
In Joy and Hope
by!

 Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy

The Progress

Every once in a while, I come across a book that has a deep impact on me. I found such a 
book over the Christmas holidays. The name of the book is Morality and Youth, Fostering 
Christian Identity, by Jesuit Father James DiGiacomo, S.J. (Sheed and Ward, Kansas City, 
MO  64141-6492, 1993, $6.95)!
I have always appreciated the insights that Father DiGiacomo offers in any of his 
reflections as a result of teaching theology to young people for 40 years. The book is 
actually a collection of articles that Father DiGiacomo has written over the years. It is an 
invaluable collection not only to help us appreciate the challenge of religious education for 
young people, but for ourselves as well.!
What is at the heart of Father DiGiacomo's reflections is a deep respect and appreciation 
for young people. Yes, he is also challenging and tremendously candid and honest. He 
recognizes the tremendous strides that have taken place in youth ministry and religious 
education.!
However, he maintains that the present moment is similar to the days of the early Christian 
community where the first catechumens were faced with a clear choice: either live like the 
other Romans, or subscribe to a whole new way of life. He describes the positive aspects 
of the American way of life, but it is becoming increasingly clear that Christianity today is 
countercultural. He says: "there are patterns of judgment and conduct and underlying 
values that are simply irreconcilable with the following of Christ. There is a need to be far 
more explicit in sharing our religious beliefs to the young with conviction and example.”!

A checklist for religious educators!
What I found most interesting in Father DiGiacomo's writings was the challenge he offers 
to religious educators today. He offers a checklist that religious educators need to tell the 
young for at least the first 25 years. The checklist includes:!

1.! "Consumerism is a shallow and ultimately unsatisfying way of life. !
2.! Religion is a community affair. We cannot do it alone.!
3.! The Eucharist is essential to the Christian life.!
4.! We cannot dismiss the church and call ourselves Catholic.!
5.! God not only loves us but also makes demands.!
6.! Jesus is more than a pal. !
7.! Some of our moral choices may be wrong.!
8.! Premarital sex is not a right.!
9.! Working for social justice is not optional.!
10.!We must measure up to what God wants, not the other way around." (Page 155)!
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The cost of discipleship!
There is no doubt that this checklist is demanding. Young people, and we ourselves, find 
ourselves in the same predicament of the nameless young man in the Gospel who asks 
Jesus, "What must I do to gain eternal life?" Jesus responds by telling him to keep the 
commandments. The young man replies that he has done so since his youth. Then, Jesus 
invites him to follow him and to give up his possessions. The young man refused the 
invitation and Matthew tells us, "he went away sad." (Mt. 19: 16-23)!
It is fascinating to read the challenge that Father DiGiacomo offers to us regarding the 
person of Jesus. He maintains that we must recognize the Jesus of the Gospels who asks 
for total commitment. "(Jesus) is not a sensitivity group facilitator. His message is much 
more than 'I'm OK, you're OK.' He is not into values clarification. He doesn't tell his 
followers that their main job is to find out what's important for them, or that their value 
judgments and choices are self-justifying so long as they feel good about them.”!
Rather, Father DiGiacomo describes Jesus as "a man who calls people to decision. He 
reveals people to themselves, helps them to see who they are and where they're going. 
He cuts through rationalization and self-deception. He is unwavering in his determination 
to tell it like it is, no matter what the cost. If this uncompromising honesty leaves him with 
few or even no disciples, then so be it. He is organizing a trip through a narrow gate, and 
crowds need not apply." (Pages 54-55)!

Strong words!
There is no doubt that the excerpts I have taken from Father DiGiacomo's book are strong 
and challenging. However, they are worth hearing, pondering and discussing as we begin 
a New Year. There is too much at stake to do otherwise. We are talking about how we 
pass on our faith to the next generation in an effective way that makes a difference. We 
are also talking about the challenge of living out our faith as well.!
Are young people open to the challenge of the Gospels and our faith tradition? I believe 
they are. The challenge is to teach as Jesus did. Father DiGiacomo ends his book by 
saying, "Of course, we should not be harsh or needlessly confrontational. Jesus warned 
us not to break the bruised need or quench the smoking flax. For some time now, the kids 
have not been used to hearing this sort of thing. But sooner or later we have to get on with 
the unfinished business of inviting them bravely and honestly, to join us in the following of 
Christ." (Page 155) This is indeed a challenge for the New Year. May God's grace and 
peace be yours.!
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