Reaching out to youth: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
The October 2010 meeting of Interfaith Grand River demonstrated that faith traditions vary widely in how, and how much, they reach out to youth. But a common thread was that keeping youth involved in religious communities is not an easy task in the contemporary social context.
A Lutheran participant spoke for many when he said that his denomination has not done well at addressing the “culture of self-absorption, of you are what you buy.” However, most religious denominations do have some programs that are directed to youth, including sports, music, summer camps and giving them some responsibility for religious services.
Thus, a Sikh participant reported being impressed when he visited the Kitchener Stake Centre of the Mormon Church to see a gymnasium and prayer space together. A Buddhist participant also emphasized the importance of sports, citing boxing tournaments in the early years of the YMCA and the Islamic tradition of wrestling.

A number of participants noted that their communities ran camp programs. According to a Jewish participant, the spirituality of many adult Jews is rooted in the camp experiences they had in their youth.

A Mormon participant outlined the extensive programs his denomination has for youth. In these he included the church’s missionary program, which, he said, “is really intended to train the youth.”

Participants also noted the barriers and misunderstandings that stand in the way of reaching out to youth. “If you think about youth in general,” said a Presbyterian participant, “90 per cent of them are terrible. If you think about the youth you know, 90 per cent of them are wonderful.”

A Muslim participant said that at mosques people yell at youths for putting shoes in the wrong place. She quoted the Somali-born, Toronto-based rapper K’naan as saying, “In Somalia, it was normal for me to gather with my friends on a street corner. In New York I got arrested for it.” She emphasized the importance of providing opportunities for young men and young women to get to know one another.
Another Muslim participant recounted that when he delivered a lecture to young people in England, he was annoyed to see one member of the audience texting throughout the lecture. Finally he confronted the offender and said if he wasn’t going to listen he should leave. “Oh no,” said the young man. “I’m texting your lecture to my sister who couldn’t be here today.”

The discussion was followed by a presentation from Rohan Thompson and Tom Fournier of InREACH, Waterloo Region’s street gang prevention project. There are, Thompson and Fournier reported, some 800 to 1,000 gang members and associates in the region. The main reasons young people join gangs, they said, are boredom, family dysfunction, family or friends in a gang, lack of a sense of belonging and poverty.

