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 The young generation of the time of the papacy of John Paul II was named 

‚The JP2 generation’. This term was �rst used during the World Youth Day in Paris 

in 1997.

A�er April 2, 2005, that is a�er the death of John Paul II, it acquired a sort 

of dynamism. The young people commonly began to refer to themselves as “the JP2 

generation”.

Sociologists de�ne this generation as “a group of people sharing common 

background and values, acquired by taking part in historical events, which were an 

important element of their life experience”. It seems as if the long papacy of John 

Paul II and his charismatic service allow us to a�rm that the Pope was an impor-

tant �gure for them.

THE PEDAGOGY OF JOHN PAUL II ABOUT?

 The secret of John Paul II’s pedagogy lies in his idealistic vision of a human, 

by which I mean a positive view of a person. John Paul II believed that the good 

which is inherent in people will always prevail. On the other hand, the evil has only 

a certain limit; eventually, it will run out – one must only be patient. He regarded 

the good as something able to grow. The evil, however, is self-destructive.

 So, John Paul II emphasized mostly the innate good of a human. Some may 

accuse  him of a certain amount of naivety, for he proposed to wait until the man 



138

is mature enough to make the right decisions and do good deeds. However, for the 

Pope, waiting for the good in people to grow did not mean inactivity. John Paul’s 

way to reveal the good in people can be described as making young people hold the-

ir heads up. Showing human dignity and uniqueness was exactly that. He intended 

to elevate the human spirit more than to give a detailed guidebook. In his speeches 

addressed to young people, he formulated �ve appeals, which can be treated as 

challenges which they ought to accomplish:

– discover an inner human in themselves

– aspire to be people of conscience

– “you have to demand more from yourselves even if no one else puts any 

demands upon you”

– protect your autonomy

 – remain devoted to the heritage, that is – your country

 These appeals aim to encourage young people to expand their horizons and 

elevate their spirit in order to reveal the good in themselves. We can also say that 

John Paul II intended to bring out the good in people, rather than root out the evil, 

for the good has the potential to grow and the evil is limited. Many times this way 

of thinking was the cause of accusations from his critics.

 This overview of John Paul’s approach to humans allows us to state that he 

truly loved people and respected their freedom. We can also say that he demanded 

more from himself than he did from other people. It’s worth remembering that 

he was faithful to his friends and to the memory of other people. Not only was he 

involved in being a tutor but he also wanted to be a friend. He remained devoted to 

a certain group of people throughout his whole life. He wasn’t afraid of friendship 

but at the same time he didn’t make other people tied to him. He showed that there 

was Someone bigger than him.

 Another side of the Pope as an educator and a tutor is connected to perso-

nalism, which was the subject matter of his scienti�c re�ection and the motive of 

his pastoral  activity. As a university priest he knew personally each of his students, 

his or her story, struggles and joy. Later, as a Cracow metropolitan, he combined 

his personalistic approach with common Catholicism, the strength and importance 

of which he discovered when cooperating with Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński. Also, 

during his papal ministry, John Paul II showed both his sensibility to the needs of 

an individual and ability to communicate with big gatherings of people. One may 

risk a statement that John Paul II developed the school of Polish ministry which he 

later introduced to the whole Catholic Church. One example of this is The World 
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Youth Days, which for many young people were the combination of both personal 

and community experience of the Church. 

The participants of these meetings could personally meet their peers belie-

ving in Jesus Christ and at the same time feel that they are part of a numerous group 

of people similar to them. This was the realization of combining the personalistic 

approach and community experience.

THE TEACHING OF JOHN PAUL II  
IN THE LIFE OF YOUNG PEOPLE

 The question may be raised how deep the in!uence of the teaching and 

activity of John Paul II on the spirituality and personality of young people is. The 

studies on the subject concern only selected aspects of the JP2 Generation.

 When answering the question “what is the most cherished for you in the 

teaching of John Paul II?”, most o"en university students indicated the Pope’s te-

aching about the family. The high school students’ answer was: the teaching about 

love and respect for others. Other answers were: the teaching about unity, peace, 

tolerance and ecumenism. Among all of these answers there was no mention of the 

teaching about faith, God, Christ, prayer, or the Church.

 Generally speaking, one may say that young people do not seem to know 

the Pope’s teaching too well. They know the person of John Paul II and they say 

they love him. But when asked about the knowledge of his teaching their answers 

sound more or less like: “He taught how to love…for me that is the most important. 

He wanted to show the world how to do it and he succeeded”, or “His ponti#cate 

showed how deep man’s faith may be and that a person can devote everything to it. 

It is the teaching that is not written but shown.”

 However, maybe the greatest lesson was the death of John Paul II and  the 

days that followed. The studies con#rmed that the manifestation of sympathy a"er 

his death wasn’t only the emotion of the moment. It was something more. Young 

people started to think about the fundamental questions on the sense of life, death, 

su$ering, aging and faith. In many cases, these considerations resulted in concrete 

personal decisions to change their lifestyle, relations with others and to considera-

bly revive their religion. For many young people the death of John Paul II was the 

opportunity to take personal responsibility for their faith, treated till then rather as 

tradition.

 Many times various people tried to answer the question what exactly John 

Paul II’s authority was. Today we may say that the ultimate quality of his authority 
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was veri�ed by the events accompanying his dying. If the measure of authority lies 

in ability to initiate changes in other people it must be said that in the light of the 

behavior of the Polish youth John Paul II’s authority was empirically con�rmed. It 

was also con�rmed that there is a sensibility within modern man which gives him 

or her the chance to change and grow. Meeting the father �gure was the starting 

point for this ability to change that everybody has inside.

 What conclusion can be drawn on the basis of what I have said? I will an-

swer this way:

 Someone who loves young people has the power to awaken them.

 Someone who sets challenges with love becomes their leader.

 Someone who teaches rather than berates becomes the master.

YOUNG PEOPLE AFTER JOHN PAUL II

 The novelty of a young generation overlaps with the novelty of a civiliza-

tion – the transformation from a decadent industrial society to an information one. 

In human relations we can see the transformation from the real to the virtual. The 

world is changing. John Paul II died when the old world was coming to an end. In 

politics and economy, the a!er-war prosperity was about to end. Today, young pe-

ople face a world without rules or a world of so! rules. Although they learn by good 

example, when they turn on the TV or Internet they can see the contrary.

 What is the young generation a!er John Paul II like? Generally speaking, 

the youth do not abandon religion. Various studies, both local and national, show 

that people need religion in their life. According to the studies, religion plays many 

roles, for example, sense-creating or therapeutical. The vast majority of young pe-

ople declare themselves as religious. But it is subjective, selective or doubtful faith. 

For example, they say: I believe in God but I don’t believe in hell. I believe in God 

but I doubt that Jesus was God.

 As for moral aspects of life, the young generation is reluctant to accept mo-

ral rules taught by the Church. Young people feel more like “creators” rather than 

addressees of the moral rules. In their behavior they o!en follow the rule “I like it” 

or “that’s more comfortable for me”.

In summary, young people do not let anyone interfere in moral issues. They 

say – “No-one is going to tell me what to do”.
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 Another feature of the young generation is situationism. Young people, 

when asked about moral judgment, say: it depends on the situation. Thus there is 

nothing solid. Everything depends on something.

 As for religious practice, a new phenomenon can be observed – religious 

spontaneity. If something important is going on, young people leave their homes 

and they go on a pilgrimage or to a religious concert. And a�erwards they hide 

again within their own life. They have di�culty with regular religious practice.

 What are the life goals of the young generation? Family remains the most 

important among life goals. But the model of a traditional family has been questio-

ned. Marriage has changed into an informal relationship. Young people consider 

marriage as a limited responsibility company. When one fails you can start another 

one. Recent studies con�rm this approach. They show growing liberalization of atti-

tudes towards marriage, which is perceived by young people as a �exible institution 

adapting to individual requirements and expectations rather than social functions 

and needs. A relationship is based on the needs of the heart. It ceases when the 

heart has other needs. The same young people, when asked about their dreams, say: 

I would like to have a happy family and reciprocal love. Their expectations do not 

match their attitudes.

 There is also the threat of late entering into maturity. Generally, people mar-

ry much later than before.

 The important goal of the young generation is getting good education. Edu-

cation is the key to three very important life areas and three kinds of needs: secu-

rity, level and quality of life and prestige. However, education, which used to be 

highly valued by young people, seems to have lost its importance recently. Although 

it increases the chances for a better life, it does not guarantee success. Some have 

begun to notice the unpro�tability of over ambitious educational projects. The 

illusion of a diploma, educational c.v.s. not matching labour market requirements, 

unemployment among university graduates, the e�ort and cost of education – all 

these result in changes in educational preferences. “Cooling down” of educational 

aspirations can be observed. Instead, there is growing interest in vocational tra-

ining, not involving big investments.

 Until recently, studies indicated that young people were captivated by unco-

nventional, colorful lifestyles and an outstanding career. The reality and uncertain 

future has resulted in the more modest option of a quiet, safe life. The foundation of 

such a life is: a stable job, good and close relations with family members and friends.

 Unemployment remains a serious problem of the young generation. Edu-

cation raises hopes for better jobs. But when young people get their diplomas they 
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have to queue for a job. This is the generation of lost hopes. They harbor resentment 

and frustration. They don’t feel that their country supports them. They feel de-

ceived.

 Without support they feel helpless. That’s why sometimes they become ag-

gressive. It is their cry for attention and help.

 The youth of the beginning of the XXI century is also called “the youth 

without wings”. Those young people don’t have great ideals. They are not attracted 

by lo�y ideas of transforming the world, they don’t strive to establish another better 

social system. Young people of the 90s used to develop non-governmental organiza-

tions and carry out social actions pro publico bono. Young people of the beginning 

of the XXI century concentrate on their own future.

 It is not a �ghting generation but rather one that keeps it’s activity to a mini-

mum in those areas which do not bring direct pro�ts. Anything that is not practical 

or needed immediately is being put aside.

YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE PERISH

 A year ago, the university which I represent opened The School of Volun-

tary Service Leaders. The goal of this project is to prepare young people to receive 

the participants of the World Youth Days in 2016.

 There are about 300 young people from Poland taking part in this project. 

Three months ago I carried out a sociological survey among them. All of them are 

active members of various communities in their parishes.

 When asked “What is your greatest problem?” 16% of them answered “no 

purpose in life”, 11%  - “loneliness”, and 10% - “weak will and laziness”.

 Another question was “Who do you talk to about your problems?”. “Friends” 

was the most frequent answer (66%), then “parents” (28%). 16% turn to a priest with 

their problems and 5% don’t discuss their problems with anyone.

 When asked “What is your biggest problem in your relationship with your 

parents?” 31% answered that it was “lack of understanding” and 18% declared that 

they did not have any relationship with their parents at all. Home turns out to be a 

problem.

 Taking into consideration the wellbeing of tomorrow’s Church, young pe-

ople were asked “What should be done to maintain or increase the signi�cance of 

the Church?” They raised four issues:

 – the Church should come out to people

 – the Church should show its joyful side 
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 – the communication between the clergy and the faithful should be improved

 – greater openness towards young people and increased activity of lay-people

This is the voice of people actively participating in the life of their parishes.  

There is more on that subject in this book.

OBJECTIVES FOR WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE

To grow up means to work on yourself

 Youth is the time of growing up. Growing up is about making decisions. But 

not all experiences and events help growing up. Some of them speed up the process 

but others interfere and delay it. Making decisions is like being born from the in-

side. Karol Wojtyła says that we are not born all at once but rather piece by piece. 

It is not so much being born as coming into being. This coming into being means 

growing up.

 But the process of growing up requires working on yourself.

 Once, I witnessed a conversation between a worried mother and her ado-

lescent daughter. When her mother criticized her for carelessness she answered: 

“That’s how I was born, thanks to you, and you have to bear with it. I cannot help 

the way I am.” I let myself comment: “Agnieszka, but you can work on your charac-

ter.” She looked at me and a!er a while she asked: “But how?”

 We are not encouraged to work on ourselves any more. It is better to let our 

nerves and emotions out to relieve stress. But I wonder – who will be able to live 

with such a person in the future?

We have to practise in order to acquire skills.

 No one is born patient, or brave. Those qualities have to be developed. This 

means working on yourself. Sometimes we succeed, sometimes we fail. But one day 

we will be able to hold our raging emotions back and stay calm. Virtues do not come 

to lazy people. A great piece of art is not made with a single movement of a brush. 

It’s the same with character and personality. We have to work on it.

 A man, once created, is not a "nished work of the master. To become an 

interesting and beautiful personality – you have to work on your life. Today, there is 

a tendency to satisfy instincts and emotions. Self-education and working on yourself 

are not popular any more. We have to go back to them.

 Young people say about themselves: we accumulate so much emotion and 

experience and we don’t know what to do with it. We o#oad it as best we can.
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Christ came, and he steel comes

 Holy Father Benedict the XVI said once that “The One who came is still 

Coming”. The Pope, however, believes that the Coming One is being presented by 

formulas which, although true, are outdated. They don’t appeal to us any more and 

sometimes we don’t understand them.

 And then the Coming either seems to us to be shallow and lacking His mes-

sage, or the general moral principle is presented in a false way and it doesn’t mean 

anything.

 That is why we have to try to express this reality in a new way.

 But we will succeed only if we live with the Coming One.

 Changing the form of evangelization alone may seem even dangerous. 

Why?

 The state of faith in Europe raises concern. People leave the Church not 

only quietly but sometimes publicly manifesting and declaring that they feel relie-

ved to do so.

What has happened?

 It seems that we can observe the process of Christian faith being transfor-

med into an ideology. We have changed it into a doctrinal system, a philosophy that 

we want to pass to others. 

 But this message is not complemented by our lifestyle and our testimony. 

When the world argues against us, we abandon the language of religion and change 

it into the language of psychology or sociology. But it is all in vain if we do not cling 

to God. We learn to manage faith but we do not teach faith – how to hold tightly to 

the Eternal Love.

 To declare your faith which is your life – this is the fundamental cornersto-

ne of evangelization. 

 It’s only Christ coming out from within one’s own existence  that can be 

proclaimed in a way that makes Him present in today’s secularized  world.
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To look at young people with good eyes

 There is a lot of good, nobility and beauty in young people. These virtues 

are sometimes worn out, dusty, neglected and forgotten. But they are there. That is 

why it is worth talking well about young people and to young people.

 Those virtues will wake up if we just notice them and acknowledge them.

To talk about a young person well and to unveil his or her goodness is the 

best way to make him or her �y. Of course, one cannot do it uncritically. But if a 

young man goes for many years without hearing from his parents, teachers, and 

even priests - that he is capable, that he can, that he’s all right - how can he believe 

in himself? Goodness brings out goodness.

 Young people hate being patronized. They want to be treated as mature and 

responsible individuals.

 We o�en complain that young people do not want to grow up and take re-

sponsibility. That is true but on the other hand, they have to be given the chance to 

experience appreciation and trust. 

 The phenomenon of John Paul II lies in his being a father �gure. He gave 

young people directions to follow in life. But he also was a guarrantor that the direc-

tions were right.

***

 We live in a modern society. A traditional society based on institutional 

authority is a thing of the past. In modern society, institutional authority can be 

e�ective only if it is supported by personal authority.

 A person, with charisma, passion and faith can attract. As much as young 

people look for idols on a secular level, they also want to be inspired by a priest.

 Having a father �gure is the key to the ministry for young people.

 The strength of the ministry lies in giving love and giving time to the new 

generation.

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



146

J O H N  P A U L  I I  A N D  T H E 
Y O U N G  G E N E R A T I O N
S U M M A R Y
We ask: What is today’s European youth like?

 People say that young people are bored at the very beginning of their lives.

Talented, but scattering their creative energies.

 Skilful professionals, but miserably helpless in terms of every-day life wisdom.

 In contact with the whole world but unable to get in touch with themselves.

 Hunting for adventure but unable to see the broad perspective.

Children of God and children of this world.

 They are the hope of the Church but also the hope of commercial companies 

hunting for new loyal consumers.

 They live in the era of great changes, perhaps even “at the turn of the ages” 

as pope Francis puts it. Therefore caution in their description is advised and even 

required.

 Cautious in our judgement, we shall try to say something about them,  

nonetheless.
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