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MISSION: Anneliese Alexander ‘so blessed’ in her role as a youth minister.
Young Catholics have a home in the Church. We just have to let them know about it and be there to welcome and encourage them when they come, says youth minister Anneliese Alexander. 

Getting young people to come to church boils down to providing “a place to belong where they are recognised for their talents and encouraged in their lives”, she says. 

The youth minister at Our Lady of Fatima, Kingsgrove, for the past two years has found that even teenagers wary about the Church will give it a chance if they are warmly invited to contribute in the community’s life. 

“Since I’ve started as youth minister I’ve seen so many young people grow, just in the fact that they are involved in the Church and they are happy in their involvement in the Church,” says Anneliese. 

“They might have started two years ago not feeling like they have a place in the Church and felt cynical about it, but now because it’s given them a home they feel like they belong, which is fantastic for them – and, on a side note, for their parents also.” 

Kingsgrove has had an active youth ministry since Antioch (for 15-22 year olds) began there in 1983. In 1994 Young Vinnies (Society of St Vincent de Paul) began there. Both groups are still flourishing there. 

It had another boost when the former parish priest, Fr Terence Brady, employed a part time youth minister, Liz Moodey, for the first time. 

Now the Kingsgrove youth ministry which goes by the name SOAR, an acronym for Standing On A Rock, has grown again to impressive proportions and is the combined effort of dedicated young adult leaders, parents and the young people themselves along with Anneliese. 

There are at least 140 young people in the parish who are involved in one or two of its sponsored activities, a fact which Anneliese finds remarkable, as indeed it is. 

There is also robust Sunday youth Mass attendance, but Anneliese is less interested in the numbers of young people than in 

their spiritual, personal and social growth. 

“I try not to think too much about numbers. I like thinking about how much they are involved and how much they are getting out of the experience of being in the Church,” she says. 

A strength of the parish’s youth ministry is that there is not a ‘one size fits all approach’. There is an array of groups and activities for young people to get involved in. 

The Student Club, a social outing club for students in Years 7-10, is another long-running youth group in the parish, clocking 15 years. 

“The aim of the social club is to keep the kids who went to our primary school in contact with each other,” explains Anneliese. 

“Because the girls go to our girls’ high school and the boys scatter around to all the different high schools in the area, it’s just a chance for them to catch up and it’s also a way for them to develop social skills, learning to interact in appropriate ways while having fun.” 

There is also a spiritual development group for Years 7-10 called JAM (Jesus and Me); a youth band for the youth Mass; a Young Adults social and prayer group; and a Chinese youth group. 

Lastly, there is a prayer and worship band which links to Penshurst parish’s youth ministry and the wider deanery with the aim of preparing young people for World Youth Day through Activ8 Freedom (youth rallies centred on a Catholic topic with music, speakers and reflections). 

The Youth Team, a volunteer of group of young adults, assists Anneliese in everything from co-ordinating the musicians to running fundraisers, maintaining the parish youth website, developing flyers and newsletters and, above all, getting to know the young people and their needs. 

JAM was one of the first initiatives in Anneliese’s youth ministry. 

“It has been really successful. It started quite slowly but we never gave up and it’s just flourishing now which is fantastic,” she says. 

“A lot of the kids who come are starting to involve themselves in our youth Mass and we had some of them helping out in the parish’s Easter Vigil as well, with singing and as ushers and things like that.” 

The current parish priest, Fr Remy Lam Son Bui, the pastoral council and parishioners have continued to support the young leaders’ initiatives with enthusiasm. 

“Everyone is very supportive of our work here,” says Anneliese. 

“Every time I visit a different Mass people come up to say keep up the good work. I think people recognise that there is a dwindling youth population that goes to church and they are really happy that something is being done about it at Kingsgrove. 

“It gives them hope that the Church isn’t going to die when they are no longer here, that it’s going to keep on going. 

“I also think it increases their own faith to see that there’s a future, that these young people are committed to the Church and they like the Church and want to stick around.” 

Anneliese grew up in the parish, attending its primary school and St Ursula’s College, joining Antioch and volunteering for altar service and Eucharistic ministry. 

She has juggled her youth ministry role with study and practical experience towards a Bachelor of Social Work degree at the University of NSW. 

She married her husband, Stuart Alexander, last year and the wedding was a “real parish event”. 

Stuart, as the leader of JAM, is heavily involved with the youth ministry as well, having followed Anneliese to her parish while they were going out. 

“We’re very blessed to have already had in place this whole set-up of involvement in the community which I think young people are really drawn to,” she says. 

“It’s a time in their lives when they are looking for something to believe in and get involved in, (and) our church has offered it. 

“That’s really what the heart of our ministry is, it’s young people looking for a place to belong and us giving them that, offering a place where they can feel comfortable and relaxed and they know themselves. 

“I feel so blessed that we have such a huge community of young people who are so comfortable with each other and coming to Mass. You look across at church and you see all the different young people that you know which is quite an amazing experience.” 

Anneliese’s job includes planning programs and youth Masses and going to several meetings a month. She does a lot of reading about how to reach young people through Christian ministry. 

She also makes the rounds of the different youth groups in the parish and spends time conversing to young people via MSN Messenger (an instant internet message service). 

“I talk to a lot of young people on MSN,” she says. 

“It’s a great tool for me to get to know them and for letting them know that I’m a friendly person who is approachable. 

“Often I don’t even have to start the conversations, they start the conversations which is good.” 

The youth leaders are planning to launch in July their preparations for World Youth Day in Sydney next year. 

They hope to have several small groups of pilgrims who have had a full year to form friendships and grow in their faith together in the parish before taking part in the international event. 

Anneliese went to the last World Youth Day in Cologne, winning her trip through Harvest Pilgrimages. 

Logistical difficulties made the experience of the week-long lead- up to the meeting with Pope Benedict XVI “utterly insane”. 

“But it was amazing when we were actually at the World Youth Day with the Pope and the Papal Mass”, she says. 

“I remember sitting there under the stars with earphones in my ears listening to what the Pope was saying and thinking ‘this is incredible’. and just feeling calm and relaxed even though there were a million people around all sitting there in the freezing cold. 

“It was really incredible to hear what the Pope had to say, it was very intellectual but at the same time very down to earth, very relatable. 

“I’m looking forward to what he has to say to us next year.” 

Anneliese, who completes her social work degree this year, hopes to study theology in 2008. 

She says her study has been useful to her work in the parish, “especially with regard to learning about the different aspects of life and how to help people deal with different emotional things – all 

the ups and downs they can go through”. 
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