An Open Letter to Pope Francis from a ‘Bold’ Youth
John A. Monaco

Your Holiness,

It is with a spirit of faith, hope, and love that I write this
letter to you, the vicar of Christ on earth, the successor to St.
Peter, the point of unity for all Catholic Christians. Truly, the
Petrine office is one to which I faithfully submit in humble
obedience. I pray for you and for the Church daily.

Countless times during your pontificate, you have
emphasized the need for the youth to speak openly, boldly,
and with courage. In fact, I recall you telling us youth at
World Youth Day Rio 2013 to “make a mess.” You
encouraged the bishops assembled for the 2014 Synod on the
Family to “speak with parrhesia,” the Greek word meaning
liberty, openness, fearlessness. In your words: “Speak clearly.
Let no one say: ‘This you cannot say.””

It 1s in this spirit that I bring you three points regarding
the upcoming Synod 2018 on Young People, the Faith, and
Vocational Discernment.

Young People

As a 25-year-old male, I belong to the “giovani,” the
young people to whom the Synod 1s directed. Truly, this 1s a
turbulent time for the youth. We have inherited and
experienced massive changes within our common life.
Seismic shifts in socio-political institutions, the burden of
economic insecurity, and the rapidly growing irreligious
population among our peers have placed us in a situation
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unlike any prior generation’s. That stated, many of the young
people I know around the world, though differing in language
and culture, have a shared desire for truth, goodness, and
beauty. All of us, from those who attend daily Mass and pray
the rosary to the person questioning the existence of God, are
searching for meaning and for ultimate happiness. We pray
and live the words of St. Augustine of Hippo: “Thou hast
formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find
rest in Thee” (Augustine, Confessions, Book 1).

I speak not only for myself when I say the restless heart
finds its rest in the Sacred Heart of Jesus. We encounter God’s
love most powerfully in the Holy Eucharist. Regardless of
one’s formal theological education, many young people find
this sort of rest in the Sacred Liturgy. Something should be
said, then, about the way we often experience liturgy.

Young people today are not the young people of the
1960s. The Second Vatican Council tried its best to speak to
“modern man,” but modern man of the 1960s and 1970s is
now himself in his 70s. If the 1960s youth were marked by a
sense of rebellion and anarchy, the youth of today desire
stability, orthodoxy, and order. Unfortunately, such desire is
often seen with suspicious and distrusting eyes. We are often
called “rigid,” “close-minded,” and “unstable.” This is a most
unfortunate pejorative claim marked against us.

Young people desire clarity, truth, and a steadfastness to
the Apostolic Faith. Given the reality of the internet, young
people today are exposed to the traditional teachings of the
Church now more than ever. No longer does a person need to
visit a library or Catholic bookstore to read papal encyclicals,



canons of previous Church councils, and the writings of the
Church Fathers; much of the Tradition is available online, free
of charge.

Tradition 1s for the young. Many of us find ourselves
attending the traditional Latin Mass for its sublime beauty,
rich symbolism, and unquestionable sense of sacred worship.
Unfortunately, when many of us express our love for tradition,
we are insulted and unfairly labeled “ultra-conservatives.” We
attend the Latin Mass not because we seek to escape from the
world, but rather because we wish to sanctify it by being
nourished through intentional, purposeful, and transcendent
worship. Many of us rejoiced when your predecessor, Pope
Benedict X VI, 1ssued Summorum Pontificum and aided it with
the following words:

What earlier generations held as sacred, remains sacred
and great for us too, and it cannot be all of a sudden entirely
forbidden or even considered harmful. It behooves all of us to
preserve the riches which have developed in the Church’s
faith and prayer, and to give them their proper place.

The young people who desire tradition are not “rigid.” In
fact, the real rigidity 1s in our experiences with many liturgies
in the Novus Ordo. Mini-homilies at the beginning of Mass,
anthropocentricism and iconoclasm, priests making up their
own words during the prayers, irreverent and banal music - all
of this (and more) has led many a youth to explore the rich
heritage of our Church’s liturgical tradition. We are
Millennials with a breviary app on our iPhones. On social
media, we share quotes from 18th-century saints. Though we
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are in the world, we resist being of it. Or, as St. Thérese of
Lisieux put it, “the world is thy ship and not thy home.”

Our desire for traditional, beautiful, and reverent liturgy
should not be seen as disregarding issues of social justice. If
anything, traditional liturgy fosters a more integral and
authentic Christian social ethic. If we cannot worship and
revere the Body of Christ in the Holy Eucharist, then we will
never be able to truly revere and honor the Body of Christ in
the world. Countless saints who have had a passion for
serving the poor and marginalized have simultaneously adored
the Lord in a spirit of awe and reverence. Consider St. Francis
of Assisi and Mother Teresa, both of whom expressed the
need for Eucharistic reverence while stretching out their arms
to the poor and needy. Traditional liturgy and the Church’s
social teaching are not mutually exclusive.

Faith

A key responsibility of the Petrine Office is to uphold the
teachings of the Church. As the First Vatican Council
declared:

[ T]he Holy Spirit was promised to the successors of Peter
not so that they might, by his revelation, make known some
new doctrine, but that, by his assistance, they might
religiously guard and faithfully expound the revelation or
deposit of faith transmitted by the apostles. (First Vatican
Council, Pastor aeternus, cap. 4.6)

Now, there are many definitions of faith. In a biblical
sense, faith is a radical trust in God, as seen in our father in
faith, Abraham, who left the comforts of what he knew to be



led by God’s promise. In a systematic theological definition,
we see how Aquinas defined faith as “an act of the intellect
assenting to the divine truth by command of the will moved
by God through grace” (Aquinas, STh II-I1,2,9). Regardless of
one’s definition, the youth understand “faith” to be a total
submission to God and His Truth. There is a personal and
communal act of faith, especially in our profession of the
Creed at Mass. Throughout the Church’s history, many have
defended the faith, even to the point of death. We celebrate
and honor the martyrs of the Church, who abided in the Faith
despite threats to their bodily health and well-being. If the
martyrs teach us anything, it is that it is better to die for the
truth than live comfortably in a lie.

Therefore, we youth desire truth, clarity, and right
teaching regarding matters of faith and morals. Because what
we believe has eternal consequences, we look to you, Holy
Father, as the point of unity, the shepherd for Christ’s flock.

We youth find orthodoxy to be liberating us from the
chains of self-idolatry and arrogance. And so, when various
issues emerge regarding sexuality, marriage and the family,
and ethics, we tend to hold fast to the truth as taught by those
who have gone before us, for we strive to “not be carried
away by all kinds of strange teachings” (Hebrews 13:9). Even
when the Church was rocked by scandals (and continues to
be), we remained in the Church, because we believe it to be
true. Still, we desire accountability, justice for victims of
clergy sex abuse, and greater transparency regarding Church
affairs.



Vocational discernment

In terms of vocation, many of us seek to generously
respond to the Lord’s call, whatever that may be. Whether it
be marriage, priesthood, or religious life, young people desire
to serve God and to know His will for our lives.
Fundamentally, our vocation is rooted in our baptism,
whereby we are permanently configured to Christ for service
in the Church’s mission.

Discerning a vocation in today’s world is difficult. We
live in a world that replaces contemplation with activism,
speaking before thinking. Even in the most turbulent times,
God continues call men and women to radical holiness. But in
order to respond to God’s call, we must first hear and discern
it. Therefore, I propose three Ss which can help young people
in this endeavor: silence, support, and sanctity.

As Cardinal Sarah has repeated countless times, we need
silence to hear God’s voice. Given our constant news cycle,
seductive social media, and perpetual busyness, we are
bombarded by the clamoring of noise and agitation. Silence in
prayer, and sacred silence within the Sacred Liturgy, is
irreplaceable. Like Elijah, we stand on the mountain,
observing the violent storms and patterns of our day. Yet it is
in the gentle whisper where we can encounter God most
powerfully.

If we seek to know the Lord’s will, we need support. We
need families of faith, parish communities, priests and
consecrated religious to support us and help us in our journey.
Young people cannot be seen as strange for wanting to follow
the Lord in a more traditional way. Holy Father, you have



expressed “worry” at the booming numbers of men and
women entering more traditional orders, claiming that these
men and women are “Pelagians [who] want to go back to
asceticism, do penance. They seem like soldiers ready to do
anything for the defense of faith and morals.” In a world that
considers morals relative and faith pointless, we need the
countercultural witness of these congregations. There is
nothing “Pelagian” about asceticism and penance; such
practices were observed by numerous canonized saints of our
Church.

Lastly, we need sanctity. Young people are more inspired
by men and women who pursue holiness than those who see
holiness as burdensome. Young people, in discerning a
vocation, are able to also discern the sheep from the wolves;
as our Lord counseled, we know them by their fruits
(Matthew 7:15-16). In our world today, many leaders promise
worldly comfort and success at the expense of our souls. Now,
more than ever, young people need examples of radical
holiness in the Church to help us, inspire us, and work with us
as we help make Christ known and loved.

Holy Father, I write these words after much prayer and
reflection. I pray that the Holy Spirit guides and protects you
and the Synod 2018. May it be a time of great renewal of the
Church’s mission for the salvation of souls. And may we, the
youth, serve at the vanguard.

Humbly,

John A. Monaco

Boston, Massachusetts, USA
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