Youth on the edge: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

An article in the Kitchener-Waterloo Record reporting on dangerous behaviours among youth in Waterloo Region and Wellington County sparked Interfaith Grand River’s discussion on youth at its August meeting. But the discussion branched out from a consideration of “youth on the edge” to the broader questions of how young people find their way in a society that provides few appropriate models for them.

The article — “Local students lead province in dangerous behaviours” by Anne Kelly, in the June 12 issue of the Record — reported on a Centre for Addiction and Mental Health survey of Ontario secondary students that showed a higher percentage of students in Waterloo-Wellington than anywhere else in the province reporting that they had bullied others or had thoughts of suicide at least once in the previous year.

The survey also showed Waterloo-Wellington higher than the provincial average in percentages of youth who had been prescribed tranquilizers or sedatives, carried a gun or knife, been threatened or injured with a weapon at school, and had problems caused by video game use.

Some of the discussion at Interfaith Grand River focused on the article itself. Questions were raised about the validity of the survey, and about whether it was reported fairly. A Roman Catholic speaker wondered what the statistics would be for the general population and how they would compare with those for youth. But participants agreed that while specifics could be questioned, a real problem had to be acknowledged, for faith communities as well as for society as a whole. “Are faith communities open to youth on the edge?” asked a Mennonite speaker.

“Home was the basis of ethics,” said a Sikh speaker. “But now no one talks to each other. There’s just text messaging.”

A Jewish speaker, citing his tradition’s practice of marking the transition to adulthood at the age of 13, questioned the whole notion of adolescence. Youths are segregated into large comprehensive high schools, he noted, where only a minority thrive. Meanwhile, adolescent culture has expanded downward into what used to be considered childhood and upward to the age of 25 and beyond. “We have a very immature society,” a Lutheran speaker agreed.

“The only way people find a fairly smooth path through life is by staying connected,” said a Roman Catholic speaker. “Our task as faith-filled people is to keep on being there. Jesus didn’t say, ‘I’ll fix it.’ He said, ‘I’ll be with you.’”

