Unity and Variety of Gifts*

By Juan Rendon

“There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit, there are different forms of service but the same Lord; there are different workings but the same God who produces all of them in everyone. To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit. To one is given through the Spirit the expression of wisdom; to another the expression of knowledge according to the same Spirit; to another faith by the same Spirit; to another gifts of healing, by the one Spirit; to another mighty deeds; to another prophecy; to another discernment of spirits; to another varieties of tongues; to another interpretation of tongues. But one and the same Spirit produces all of these, distributing them individually to each person as he wishes.” 
(1 Cor 12:1–11)

[Text in italics and underlined is my own emphasis]

Saint Paul, the apostle to the gentiles, has given us a wonderful testament of writings that we can use in youth ministry. By reading and reflecting on his writings through the mindset of comprehensive youth ministry we will be able to look at him in a very unique and enriching way. I would like to offer a biblical pastoral reflection on the relationship between Paul’s message to the Corinthians and goal three of Renewing the Vision. The reflection intends to offer some food for thought and hopefully it will also give you a new framework to see Paul as the apostle that can renew the vision of youth ministry in your parish.
Goal three of Renewing the Vision: a Framework for Catholic Youth Ministry strives to foster the total personal and spiritual growth of each young person. Adolescents, both young and old, experience their faith in different settings: home, school, parish, sports and in many other non conventional ways. The Church is concerned for the whole person by addressing the needs of young people in the context of his or her whole life. Thus the mission of the Church, entrusted by Jesus Christ to His disciples, is to lead adolescents to a full participation in the divine life of the Trinity. 
A good number of adolescents (ages 12 to 17) that we minister to have already received the sacraments of initiation; some are still in the Confirmation process. In their Baptism they died with Christ and rose to new life in and with Him; they were anointed and became priests, prophets and kings. In the sacrament of Confirmation they received the fullness (they were sealed) of the gifts of the Spirit and in the Eucharist they received the Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. Consequently they have received the gifts of the Spirit that will allow them to bear much fruit as heralds of the Good News. If young people are given the Spirit in their Baptism and Confirmation, are parishes benefiting from this explosion (abundance) of gifts? Is your parish a place that fosters the spiritual growth of youth so that they can be the manifestation of these gifts? Is the whole church actively looking for ways to truly become a school of discipleship for adolescents?

The comprehensive model of youth ministry is rooted in the reality that there are different kinds of spiritual gifts and different forms of service but the same Lord. The old model of the one “parish youth group” is not enough because it does not allow the youth of the parish to shine and come to full maturity in the Christian faith. And please do not misinterpret when I say that the one parish youth group is not enough, I grew up in that tradition and it did wonders for many of us. It covered our needs but we were not connected or integrated with parish life as a whole. 
Comprehensive youth ministry envisions Paul’s theology on the unity and diversity of gifts, to each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit. All the members of the Christian community (the parish) have received these gifts. Comprehensive youth ministry makes the invitation to all the parishioners to manifest these gifts and forms of service for the benefit of young people. The task is to identify the members of the community who truly embody these gifts in a very particular way. We could call them the experts because the manifestation of a gift is more active in them than in others. 

Some members of the parish community are well known for their wisdom. These are the men and women who have a long standing tradition in the community; some of them are the founders of the community. They possess a wealth of experience based on their particular faith journey throughout the years. Youth ministers should look for them and invite them to consider being part of the vision of youth ministry. They are never too old for the work in the vineyard; they are the “elders” of the parish.

Other members of the parish have the gift of knowledge. They are the “living library or lab” on the grounds of the parish, not because they seem to know everything but because they have objective knowledge in a particular field. Comprehensive youth ministry needs the gifts of people with knowledge in areas such as home and road construction, cooking, computer systems, theology, pedagogy, business administration, philosophy, child and adolescent development, medicine, communications, gardening and many other areas. The wider the variety of knowledge in a team the better chances for success because adolescents will have a bigger picture of the demographics of the parish and value every type of work.

Young people need to be surrounded, trained and encouraged by people with the gift of faith and healing. There is nothing more powerful than the testimonial of someone going through the path of “darkness” and experiencing a deep conversion that changed their entire life. Faith and healing go together because when we have faith we experience healing of body and soul. Mighty deeds and prophecy are gifts that inspire adolescents. These are people they look up to, the one who stands true to his/her convictions. The Old Testament prophets were not liked but they were respected for the message they faithfully delivered. The mighty deeds are the direct result of the listening to the voice of God. Pope John Paul II is a great example of these two gifts. I consider him to be the prophet of comprehensive youth ministry; by the way, he should be called the patron saint of youth and young adult ministers.

Comprehensive youth ministry needs the support of committed Christian families, priests, religious, permanent deacons and consecrated singles. They are a good example of discernment. It is a tragedy that many adolescents are not given the access, either through institutional education or secular culture, to truly discern what God wants from them. This is the reason why it is crucial to have comprehensive youth ministry in every parish. If the Church does not give this opportunity, then who will do it? John Paul II has expressed the importance of youth ministry in the Church:

This is what is needed: a Church for young people, which will know how to speak to their heart and enkindle, comfort, and inspire enthusiasm in it with the joy of the Gospel and the strength of the Eucharist; a Church which will know how to invite and to welcome the person who seeks a purpose for which to commit his whole existence; a Church which is not afraid to require much, after having given much; which does not fear asking from young people the effort of a noble and authentic adventure, such as that of the following of the Gospel (Renewing the Vision, p.10).
The Church is the center of discipleship and there is no real discipleship without discernment. It is through a discernment process that adolescents have a bigger picture of reality and they discover that the life of the Christian is not limited or deprived; they can find their greatest fulfillment in Christ. They discover that their true and real vocation in life is to be LOVE. Healthy and committed Christian families, clergy, religious and consecrated singles are capable of bringing their gift of discernment and thus helping adolescents to be everything in Christ.

Finally, the gifts of variety and interpretation of tongues is absolutely necessary. Certainly, having bilingual or polyglot people in comprehensive youth ministry is an asset and one that must be utilized. Ministry can reach out and truly be a universal sign of hope and inspire people to participate in the life of the Church. However, it is also important to have people that can interpret the culture in which we live; people who can identify the needs and address them. Interpreting and translating the need into a reality is what makes ministry with youth so dynamic because it is like being in a constant dialogue/conversion with the world in your own parish. If you are a youth minister and can get this type of people of board count yourself as truly blessed.

Saint Paul’s theology is perfect for the mindset of youth ministry. Comprehensive youth ministry recognizes that one and the same Spirit produces all of these gifts and distributes them individually to each person as he wishes. May the words of this great saint inspire us to be bridge builders and not obstacles in our ministry with adolescents.
“Come Holy Spirit, Come!”

 * Biblical text was taken from The Catholic Youth Bible, St. Mary’s Press.

