the real possibilities 

and the urgent needs of the young are very different 

in different countries and continents, even within the 

commonality of the one faith, we invite the Episcopal 

Conferences and particular Churches to continue 

this journey, committing themselves to processes of 

communal discernment, including in discussions some 

who are not bishops, as this Synod has done. The style 

of these ecclesial processes should include fraternal 

listening and intergenerational dialogue, with a view 

to drawing up pastoral programs that are particularly 

attentive to marginalized young people and those who 

have few or no contacts with ecclesial communities.” 

(Synod Final Document 120)  

As the Synod noted, this “pastoral priority” cannot be ignored 

because “the urgent needs of the young” compel us to “invest 

time, energy, and resources.” This needs to translate into direct 

support of youth and young adults and those who accompany 

them: in the family and in our parishes, dioceses, and 

ecclesial movements. Many of them are looking for leadership 

opportunities, formation, and development, both for their 

vocational journey towards ministry in the Catholic Church and 

impacting their world. The Church needs to be intentional in its 

efforts to provide that. 

When these three important processes (the National Dialogue, 

the Synod, and the V Encuentro) converge and come to common 

conclusion (that we need to invest in the young), that means we 

must pay attention to what the Holy Spirit has in store for us next.

The mobilization that 

needs to happen to 

best respond to youth 

and young adults is 

only possible when the 

Church invests in its 

young people.
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Ten Recommendations for Mobilization 

After reviewing the trends and themes of its own process (as 

well as the insights from the V Encuentro, the Synod and Pope 

Francis’ Christus Vivit), and by carefully listening to youth, young 

adults, parents, and ministry leaders, the National Dialogue has 

discerned the following ten recommendations for the Catholic 

community in the United States, as it seeks to revitalize and 

reimagine the Church’s ministry with the young.

1. More intentionally connect the life of faith with the   
 lived experiences of young people.

Many young people felt faith was very relevant in their lives. 

That is good news, since the majority of the participants could 

be described as “engaged” in faith and affiliated with the 

Church and the practice of their faith (through attendance at 

Sunday Mass and participation in ministry activities); however, 

the unfortunate revelation is that there was also a strong voice 

among many of these active Catholic youth and young adults 

that faith was still not relevant to their daily lives: their transitions, 

their concerns and struggles, and the lived experience of youth 

and young adulthood. As they shared with us, the Church does 

not often help them see the faith and life connection as they 

perceived that it was more focused on explaining the “rules” 

of the faith than on responding to their pastoral situations. 

Facilitators noted the positive experience the youth and young 

adults felt of being listened to in this particular National Dialogue 

conversation (as well as the Synod and V Encuentro processes), 

and many facilitators said that, through these experiences, the 

Church became more relevant to them. 

The young people of the world, who gathered in Rome in March 

2018 for the Pre-Synod Meeting, began their plea to the Church 

with these words, which we echo: “It is necessary for the Church 

to examine the way in which it thinks about and engages with 

young people in order to be an effective, relevant, and life-

giving guide throughout their lives.” (Pre-Synodal Meeting Final 

Document, “Introduction” paragraph #1). This foundational call 

seems so basic, but we heard it was missing in the lives of so 

many youth and young adults – and so we begin here: let us 

build a bridge to their everyday lives. 

I had a chance to 

really listen and 

put aside my own 

preconceptions 

of what someone 

would say. And I 

had to learn myself 

to just be quiet 

and to listen. And 

as somebody who, 

in the work of the 

Church, talks a lot, 

listening sometimes 

was a challenge, but 

I’m glad I had this 

opportunity to teach 

myself that lesson.

— Paul Jarzembowski, USCCB
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2. We all need to do more synodal listening    
 to one another.

In Christus Vivit, Pope Francis said that 

“those of us who are no longer young need to 

find ways of keeping close to the voices and 

concerns of young people,” (CV 38) 

and echoed the Synod Fathers who wrote, 

“Drawing together in this way creates the 

conditions for the Church to become a 

place of dialogue and life-giving fraternity… 

listening makes possible an exchange of 

gifts in a context of empathy. It allows young 

people to make their own contribution to the 

communities, helping it to appreciate new 

sensitivities and to consider new questions.” 

(Synod Final Document 8) 

In short: listening works. It is a sacred act that requires humility 

and openness to the other person, their ideas, and their 

experiences. It requires us to be open to other people’s stories 

and allow our own story to encounter theirs. The pedagogy of 

dialogue is not one that we are accustomed to in U.S. society or 

discourse. One might argue that most of our public discourse 

today is one-sided, close-minded, and polarized. This is a 

moment when the Church must be countercultural. We must 

insist on listening as a primary part of our ministerial practice, 

especially with youth and young adults. This requires an 

adjustment of our pastoral practice and assumptions. No longer 

must we approach young people as empty vessels waiting to 

be filled. We must encounter young people where they are at in 

their life journey and walk with them, sometimes knowing they 

are walking in the wrong direction. (cf. CV 292) 

We must insist on 

listening as a primary 

part of our ministerial 

practice, especially 

with youth and  

young adults
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We recommend that all Church leadership take seriously the call to “synodality” from Christus Vivit and find ongoing 

ways to take a listening posture when it comes to evangelizing young Catholics. While many voices were heard in 

the National Dialogue, V Encuentro, and Synod processes, there are still more voices that are missing from this data, 

including the voices of young people from the Native American and Alaska Native, Black and African American, 

and Asian and Pacific Islander communities, migrants, refugees, and recent immigrants, as well as those living in 

impoverished and periphery situations, those struggling with mental health issues and those with disabilities and 

the deaf community, and the youth and young adults who have disaffiliated from the Catholic Church. 

This listening posture must include ongoing ways to listen and dialogue with young people about their lives 

and spiritual experiences so that the Church can better accompany them in meaningful and relevant ways. 

This listening does not have to happen alone either: in Christus Vivit, Pope Francis likens the concept of 

“synodality” to a “caravan” (like the Holy Family’s pilgrimage in Lk 2:44), calling this experience a “community 

on journey” (CV 29), always in motion and in communion with others along the way. The Holy Father has noted 

that this “synodality” is “a constitutive element of the Church” and affirms St. John Chrysostom who said that 

the “Church and Synod are synonymous,” (Explicatio in Ps. 149: PG 55, 493), adding that “the Church is nothing 

other than the ‘journeying together’ of God’s flock along the paths of history towards the encounter with Christ 

the Lord.” (Address of His Holiness Pope Francis, Ceremony Commemorating the Fiftieth Anniversary of the 

Synod of Bishops, 17 Oct 2015).

Pope Francis called on us to engage in synodality specifically with youth and young adults, noting that 

“ministry with young people has to be synodal; it should involve a ‘journeying 

together’ …a participatory and co-responsible Church, one capable of appreciating 

its own rich variety, gratefully accepting the contributions of the lay faithful, including 

young people and women, consecrated persons, as well as groups, associations, and 

movements. No one should be excluded or exclude themselves.” (CV 206) 

We echo the Holy Father and ask that we bring more voices around the table where no one is excluded and all 

voices of the young are heard loud and clear.
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3. Address the “authenticity gap.”

The National Dialogue revealed that the Church needs to show more empathy and authentic engagement 

with the young. Youth and young adults articulated negative attitudes and experiences that they describe as 

impatient judgement, polarizing division, and hypocrisy (and empty platitudes) within the Church on both the 

local and global levels. They also articulated the desire for authenticity of those who accompany them as they 

seek out a relationship with God and to discern their future. 

This experience of dialogue awakened us to a sobering reality: It is time for Church leaders to examine how 

young people are seeing themselves and the Church overall, in order to find ways to respond in an authentic 

and inclusive manner. There was a subtle, yet strong, call for accompaniment for all youth and young adults, 

regardless of their life situation (i.e., migrants and refugees, those identifying as LGBTQ, the disaffiliated, and so 

many others who feel marginalized). Youth, young adults, and even the adult leaders and parents expressed a 

yearning for accompaniment and mentorship, at all times but especially through difficult and irregular situations. 

The Church needs to find ways to accompany the people of God at all stages of life in deeply personal 

ways. Impersonal experiences of Church are no longer sufficient. A desire for and memories of moments of 

accompaniment in times of tragedy, loss, and transition were also mentioned in the National Dialogue enough 

times to be a significant factor. Pastoral care for the faithful in these pivotal moments is essential to a young 

person’s relationship with our loving, compassionate God, facilitated by an authentic encounter with a leader in 

the Church. Pastoral leaders need to be well-versed in being compassionate and triaging mental health to know 

when professional help is warranted. What services can the Church offer for people facing these uncertain times? 

How can we patiently walk with those who are struggling or who may appear “different” from other young people 

or those in our ecclesial circles? These questions can serve as a great step forward in addressing the “authenticity 

gap” that the National Dialogue noticed between young people and Catholic communities of faith.
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4. Increase the investment in accompaniment.

The word accompaniment is a word that has come to have a lot 

of different meanings. As many of the ministry “buzz words” we 

have heard over the years, accompaniment can lose its meaning 

when used too often and without intentionality. If everything is 

accompaniment, nothing is accompaniment. 

However, the reality is that true accompaniment is needed right 

now for young people and families, who are increasingly feeling 

lost and alone (even more so in the shadow of a global pandemic). 

True accompaniment requires us to minister to the person, not 

a program. It means meeting people where they are at. And it 

requires those serving on behalf of the Church to listen and walk 

with people. We are asked to remind young people: “You do not 

walk alone. We need one another. I walk with you, too.”

Pope Francis noted in his first apostolic exhortation, “The Church 

will have to initiate everyone – priests, religious and laity – into this 

’art of accompaniment’ which teaches us to remove our sandals 

before the sacred ground of the other (cf. Ex 3:5). The pace of 

this accompaniment must be steady and reassuring, reflecting 

our closeness and our compassionate gaze which also heals, 

liberates and encourages growth in the Christian life.” (Evangelii 

Gaudium 169) For a true culture of accompaniment to take root 

in the Church, then, we must establish better ministerial practices 

and formation that models this.

We must also recognize that no one person can do this alone. It 

requires teams and many, many individuals to walk with others. 

It requires an investment in resources and personnel. It means 

that time and space must be set aside for pastoral leaders to 

patiently accompany youth and young adults in an honest, 

humble way. This also means collaborating with other key 

leaders, leaning on volunteers and young people themselves 

to do this important work alongside us. It means investing in 

mental health resources, as this is a significant area in which 

young people expressed a need for accompaniment. And 

finally, it may require ministry leaders to reimagine their own 

ministerial roles as those who teach and model accompaniment, 

rather than doing the accompaniment themselves.    

True accompaniment 

means meeting people 

where they are at
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5. Expand ministry with young adults.

All the various age groups and conversations in the National Dialogue noted the Church’s significant lack of 

attention to young adults (ages 18 to 39), and many expressed a strong recommendation to increase, invest in, 

and expand this ministerial area. 

Throughout the conversations with all age groups, the need and desire to expand young adult ministry (or 

“ministry with young adults”) was echoed. When it comes to the Church’s pastoral ministry with these young 

men and women, they asked for more support, more empowerment, more resources, and more understanding 

about the life challenges of young adults. While there was a call for more programs by some, the needs 

expressed went deeper, focusing upon: 

9 assistance with discerning important life decisions, 

9 seeking a community of peers engaged in faith, 

9 a desire to change the world and help those in need, and 

9 having people of faith walk with them during life transitions and challenges. 

The young adult population is quite diverse, spanning over two decades of life and encompassing so many life 

experiences, from undergraduate and graduate students, those in the single life, dating and engaged young 

couples, newly married men and women, parents and guardians, those in their first jobs and those who are 

leaders in their career fields; it includes those who are unemployed, incarcerated, those in military service, 

and from all ethnic and cultural communities. Yet no matter the context, the National Dialogue revealed that 

ministry to this age group must increase in intentional ways. 

While the call for expanded ministry with young adults has been around for a number of years in ministry circles, 

little investment and action has been taken. That was raised by a number of people in the conversations. Often, 

this inaction is a result of the identification of no clear singular solution to engage such a diverse group of 

people. Because of this, then, the Church needs to develop a pastoral plan that is practical, that engages specific 

populations of young adults, strategizing for increased pastoral ministry to these demographic groups. 
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The call for a pastoral plan for young adults was named in 

several National Dialogue settings; however, regardless of 

what is done, it seems it should be a part of a comprehensive 

effort that addresses the spectrum from early adolescence 

through to young adulthood, so that the points of transition 

can be addressed more fully. The Church may not be able 

to create a ministry for every single contact and every single 

need, but pastoral leaders can still accompany young adults 

by creating opportunities for finding community, helping with 

discernment, and allowing for authentic and healthy friendships 

among fellow young people – meeting them where they are. In 

the difficult and unique challenges that young adults face, the 

presence and investment of faith communities in supporting 

emerging adults can sometimes make all the difference for their 

connection to faith throughout their lives.   

6. Reimagine faith formation.

There was regular encouragement throughout the National 

Dialogue to move away from a classroom model and towards 

more relevant learning models featuring mentorship, small 

groups, accompaniment, faith sharing, and authentic witness. 

This approach will require us to rethink faith formation as 

we know it. The education models in the United States are 

changing rapidly in front of our eyes. But Catholic faith 

formation models have been slow to adapt. This gives us an 

opportunity to reimagine what faith formation can look like, 

from engaging parents and forming families together, providing 

more resources and formation opportunities online, and moving 

the work of faith formation off the parish campus to the places 

where people experience life. 

The data revealed that, while many youth ministry programs in 

various shapes and forms were found to support the faith of 

participating teenagers, it was also clear that the conversation 

participants found their own faith formation to be lacking or 

inconsistent with the quality of what is currently offered. There 

was a clear call to reimagine how the Church forms young 

Catholics, especially youth in junior high and high school, so 

that they can be better prepared to be lifelong missionary 

disciples, rather than simply “graduating” from the Church once 

that formation is complete. As stated earlier, faith formation 

should be presented in a way that connects its relevance to 

Faith formation should 

be presented in a 

way that connects 

its relevance to the 

everyday lives of 

young people
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the everyday lives of the young people being formed, most especially through the accompaniment and 

mentorship of authentic faith leaders. 

While the input from the National Dialogue was being analyzed, the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of 

the New Evangelization published its new Directory for Catechesis (2020). In this landmark document on the 

faith formation of all ages, it was noted: “The way of God who reveals himself and saves, together with the 

Church’s response of faith in history, becomes the source and model for the pedagogy of the faith. Catechesis 

thus presents itself as a process that allows the maturation of the faith through respect for the journey of each 

individual believer. Catechesis is therefore the pedagogy of faith in action, together with initiation, education, 

and teaching, always having clear the unity between content and the way in which it is transmitted.” (DFC 166). 

It seems that the Church’s new directive, “through respect for the journey of each individual believer,” echoes 

the desire of the young people themselves to be met where they are in their respective lives. 

Pope Francis noted this as well in Christus Vivit, reminding us that “Any educational project or path of growth for 

young people must certainly include formation in Christian doctrine and morality. It is likewise important that it 

have two main goals. One is the development of the kerygma, the foundational experience with God through 

Christ’s death and resurrection. The other is growth in fraternal love, community life, and service.” (CV 213) Pastoral 

ministers, equipped with the new Directory of Catechesis and Pope Francis’ encyclical on fraternal love, Fratelli Tutti 

(2020), can once more reimagine where we must go next in forming young people in the light of the Gospel. 
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7. Reconsider preparation for the     
 Sacrament of Confirmation.

Faith formation and sacramental preparation are not and cannot 

be the same thing. The process of using Sacraments as the 

“carrot” that brings youth and families to religious education 

programs has proven ineffectual for making lifelong disciples. 

Therefore, the Church must reexamine how it connects young 

people with the Sacraments – including Baptism, Eucharist, 

Marriage, Holy Orders, and (in a special way because of its 

significance among many youth) Confirmation. 

In some ways, from what we heard in the National Dialogue, it 

was affirmed that the requirement of sacramental preparation 

has also lost the understanding of the grace that comes from 

the Sacraments: grace that is given to the Church and shared 

with its members and God’s people. With this in mind, might 

we need a renewal of sacramental theology and preparation 

practices if we are to keep all the Sacraments relevant to this 

young generation? 

As it was mentioned frequently in our conversations, many 

youth engaged in the Sacraments simply because of obligation 

or because we “told them to.” They were looking for meaning 

and purpose, both of which the Church and Sacraments can 

offer, but often did not connect them to those religious and 

spiritual experiences. The way in which we invite and prepare 

young people to celebrate the Sacraments will need to better 

reflect that understanding: of their meaning and of the sense of 

purpose that the Sacraments can bring to their daily lives. 

The same principle can also be applied to other key 

sacramental moments in youth and young adulthood: a 

rejuvenation of the baptismal call to holiness; the sacredness 

and importance of the Eucharist and the Eucharistic celebration; 

and the vocational journey towards lifelong Marriage and 

family, or a life of religious consecration or the Sacrament 

of Holy Orders. How are we helping young people better 

understand the graces of those key moments, both before 

and after (in a process known as “mystagogy,” or an unpacking 

of the Sacrament and integration of it in daily life)? How can 

we partner and collaborate in the Church to ensure good 

sacramental experiences that aren’t “carrots” to be given out, 

but opportunities for the Lord’s grace to illuminate the lives of 

young people? These are the questions we must continually 

wrestle with as we reconceive the status quo.

Faith formation 

and sacramental 

preparation are not 

and cannot be the 

same thing
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8. Partner with parents and enhance family ministry.

Parents are partners, not problems. This is not always the way we approach families in our ministries. However, 

the National Dialogue conversations highlighted the needs and the desires of parents and ministry leaders to 

have greater support for their work – and for understanding one another. Parents articulated that they do not 

feel as though pastoral ministers truly understand the realities of family life today and felt that ministers weren’t 

doing enough for their sons and daughters; meanwhile, ministry leaders often shared their own struggles with 

lack of resources and investment, and how it may be the parents who are failing to form, prioritize, and support 

the faith growth of their children. However, both groups agree something must be done – and what currently 

happens isn’t working anymore.

The challenges facing parents and ministry leaders, respectively, are vast and we are in a moment where 

we can recognize our interdependence like never before, especially in light of the global pandemic which 

caused the domestic church to be the primary experience of faith for so many youth and young adults. This 

may require shared listening and increased dialogue with all adults who are involved in accompanying youth 

and young adults: parents, grandparents, godparents, youth ministers, catechists, campus ministers, young 

adult ministers, and pastors. The opportunity for partnership and collaboration can come when we begin to 

recognize that we all have the same goals, but have different roles in the process of accompaniment. 

Pope Francis spoke of this ministerial connection in Christus Vivit, noting that “Ministry with young people and 

the pastoral care of families should be coordinated and integrated, with the aim of ensuring a continuous and 

suitable accompaniment of the vocational process.” (CV 242) Therefore, ministries with youth and young adults 

and ministries for married couples and families must become more symbiotic and relational. According to the 

National Dialogue, this mutuality should include programs for young families, and education for parents on 

sharing faith, as well as intentionally developing ways for families to become more integrated into parish life 

and to feel supported by the whole community. 

We also recognize that, as youth grow into young adulthood, most of them will also move toward the 

vocational pathway of married life. This is yet another reason for the collaborative relationship between 

these ministries: the enhancement of marriage and family ministry can aid in the formation of young dating, 

engaged, and married couples and of young parents as they begin their family life.
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9. Transform ministry leadership.

We need to encourage professionalism in ministry. It 

was evident in the National Dialogue feedback that the 

Church needs to seriously address the formation, support, 

and resourcing of ministry leaders and create a culture of 

collaboration and unity across ministerial and ecclesial lines. 

Pastoral leaders were unified in their voice that they do not 

have adequate resources to engage in effective ministry with 

youth and/or young adults on behalf of the Church. They also 

were concerned that they may not be fully prepared for and 

supported in their task of passing on the faith to younger 

generations and their families, and expressed a desire for 

greater collaboration with pastors and bishops, principals 

and school administrators, parents and families, and other 

ministerial leaders. The recorded conversations took place 

before the global pandemic, but this has likely only been 

amplified due to the budget constraints and furloughs that are 

continuing to unfold across the Church.

Because of this, we must transform ministry leadership and how 

we, as a Catholic community, can invest in and support those 

who minister to youth and young adults. 

This requires standards, accountability, and the payment to 

pastoral ministers of a living wage. However, the future cannot 

stand dependent on paid and professional ministers alone. 

The function of paid pastoral ministers must be to help all the 

laity embrace their roles as missionary disciples. This requires a 

re-orientation of our ministry formation and leadership training 

to emphasize leadership skills. It must encourage collaboration 

and partnership with all leaders in the Church. It must model 

a culture of synodality. It may need to emphasize that true 

leadership is not doing the work by ourselves, but creating 

spaces and opportunities for others to grow and mature into 

the best versions of themselves that God created them to be. 

This requires humility, trust, and a much different approach to 

formation than we currently have in our seminaries, formation 

programs, and universities across the country. 

If the Church wishes to transform its ministries with youth and 

young adults, it must address these needs and issues directly 

with ministry leaders in order to prioritize their formation, 

support, and the collaborative nature of the task of forming life-

long missionary disciples.

Pastoral leaders do 

not have adequate 

resources to engage 

in effective ministry 

with youth and 

young adults
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10.   Embrace complexity. 

Due to the plethora of data, findings, and observations across 

four years of the National Dialogue, and recognizing the needs 

of young people, families, and pastoral leaders are so vast, 

there is no “one size fits all” approach that can be taken. Leaning 

into this complexity is the path forward.

There is a certain “messiness” to the wondrous diversity 

present in the lives of youth and young adults and those who 

accompany them. Pope Francis himself shared his comfort 

with the complexity of dynamic missionary discipleship among 

young people, playfully saying to young people in Christus Vivit: 

“Take risks, even if means making mistakes… Make a ruckus!” 

(CV 143) The Holy Father addressed older adults, too, saying 

“The young make us see the need for new styles and new 

strategies. For example, while adults often worry about having 

everything properly planned, with regular meetings and fixed 

times, most young people today have little interest in this kind 

of pastoral approach. Ministry with young people needs to 

become more flexible.” (CV 204) 

The timing of the National Dialogue, as well as the Synod 

and the V Encuentro consultations, took place concurrently 

with a renewal of the Church’s sex abuse crisis; the explosion 

of disaffiliation; racial and civil unrest over the past several 

years; the various social justice marches and protests led by 

young people; and the polarization and division in Church and 

society – and then was bookended by the global pandemic and 

economic fallout that resulted. 

Furthermore, we observed that there is great ecclesial and 

political diversity among ministry leaders and young people – 

and at times, this has resulted in strained relationships, suspicion 

of others, and a general difficulty to build consensus on many 

things. This resulted in dialogue experiences that were, to some 

degree, influenced by this societal complexity. Rather than resist 

this reality and seek out simplistic, singular, and rigid solutions, 

we recommend embracing the wondrous complexity and nuance 

that youth and young adults bring to our communities, and 

respond to each person one-by-one in their uniqueness.

Ministry with young 

people needs to 

become more flexible
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One might argue that there should have been a “clean sample” of conversations from which to reflect upon; 

however, the fact that these conversations occurred in the midst of several disruptions and uncertainties speaks 

to the realities that young people of any circumstance will undoubtedly face – and that ministry leaders must 

adapt and respond to. As Pope Francis noted in Christus Vivit:

“We should take into greater consideration those practices that have shown their value – the methods, 

language and aims that have proved truly effective in bringing young people to Christ and the 

Church.  It does not matter where they are coming from or what labels they have received, whether 

‘conservative’ or ‘liberal,’ ‘traditional’ or ‘progressive.’ What is important is that we make use of 

everything that has borne good fruit and effectively communicates the joy of the Gospel.” (CV 205)

Even before this current “moment” in the life of the Church and society, we knew that the lives and the experiences 

that youth and young adults face were more diverse and complex than one singular approach or best practice 

could possibly address. Yet, at the same time, there are many across the ministerial spectrum who claim to have the 

“silver bullet” or the “next best thing” to engage and evangelize young people. After this extensive research project 

and years of collaboration, the National Dialogue can definitively say that this is simply not the case. 

Rather, we must embrace the complexity and the diversity – and be patient with one another as we journey 

together to bear good fruit and effectively communicate the Gospel to and with the young.
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Process for Mobilization and Specific Mobilization Efforts:

What are we doing with these recommendations, and what is already being done?

At the conclusion of his apostolic exhortation Christus Vivit, Pope Francis reminds us, “If you are to accompany 

others on this path, you must be the first to follow it, day in and day out.” (CV 298) In the same way, not only is 

the National Dialogue offering these ten key recommendations for the Church, but we plan to be the first to 

follow them.

Mobilization is about a response to what was heard through dialogue and learned from the reflection on the 

data gathered from the conversations. In the pastoral circle of “see-judge-act,” used so effectively in the Synod 

and V Encuentro, this would be the “act” part of that process.

Our actions need to reflect how we are adjusting and reimagining the Church’s ministries with youth and 

young adults. This includes us assessing and possibly changing the following: 

9 Our programs

9 Our pedagogical approach

9 Our ministry focus

9 Our audience and their perceived needs

9 Our engagement of young people 

Who this involves 

Mobilization includes all of us. We all have a responsibility to engage and respond to this moment. 

Questions we should ask ourselves include: 

9 How does our ministry need to respond to what we have heard?

9 How do each of us need to respond personally to this moment?

9 What process of discernment can we enter into to better understand where and how the Spirit is 

leading us? 
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In what ways do we expect these findings to inform our ministry going forward? Especially in light of our 

reality of the global pandemic, economic recession, and anti-racism movements.

9 How will these findings help us lead more young people to Christ?

9 What specific strategies and plans do we want to implement based on these findings?

What steps are being taken for present and future action?

Each of the organizations within the National Leadership Network have committed to receiving the results and 

recommendations of the National Dialogue – and to finding ways to let it inspire them and integrate the lessons into 

their programming and planning. Each of these organizations will be led in the way the Holy Spirit calls them to act, 

so the exact specifics of what each community or group will do is ultimately up to them and their leadership. It is the 

hope of the National Dialogue that, as a result of this collaborative effort, the fields of youth, campus, pastoral juvenil 

hispana, and young adult ministries are transformed in pastorally responsive and Gospel-led ways – and are moved 

by “the signs of the times” and the voices of young people that the National Dialogue raised up.

To discover what the NLN organizations are doing as a result of the National Dialogue along the way, we 

encourage readers to check in regularly to the website, www.nationaldialogue.info, and to follow the 

#NationalDialogue on social media. We hope to post stories and insights as we move ahead.

The National Dialogue has committed to accompanying pastoral leaders, from bishops to pastoral ministers across 

the country, in the implementation process. For themselves, the Core Team’s partner organizations have committed 

to the following measures, to unite, engage, and mobilize their own respective memberships and networks.
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National Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry (NFCYM)

9 NFCYM continues to use listening sessions in several settings, including Member Meet Ups (which began 

during the pandemic) and with Regional Leaders to attend to current needs and directions. Our focus on 

Accompaniment (via webinars, formation events, and the Accompaniment Project itself) and our ongoing 

commitment to collaboration tied directly to the key themes and lessons learned from the National Dialogue. 

9 An emphasis on bringing young voices to the forefront and including them in developing our 

programming directly responded to the listening sessions we did with young people through the National 

Dialogue. Listening to young people opened opportunities to adapt our programs to better meet their 

needs and offer them leadership opportunities. 

9 The National Leadership Network is a model that inspired NFCYM in its continued collaboration efforts 

with not only those within the world of ministry but also outside of it. We made connections and lit a spark 

to unify the field of Catholic ministry with young people. These intentional collaboration efforts are a 

significant fruit of the National Dialogue. 

9 Using the model given to us by the National Dialogue, when racial tensions hit a new intensity with the 

murders of African Americans across the country, NFCYM used the methodology to host Listening sessions 

with our African American members. Using a process of listening without judgement or correction, using 

skilled facilitators, and allowing people to speak freely and honestly, NFCYM was able to listen to the voices 

of members and respond with thoughtful and actionable items to address racism within the organization and 

support ministry leaders to do so as well. We encouraged others to also take the important and needed step 

of listening to help move us forward from this moment, more aware and unified than when this started. 

National Catholic Network de Pastoral Juvenil Hispana (LaRED)

LaRED will include these actions in the Proyecto Juvenil Hispano (the Decade of Pastoral Juvenil Hispana, 

2020-2030) as LaRED’s comprehensive response to the multiple national processes where the Church has 

listened to the voice of young people:

9 Focus on partnering with campus ministry to accompany young Hispanics in college, including reaching 

out to parents and youth ministers earlier to make sure that transitions into college do not end up severing 

spiritual relationships and result in diminished faith life while studying.

9 Reimagine ministry with Young Adults in Pastoral Juvenil Hispana who are able to assist lay ecclesial 

ministers after extensive formation opportunities through the years, in order to model best practices for 

integrating faith in action to transform society, explore religious and cultural heritage, embracing the 

richness of Hispanic Catholicism in day to day life (“lo cotidiano”). 

9 Mobilize Hispanic youth ministry to reach at risk young people in the local communities, as well as design 

new approaches to invite non-traditional young adults to participate in opportunities for faith formation 

in small communities, social ministry, creative application of arts, dance, music, writing, filming and social 

media for evangelization of other young people.

9 Promote the evangelization of youth through peer ministry approaches and best practices, a well-known 

practice endorsed by the Synod and explicitly mentioned in Christus Vivit chapter 7, where young people 

become primary evangelizers of other young people when given the tools, formation and spiritual 

accompaniment necessary for embracing missionary discipleship as a concrete way of living out their 

baptismal call to holiness and mission. 

120 National Dialogue  |  Final Report



9 Expand and extend opportunities for ongoing formation of ministry leaders who serve Hispanic youth and 

young adults, focusing in intercultural skills, hospitality practices, spiritual and scriptural connections with 

popular religiosity explained in Christus Vivit, missionary discipleship approaches, among others.

9 La RED is here to assist ministry leaders in bridging the gap within our parishes, schools and colleges that 

keep many Hispanic young people alienated from resources available for mainstream ministry.

9 La RED will foster annual encounters among diocesan and regional ministry leaders of youth ministry, 

young adult ministry, campus ministry, Hispanic Ministry, laity and families as well as Pastoral Juvenil Hispana 

wherever they are, to develop ongoing conversations that will lead to better connections for young people to 

transition between ministries and settings without feeling lost, rejected, or abandoned by the Church. 

Catholic Campus Ministry Association (CCMA)

9 CCMA has utilized the National Dialogue model in response to racial unrest in the United States, inviting 

conversation and more frequent dialogue with one another and with experts in the field. This has resulted 

in more conversation but also a sharing of resources and best practices.

9 What was a monthly webinar series has been reimagined as a weekly, live show called OFFICE HOURS. 

Since July, 2020, this program has drawn 50% of the nation’s campus ministers and continues to surface 

the role of accompaniment in the formation of missionary disciples.

9 In preparation for 2021 programing, we have been in greater dialogue with our members in order to make 

informed decisions based on the realities on campus.

9 Begun dialogue with LaRED as to how CCMA can collaborate in order to better support Latino students.

9 In completion of our Strategic Plan, we’ve placed a greater emphasis on the need to work together. CCMA is 

currently collaborating with and supporting several partner organizations who are passionate about Christ and 

the Church. In order to stop the exodus of young people from the Church, these collaborations will be crucial.

National Advisory Team on Young Adult Ministry (NATYAM)

9 Development of a new National Institute for Ministry with Young Adults (NIMYA), equipped with a co-

responsible governance and leadership structure – between bishops, young adults, ministry leaders, and 

those from the academic community – that will form, network, and explore new dimensions for effective 

pastoral praxis in ministry with young adults.

9 Revamping of the Advisory Team’s webinar series to focus more intentionally on pastoral care and 

responsiveness to realities facing young adults, and training ministry leaders on how best to adjust their 

ministries to model that same responsivity.

9 Using the National Dialogue model, hosting regular online conversation sessions with ministry leaders to 

assess the pulse of the ministerial field at various points throughout the year.

9 Hearing the insights into racial and cultural issues during the National Dialogue process, the NATYAM 

began to develop anti-racism resources and took a definitive stance to stand with persons of color in their 

quest for systemic social justice, including within ecclesial structures.
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United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) 

9 As a result of the Synod and the National Dialogue, the USCCB Committee on Laity, Marriage, Family Life 

and Youth (LMFLY) created a Bishops Working Group on Youth and Young Adults, chaired by Bishop Edward 

Burns of the Diocese of Dallas, that will run from 2020 to 2022. The Working Group includes nine bishops, 

nine consultants, a liaison to the LMFLY Committee, and staff support from the LMFLY Secretariat. The 

mandate of the Working Group is three-fold: 1) to develop a national framework on youth and young adults; 

2) to assess the feasibility of a permanent structure within the USCCB dedicated to young people; and 3) to 

provide ongoing episcopal guidance and reflection on the ministerial landscape related to young people.

9 The LMFLY Committee, through the Bishops Working Group on Youth and Young Adults, is exploring the 

development of a national pastoral framework document on youth and young adults, which may use the 

National Dialogue data and recommendations in its formation. 

9 The USCCB Committee on Cultural Diversity in the Church (CDC) is currently undertaking a multi-year 

dialogue process called Journeying Together: An Intercultural Encounter with Youth and Young Adults, 

which runs from 2019 through 2022 and beyond. The Journeying Together initiative is co-sponsored by 

the USCCB Secretariats of Catholic Education (CE); Evangelization and Catechesis (EC); and LMFLY, in 

partnership with the NFCYM and the National Dialogue. 

• Journeying Together was conceived as a one-time event scheduled for mid-2020, but due to the 

pandemic, became a multi-year process in the style of the V Encuentro and National Dialogue – 

inclusive of a “see-judge-act” pastoral methodology.

• This process involves young adults and ministry leaders from the African American, Asian Pacific Islander, 

European American, Hispanic/Latino, and Native American communities and from those groups supported 

by the USCCB Subcommittee on the Pastoral Care of Migrants, Refugees, and Travelers (PCMRT).

• The first phase of the project was a virtual opening celebration in July 2020; the second phase 

includes intra-cultural listening conversations (for each of the six major cultural families) from August 

to December 2020; the third phase includes intercultural dialogue (across and between the six cultural 

families) from January to June 2021, followed by continued discernment and reflection on the national 

and local levels from July 2021 to May 2022; the fourth phase will be a live-event, scheduled for June 

2022, where participants will come together in-person for further discernment and preparation for 

mobilization, based on what was heard during the initial phases of the initiative. The final phase will be 

the proactive implementation of the mobilization measures proposed throughout the process; this will 

be carried out following the 2022 live event, depending on what is developed.

• The potential for Journeying Together is to engage communities that may not have been connected to 

the National Dialogue, the V Encuentro, or the Synod processes. 

9 As a result of the relationships developed through the National Dialogue, more collaboration now exists 

across the USCCB Secretariats. There has been and continues to be greater partnership on various 

initiatives related to youth and young adults, such the National Dialogue itself; World Youth Day (WYD); 

the National Catholic Youth Conference (NCYC), leadership initiatives from NFCYM, LaRED, CCMA, and 

NATYAM, as well as the efforts that are continuing to emerge from the V Encuentro, Journeying Together, 

the XV Ordinary Synod on Young People, and Christus Vivit. 
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 The following Secretariats are increasingly working together as a result of these programs: CDC (and 

its respective cultural diversity subcommittees); CE; EC; LMFLY; as well as Child and Youth Protection 

(CYP); Clergy, Consecrated Life and Vocations (CCLV); Communications/Digital Media (COMM); Divine 

Worship (DW); Justice, Peace, and Human Development (JPHD); National Collections (NC); Marketing and 

Episcopal Resources (MER); and Pro-Life Activities (PL).

V Encuentro

9 The V Encuentro has been a four-year process of ecclesial reflection and action that invites all Catholics in 

the United States to intense missionary activity, consultation, leadership development, and identification of 

best ministerial practices in the spirit of the New Evangelization. The process was a priority activity of the 

USCCB’s Strategic Plan for 2017-2020.

9 The global pandemic brought the process to halt in some regions and dioceses during its last year (2020) 

and others continued the process virtually. The V Encuentro leadership team hosted a new means of 

virtually engaging in the process with a “National Diocesan” event in the fall of 2020 to assist dioceses who 

may be experiencing staffing and economic issues. The hope is to support and continue the process.

9 The development of a Formal Statement/National Pastoral Plan for Hispanic Ministry was approved by the 

USCCB in November 2019. It will incorporate feedback of young people from the Synod, the V Encuentro 

Proceedings and Conclusions, and the National Dialogue Final Report.

9 The V Encuentro leadership team has also partnered with NFCYM during the pandemic to offer webinars 

in Spanish. These webinars are a means of listening to the ever-changing needs of young people and 

Hispanic/Latino ministry leaders, responding with new webinars that address these issues in specific and 

tangible ways.

9 One of the main ways the V Encuentro plans to mobilize is through VEYAHLI, the V Encuentro Young Adult 

Hispanic Leadership Initiative which includes three components: 

• (1) A national curriculum and bilingual formation program at a foundational level to usher young 

Hispanic/Latino Catholics into leadership in the Church and society, with a pathway to academic 

degrees and other credentials.

• (2) An online resource center for high-quality courses, materials, websites, and other content to help 

Catholic parishes with Hispanic/Latino ministry, and to help their pastoral leaders and their young adult 

members flourish in their faith and in their missionary commitment in the Church and society. 

• (3) A national accompaniment and mentorship network to support, resource, and respond to the 

development of Hispanic/Latino young adult leaders.

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 123



Pope Francis recognized that the mobilization of any synodal journey would be challenging, but he 
continues to urge us on in whatever we do, saying in Christus Vivit, “Young people can help keep (the 

Church) young. They can stop her from becoming corrupt; they keep her moving forward.” (CV 37)  

He also spoke directly to youth and young adults to encourage them as “protagonists” in the Church and in 

the world, saying, “Keep following your hopes and dreams… Our best dreams are attained through hope, 

patience, and commitment, and not in haste… Even if you make mistakes, you can always get up and start over, 

for no one has the right to rob you of hope.” (CV 142) While these words were directed at young people, it can 

certainly apply to those of all ages with a youthful heart who are journeying together towards a common and 

worthwhile goal. His final words in his 2019 apostolic exhortation have been especially inspiring:

“My joyful hope is to see you keep running the race before you, outstripping all those who are slow or 

fearful. Keep running, ‘attracted by the face of Christ, whom we love so much…. May the Holy Spirit urge 

you on as you run this race. The Church needs your momentum, your intuitions, your faith. We need 

them!  And when you arrive where we have not yet reached, have the patience to wait for us.’” (CV 299)

These mobilization efforts will likely take a while. Change and adaptation are never easy, but with our eyes 

set on Christ and the Gospel, and with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we will “run this race” with forward 

momentum, inspired intuitions, and a shared faith. Let us pray for one another along the way and have 

patience that we will arrive there soon enough.
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Epilogue:          
Discerning How We Move Forward

If you have been inspired reading this report, and are compelled to act, thank you! 

Now comes the hard part: discerning what to do and how to act going forward. Once again, we turn to Pope 

Francis who said, 

“We must remember that prayerful discernment must be born of a readiness to 

listen: to the Lord and to others, and to reality itself, which always challenges us in 

new ways. Only if we are prepared to listen, do we have the freedom to set aside our 

own partial or insufficient ideas, our usual habits, and ways of seeing things. In this 

way, we become truly open to accepting a call that can shatter our security, but lead 

us to a better life.” (Gaudete et Exsultate, 172) 

In the context of discernment, St. Ignatius of Loyola said, “Our only desire and our one choice should be this: 

I want and I choose what better leads to God’s deepening life in me.” This choosing and desiring is often a 

solitary task, practiced over and over again throughout our lives. Should I get married? Is God calling me to be 

a priest? Does the job offer make sense for my career?

When we look to organizations (as well as apostolates, movements, institutions, dioceses, parishes, and other 

Catholic groups) and their accompanying structures, discernment can be more difficult. This often takes 

expression in the form of strategic planning, crisis management, or even a financial audit. The findings challenge 

the organization to exercise self-reflection which leads to action. This applies as much to a particular apostolate as 

it does to the young people, families, and ministry leaders who participated in the National Dialogue.
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Two questions likely emerge from any process of organizational discernment: 

1. What is the problem to be solved?

2. How is our organization uniquely equipped to solve it? 

Pope Francis has invited the Church to answer these two questions as individuals and as members of our 

various apostolates. 

In Evangelii Gaudium, the Pope beckons the Church to reach out to others rather than focus on herself, 

“I dream of a ‘missionary option’, that is, a missionary impulse capable of 

transforming everything, so that the Church’s customs, ways of doing things, 

times and schedules, language and structures can be suitably channeled for the 

evangelization of today’s world rather than for her self-preservation” (EG 27)

He also reminded us of the core of our vocations, whether as individuals or as keepers of a vision of an organization: 

“This missionary vocation thus has to do with service. For our life on earth reaches 

full stature when it becomes an offering… Your vocation is something more: it is path 

guiding your many efforts and actions towards service to others.” (CV 254, 255)

Ultimately, we must discern how our organizations and apostolates can be more responsive, more attentive, 

and more pastoral to all those we encounter, as a service to others. This, above self-preservation, is the reason 

we exist in the first place; it can be tempting, in the wake of the global pandemic, to look inward; but now more 

than ever, we need to cast our gaze in the service of others, especially the young.
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St. John Paul II said in 1983, “The commemoration of the half 

millennium of evangelization will gain its full energy if it is a 

commitment…not to re-evangelize but to a New Evangelization, 

new in its ardor, methods and expression.” (John Paul II, Address 

to CELAM; Opening Address of the Nineteenth General 

Assembly of CELAM, 9 March 1983, Port-au-Prince, Haiti; 

L’Osservatore Romano English Edition 16/780;18 April 1983; 

# 9.) In this reminder of our commitment to the Gospel, he 

articulated a nuanced perspective towards evangelization. St. 

John Paul II desired to empower the faithful to a new moment 

(with new ardor, methods, and expression), through which the 

Holy Spirit could breathe life into the Church. Pope Emeritus 

Benedict XVI provided continuity in this thrust both inwards 

(a renewed personal encounter with Christ) and outwards 

(towards those who Christ wants to encounter). 

In recent years, there has been a growing disaffiliation from the 

Church. Fewer people, especially the youngest generations, 

describe themselves as religious and, as a result, disconnect from 

societal institutions, including churches and other communities 

of faith. The reasons are varied, though the National Dialogue, 

coupled with recent sociological studies (from the National 

Study of Youth and Religion, Center for Applied Research in the 

Apostolate, Springtide Research Center, Barna, Pew Research 

Center, Gallup, among many others), revealed that it is a 

combination of factors. Regardless of the reason, this disaffiliation 

crisis has stirred us to greater urgency.

The problems to be solved are vast, and it is important – in the 

discernment process – to review the data presented by the 

National Dialogue, as it represents the real voices of young 

people, their families, and those who tirelessly accompany them. 

In light of all that was revealed to the Church in the Synod, the V 

Encuentro, and as unpacked in Christus Vivit, especially its third 

chapter, what issues tug at the heart of our organization and its 

leadership? It is important to take time and pray through this 

reflection (and part of that time means also putting aside our own 

potential misconceptions of what we think young people need 

and replace that with hearing their voices once more). 

With that in mind, we turn to the question: How is our 

organization (or movement or diocese or parish, etc.) uniquely 

equipped to solve the issues that lie before us? In this area, it is 

crucial to look anew at the mission, vision, values, and mandates 

that ground Catholic organizational structures – and see what 

is unique and distinct about us, and what – in that uniqueness – 

The problems to be 

solved are vast, and 

it is important – in the 

discernment process 

– to review the data 

presented by the 

National Dialogue
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might specifically respond to the voices of youth, young adults, 

families, or other pastoral leaders. Such reflection will take time, 

but it is an important step in the process, as it helps us to narrow 

our focus in order to be more effective. 

As we journeyed together over the past several years, 

the National Dialogue sought to provide its own solution, 

encouraged and supported by our bishops: a collaborative 

network of mission-focused, Catholic organizations who might 

band together in order to help Catholics better accompany and 

journey with young people towards Christ and the community 

of the Church. The Core Team looked at what had already been 

unearthed about young people, spent time in prayer, and found 

something unique and distinct that they could do collectively: 

to convene and to provide space for fraternity, solidarity, and 

dialogue among Catholic leadership. The NLN was our own 

first solution. There would soon be other solutions that would 

certainly follow.

Utilizing its synodal method of intentional conversations with 

young people, the National Dialogue discovered various 

findings which helped each organization and apostolate discern 

how to move forward. These findings have produced ecclesial 

momentum, which is a sign of hope for a renewed commitment 

to youth and young adult ministries.

This initiative, supported by the findings of the project, spoke to 

two realities. 

First, the National Dialogue revealed that ministry silos no 
longer work. A generation ago, it could be argued that youth 

ministry could operate effectively without the support of young 

adult or college campus ministries, or predominantly-English-

speaking outreach efforts could work well without the wisdom 

of Hispanic/Latino communities. This is no longer the case, as 

a growing belief contends that young people benefit from a 

more seamless approach or “handoff” from one ministry to the 

next, and from a collaborative approach across cultures and 

communities. As Patrick Lencioni, founder of the Amazing Parish 

movement said, “To tear down silos, leaders must go beyond 

behaviors and address the contextual issues at the heart of 

departmental separation and politics.” (Lencioni, 2006)

The National Dialogue 

discovered various 

findings which have 

produced ecclesial 

momentum, which is 

a sign of hope for a 

renewed commitment 

to youth and young 

adult ministries
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Second, the National Dialogue, which brought together 
dozens of Catholic ministries, helped to bridge various 
types of apostolates. The relationships that have formed as 

a result of this effort will likely endure for many years. These 

relationships speak to a profound reality found through the 

National Dialogue, namely that bold action is needed in order 

to truly respond to the concerns of youth and young adults, and 

in so doing, stem the exodus of young people from the Church.

If greater unity was accomplished through the National 

Dialogue, the Church will need to marshal its efforts in ways 

greater than ever before. In order to solve a big problem, an 

even greater effort is required. This is in effect the mobilization 

stage of the National Dialogue, and it might be the most difficult 

aspect of the process. 

These solutions are offered for other organizational structures 

in the Church to consider in their own discernment about how 

best to move forward.

How we do that will require the highest level of unity and the 

courage to embrace what Pope Francis calls for in Evangelii 

Gaudium, “Pastoral ministry in a missionary key seeks to 

abandon the complacent attitude that says: ‘We have always 

done it this way’. I invite everyone to be bold and creative in this 

task of rethinking the goals, structures, style and methods of 

evangelization in their respective communities” (EG 33). 

This missionary key has the potential to solve some of the 

greatest issues facing the Church today, from disaffiliation to 

scandal to attending to the social and pastoral needs of God’s 

people. It will take a strong network of brave leaders, who have 

discerned prayerfully how to move ahead with grace.

The National Dialogue gave 

me the opportunity to meet 

other ministry leaders and to 

collaborate in reaching out 

to multicultural communities. 

After the first meeting 

we invited Deacon Andy 

Orozco, a Native American 

member of the Diocese of 

San Bernardino to join one 

of our NCPD councils. Also, 

in the first meeting NCPD 

worked with the Pontifical 

Council for Promoting New 

Evangelization in Rome on 

the International Conference 

on Catechesis and Persons 

with Disabilities. We invited 

some ministry leaders 

to participate in a video 

salutation recorded for Pope 

Francis, that was presented 

during his audience. 

— Esther García, National Catholic 

Partnership on Disability
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Suggested Next Steps

Based on the principle of discernment, the following steps are recommended by the National Dialogue to 

successfully help the Church solve her biggest problems:

Review the findings of the National Dialogue with a trusted group of friends

Both the executive summary and the full final report speak of several realities that youth and young adult 

ministers can build upon: an appreciation for the Sacraments, the value of mentors and the importance 

of discussion around issues of morality. Talk about these findings. What surprises you? What raises further 

questions? What affirms the work you are already doing? It is important to talk about the findings in order to 

form personal meaning within your own ministry context.

Share a synopsis of the findings with a larger group within your ministry 

If you are a youth minister, this might include the parents of your students or even the parish at large. Young 

adult and campus ministers will want to share the National Dialogue findings with their communities in ways 

appropriate to their audience. Wherever you minister, remember that you will likely have one opportunity to 

share this information. Be brief, be direct and be positive about possible implications for your ministry. Ideas 

for sharing the findings of the National Dialogue may include but are not limited to: a brief podcast, a short 

video on YouTube, a post-communion reflection at Mass, a bulletin handout, a bulleted list on your website or 

snippets of information parsed out and used on social media. Remember to be brief and be direct. You are 

simply sharing valuable information about a national initiative.

How might you be able to replicate the techniques used within the National Dialogue   

within your community? 

How might you listen more consistently to the voices of youth and young adults? 

How might their perspectives inform your decisions?
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Decide on one or two things that your ministry will do 
differently as a result of the National Dialogue 

Pray about this. Talk about this with your leadership team. 

When you feel like you have landed on something, name it and 

commit to it. Fight the urge to change everything about your 

ministry. Focus on one or two things that you have learned.

As an example, a campus minister might read in the National 

Dialogue findings that the sacrament of Reconciliation was 

particularly impactful among young people. Reflecting on 

her own ministry, the campus minister inventories the weekly 

campus ministry schedule. Reconciliation is only offered once, 

at an inconvenient time for students. A next step might be for 

the minister to talk with her chaplain in order to provide for 

more opportunities each week for students to go to Confession. 

Her decision to reject “business as usual” will allow for more 

students to receive the healing power of God’s love through 

Reconciliation.

Decide on one or two ways that your ministry will 
collaborate in order to break down silos

A youth minister might read within the National Dialogue 

findings that there was strong affirmation about working 

together across ministry types. Reflecting on his parish’s 

relationship with the college down the street, he decides to 

have lunch once per quarter with the college campus minister. 

His decision to collaborate will start small and eventually allow 

for high school students to better transition into young adults.

The National Dialogue and its findings are not elixirs for all that 

has ailed youth, young adult and campus ministry. Rather, the 

National Dialogue affords those in the field with a method of being 

in relationship- through conversation and mutual respect. Through 

a personal, humble reading of the findings within the National 

Dialogue, one can boldly move forward. This produces hope and a 

way for the Church to best accompany young people. 

Through a personal, 

humble reading of 

the findings within the 

National Dialogue, 

one can boldly move 

forward

 National Dialogue  |  Final Report 131



Conclusion: God Wants Us to Dream

When we first began the National Dialogue, we had a dream. 

We hoped to create a process that would unify the field of 

pastoral ministry to young people, engage the voices of many, 

and mobilize the Church to better minister to, for, and with 

young people. Still, we had no idea what the process would 

be like, what would surface, or if we would succeed. Despite 

the uncertainties, we were clear of three things the process 

needed to include: we had to trust in the Holy Spirit to guide it, 

we had to design it in such a way that it engaged many pastoral 

ministers, and without question, the voices of young people had 

to form part of it. With these core values, we proceeded. 

We allowed ourselves to dream with no boundaries. It is said that 

when we dream in a big way, we love in a big way. Our young 

people deserve a Church that never ceases to dream big and 

is continuously inviting them into God’s dream. In 2019, Pope 

Francis, while participating in an ecumenical meeting with young 

people at the Pastoral Center in Skopje, North Macedonia, said, 

“How important it is to dream together! Just as 

you are doing today: everyone together, here 

in one place, without barriers. Please, dream 

together, not by yourselves! Dream with others 

and never against others! By yourselves, you 

risk seeing mirages, seeing things that are not 

there. Dreams are built together.” 

“God wants us to be 

able to dream like 

he does and, with 

him as we journey, to 

be quite attentive to 

reality -- dreaming of 

a different world.”    
 

— Pope Francis, Address for the 

Weekly General Audience  

Wednesday, August 30, 2017  

Saint Peter’s Square, Vatican City
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The fruit of the National Dialogue was a dream becoming a 

reality. A listening process was created that invited people of 

all ages from their respective realities to listen to the voices 

of youth and young adults which ultimately helped us dream 

together. We dream of new possibilities of how best to mobilize 

ourselves to better minister to, for, and with young people.

So, what made this dreaming possible? A willingness to listen 

attentively to the other with no preconceived thought or 

formula of what a possible response might be. We listened with 

an open heart and mind and allowed the dialogue to inform 

the outcome. While the process was challenging at times, it was 

liberating and intriguing to see the dream come together.   

As we prepare to close this chapter of the National Dialogue, 

the listening process that we were all invited into continues. 

The process will only end when we stop dreaming together and 

listening to the needs and hopes of our youth and young adults. 

A new chapter begins today. You are invited to take what you 

read and to write the next chapter of the National Dialogue. 

Let’s continue to dream together with and for our young people.

A big part that makes this 

journey beautiful is that it 

brings people of the same 

faith and same vision for 

the Church together as 

to strengthen individuals’ 

motivation of service.  By 

listening to different stories 

of struggle in ministry, as 

well as the joyful moments, 

it affirms the need for 

dialogue within the Church.  

Those stories which I also 

resonate with motivate me to 

discern more and find new 

and better ways for making 

dialogue with youth and 

young adults, especially in 

the area where I find myself 

weak. The National Dialogue 

is just like the journey on the 

Emmaus which enlightens 

the mind and brightens the 

hearts of the two disciples.  

— Rev. Binh Nguyen, SVD, 

Vietnamese Eucharistic Youth 

Movement
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