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Christus vivit, or Christ is Alive! is a beautiful and rich document that 
completes the formal process of 2018’s Synod on Young People, Faith 
and Vocational Discernment. This doesn’t mean, however, that the synod 
is over; the most important part is just beginning - implementation 
throughout our whole Church.

This study guide is here to help you explore some of the themes of 
Christus vivit, alone or in a group setting, so you can begin to think about 
what the Synod and Pope Francis are calling you towards in your own 
context.

The Pope invites us into an experience of discernment, the experience 
he went through during the whole synodal process, one where he 
encountered the reality of the lives of young people by listening to them 
intently. 

By inviting us into this experience as readers, he places us in the encounter 
between himself and young people, speaking sometimes to them, but 
wishing us to hear this encounter, while at other times helping us to see 
what is significant and can be lessons for the rest of the Church.

Introduction 



There are two main themes that characterise the approach of Pope Francis in Christus vivit: the 
importance of listening and the doctrine of the incarnation. The document is born of prayerful 
and attentive listening, and it’s this he invites us all to. The reason we listen is that in the heart of 
young people we can start to understand the signs of the times, where God is calling us today.

In this guide we can’t replicate the experience of discernment that Pope Francis tries to bring us in 
Christus vivit. Instead we have taken out some of the key themes of the document for you to start 
to explore, themes that are relevant for a wide variety of Church contexts. 

The document doesn’t have big conclusions and proposals, but rather tries to show us how to 
discern, to listen and to accompany the young in our own context. In addition to this study guide, 
there are two short booklets of extracts from the document: one for young people up to 18, and 
one for young adults; and a resource for those working in youth ministry which explores what 
lessons we can learn from Christus vivit.

The terminology around young people and young adults can get a little confusing. Much of the time 
these phrases are used interchangeably as there isn’t really a catch all term, but at times they carry 
a slightly different emphasis. In general we’re talking about people from the point in which they 
stop being children, but before they start to ‘settle down’ or at some point in their mid 30’s.

Each of the four sections has a set of paragraph numbers that relate specifically to the passage 
from the full document, and a set of questions that you can use individually, or as a group, to help 
you reflect on the concepts Pope Francis talks about. If you find this document useful, we would 
encourage you to look at the original text, as well as some of the other resources we have on our 
website that look to some of the other documents from the Synod process.





A Young Heart
“Jesus, himself eternally young, wants to give us hearts 
that are ever young. God’s word asks us to “cast out the 
old leaven that you may be fresh dough” (1 Cor 5:7)” (13)

When Pope Francis talks of youth in Christus vivit, he 
reminds us that Jesus himself was young, something that, 
although obvious, we perhaps rarely think about – Jesus was 
only 33 when he was crucified. Although there is only one 
biblical story of Jesus between his exile into Egypt with Mary 
and Joseph and his baptism, there are many areas of tradition 
which give us indications of his life. Pope Francis stresses 
that he lived just as a young person in that time would have. 
Jesus wouldn’t have set himself apart and therefore distanced 
himself from his family, his culture and society. B



Before Jesus was discovered by his parents in the temple as a young boy, Pope 
Francis suggests that Mary and Joseph would have assumed he wasn’t with 
them because he will have been “mingling with the others, joking with other 
young people, listing to the adults tell stories and sharing the joys and sorrows 
of the group” (29). Speaking directly to young people Pope Francis says that “it 
is very important for you to contemplate the young Jesus as presented in the 
Gospels, for he was truly one of you, and shares many of the features of your 
young hearts” (31). Pope Francis points to many other Old Testament figures 
and saints within the Church to further express all this.

Youth isn’t, however, all about age. “Adults, too, have to mature without losing 
the values of youth” (160). Youth in Christus vivit is more of an attitude, a 
disposition that is natural to young people, but too often leaves us as we get 
older. Quoting St Paul, Pope Francis says that youth is “compassion, kindness, 
humility, meekness and patience, bearing with one another and forgiving each 
other if anyone has a complaint against another”, in summary Pope Francis says 
that “true youth means having a heart capable of loving, whereas everything 
that separates us from others makes the soul grow old” (13). Youth in Christus 
vivit is an openness to the present, to the reality of what is happening around 
you. Fundamentally youth in Christus vivit is modelled on the approach of 
Christ, the one who is at the core of our faith (65).



Pope Francis brings up an example of a man who, in the 
most harrowing circumstances retains his youth. Cardinal 
Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuận was held in a Vietnamese 
concentration camp but refused to let his life disappear in 
front of him by spending his time counting the days he was 
imprisoned and hoping for his release. Instead he ‘chose’ “to live 
the present moment, filling it to the brim with love. He decided: 
‘I will seize the occasions that present themselves every day; I 
will accomplish ordinary actions in an extraordinary way’” (148).

As the example of Cardinal Thuận shows us, to live youthfully 
and attentively in the present isn’t just for the good times. 
Too often it is in difficulties that people can become anxious 
and thus closed off and seek security in easy solutions, “our 
best dreams are only attained through hope, patience and 
commitment” (142). In the same way he experienced youth, 
Jesus too suffered. Quoting the Swiss bishops Pope Francis says 
that, “God is there where we thought he had abandoned us and 
there was no further hope of salvation. It is a paradox, but for 
many Christians, suffering and darkness have become… places 
of encounter with God” (149).



No matter how old you may be, youth is still a disposition that is within your 
reach. Pope Francis himself tells us he has experienced this: “when I began my 
ministry as Pope, the Lord broadened my horizons and granted me renewed 
youth. The same thing can happen to a couple married for many years, or to a 
monk in his monastery. There are things we need to “let go of” as the years pass, 
but growth in maturity can coexist with a fire constantly rekindled, with a heart 
ever young” (160).

• Do you ever contemplate Jesus as a young person?
• Does imagining the young Christ help you to see his reflection in the young 

people you know?
• Am I always as attentive to the present, and the joys it can bring, as I could 

be?
• Forgetting your actual age, how much do you think you embody the idea of 

youth Pope Francis talks about in Christus vivit, and why?

Look particularly to these passages: 12, 13, 15, 18, 20, 23, 31, 134, 148, 149, 160.



A Young Church

“Let us ask the Lord to free the Church from those who 
would make her grow old, encase her in the past, hold 
her back or keep her at a standstill” (35)

In Christus vivit youth is not only an age and a period of time, 
but an attitude, one that Pope Francis believes the Church itself 
must foster to prevent it from becoming stagnant, a mere museum 
of curiosities. But what does it mean for an institution as old 
as the Church to retain its youth? It’s way of working must be 
characterised by “compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and 
patience, bearing with one another and forgiving each other if 
anyone has a complaint against another” (Col 3:12-13). e



The final document of the Synod process is quoted heavily 
in Christus vivit. In it the Synod Fathers talk of the need for 
a Synodal Church - that is, a Church that listens and works 
collaboratively – but Pope Francis goes beyond this and tries 
to demonstrate the practices that show what synodality 
is in practice. Synodality demands that the Church not be 
“excessively caught up in herself but instead, and above 
all, reflect Jesus Christ. This means humbly acknowledging 
that some things concretely need to change, and if that is 
to happen, she needs to appreciate the vision but also the 
criticisms of young people” (39). 

Too often, however, “members of the Church do not always 
take the approach of Jesus. Rather than listening to young 
people attentively, “all too often, there is a tendency to 
provide pre-packaged answers and ready-made solutions”(65), 
but “once the Church sets aside narrow preconceptions and 
listens carefully to the young, this empathy enriches her, for it 
allows young people to make their own contribution to the 
community, helping it to appreciate new sensitivities and to 
consider new questions” (65).e



What this doesn’t mean, however, is accepting everything of the world and 
“act[ing] like everyone else” (35). “No! The Church is young when she is herself, 
when she receives ever anew the strength born of God’s word, the Eucharist, and 
the daily presence of Christ and the power of his spirit in our lives” (35). Pope 
Francis presents us with a tension we must keep – at once we must not stand 
apart from others, be considered good neighbours as the apostles who “’enjoyed 
the good will of all the people’ (Acts 2:47; cf. 4:21.33; 5:13) but neither must we 
fail to ‘point to ideas other than those of this world, testifying to the beauty of 
generosity, service, purity, perseverance, forgiveness, the pursuit of justice and the 
common good, love for the poor, and social friendship’” (36).



• What small steps could the Church make in your community to help it 
retain its youth?

• How collaboratively do you work in the ways you engage in your 
community?

• Do we find it easy to hear challenges to how we work as Church, or can 
you get protective and defensive?

Look particularly to these passages: 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 41, 42, 65, and from 
the Synod Final Document paragraphs 119-127 

To do this demands taking a risk in trusting in the Holy Spirit working in the 
Church through those around us. We must dedicate ourselves to hope rather 
than fear which will only shackle us to the past. He looks to the specific situation 
of the role of women in the Church as he tries to explain it: “a Church that is 
overly fearful and tied to its structures can be invariably critical of efforts to 
defend the rights of women, and constantly point out the risks and the potential 
errors of those demands. Instead a living Church can react by being attentive to 
the legitimate claim of those women who seek greater justice and equality” (41).



Welcoming young people

In the third chapter of Christus vivit Pope Francis emphasises that the young are the present 
of the Church, not merely its future. If we miss this, we fail to recognise the contributions 
they make today. Too often the Church does not listen or make space for the young: they 
are dismissed as critical of the church, or fobbed off with ‘one size fits all’ answers to their 
questions or concerns. Their restlessness and passion is something to be appreciated, not seen 
as a risk. Quoting St. Paul VI, Pope Francis says “In the very discontent that you often feel… a 
ray of light is present”, he continues, “restless discontent, combined with exhilaration before 
the opening up of new horizons, generates a boldness that leads you to stand up and take 
responsibility for a mission” (138).

“Our institutions should provide young people with places they 
can make their own, where they can come and go freely, feel 
welcome and readily meet other young people, whether at times 
of difficulty and frustration, or of joy and celebration” (218)

d



Sometimes a short or dismissive response to 
the young is the result of us not knowing how 
to respond. The reality is, however, that we 
don’t need to respond but simply make them 
feel welcome, listen and try to understand their 
world. “Once the Church sets aside narrow 
preconceptions and listens carefully to the 
young, this empathy enriches her, for ‘it allows 
young people to make their own contribution 
to the community, helping it to appreciate new 
sensitivities and to consider new questions’”. 
(65)

Pope Francis goes even further than saying young 
people must just be heard; for him they can help 
us to understand something of God and what he 
wants of the Church today. “Each young person’s 
heart should thus be considered ‘holy ground’, 
a bearer of seeds of divine life, before which we 
must “take off our shoes” in order to draw near 
and enter more deeply into the Mystery” (68).d



“It takes a whole village to raise a Child” according to the 
popular African proverb, yet this could easily be something 
Pope Francis said as he feels strongly that supporting the 
young isn’t solely a role for those involved in youth ministry, 
the whole community has a responsibility. A community must 
make a home, a family for young people, “The community has 
an important role in the accompaniment of young people; it 
should feel collectively responsible for accepting, motivating, 
encouraging and challenging them. All should regard young 
people with understanding, appreciation and affection, and avoid 
constantly judging them or demanding of them a perfection 
beyond their years” (243).

One of the most important things is to welcome young people 
and young adults, create spaces where they can encounter 
each other and encounter people of other generations. You 
don’t need any special skills, but simply to listen, “someone 
who actively listens to the needs of young people and responds 
in kind; someone deeply loving and self-aware; someone who 
recognizes his or her limits and knows the joys and sorrows of 
the spiritual journey” (246).



Perhaps the most challenging part of welcoming 
young people is to ensure that we always strive for 
holiness ourselves. “If you are to accompany others 
on this path, you must be the first to follow it, day in 
and day out. That is what Mary did, in her own youth, 
as she confronted her own questions and difficulties. 
May she renew your youthfulness by the power 
of her prayers and accompany you always by her 
maternal presence” (298).

• Have you ever thought of young people primarily as the present of the 
Church, rather than the future?

• Have you found yourself feeling distant from young people you 
encounter in a Church context?

• Do you feel yourself part of a community that works together for the 
good of young people, or are things more fragmented?

Look particularly to these passages: 39,40, 64 - 67, 111, 168, 203 - 208, 
224 - 229, 239, 240, 242, 243, 246, 248, 258, 297, 298. 



The need for roots

In the first part of this guide we spoke about youth not as an age, but 
a disposition characterised by an attentiveness to the reality of the 
present, an openness and generosity of spirit. In Christus vivit, Pope 
Francis wants to give young people the freedom to dream, to live in 
the present; but he is also anxious of the risks this brings. He uses the 
analogy of a young and beautiful tree with branches reaching to the 
sky that seem to be a “song of hope. Later, following a storm, I would 
find them fallen and lifeless. They lacked deep roots” (179).

“If we journey together, young and old, we can be firmly 
rooted in the present, and from here, revisit the past and 
look to the future” (199)

i



When Pope Francis was asked what he sees in young people, he replied “I 
see someone who is searching for his own path, who wants to fly on his 
two feet, who faces the world and looks at the horizon with eyes full of the 
future, full of hope as well as illusions. A young person stands on two feet 
as adults do, but unlike adults, whose feet are parallel, they always has one 
foot forward, ready to set out, to spring ahead. Always racing onward” (139). 
Youth is characterised by hope and excitement for the future, an ability to 
take risks and pick themselves up again from mistakes they may make. Pope 
Francis wants to affirm this vitality of youth and encourages young people 
not to lose heart because “no one has the right to rob you of hope” (142).

Christus vivit, as well as all the other documents of the Synod, recognises 
the many challenges young people face in today’s world that can prevent 
the young from hoping. Many young people are caught up in wars, forced to 
flee or used as pawns or trained as soldiers in conflicts. In too many places 
poverty and social deprivation have the most devastating impact on young 
people. As a Church we “must never fail to weep before these tragedies” 
(74). Even in ‘developed’ countries there are many challenges for young 
people, including the challenges inherent in the new digital environment and 
the dangers of excessive consumption and hyper commercialisation.

i



It is the hope of youth that is needed to face many of these challenges, but 
also a sense of where we have come from, a rootedness in our culture and 
history. This rootedness can help us avoid some of the dangers of our time, “if 
someone tells young people to ignore their history, to reject the experiences 
of their elders, to look down on the past and to look forward to a future 
that they hold out, doesn’t it then become easy to draw them along so 
that they only do what is told to them? They need the young to be shallow, 
uprooted and distrustful, so that they can trust only in his promises and act 
according to their plans. That is how various ideologies operate: they destroy 
(or deconstruct) all differences so that they can reign unopposed” (181).

There is so much to learn in relationships between generations, something 
that was important to Pope Francis as a child through his strong relationship 
with his Grandmother. When Pope Francis spoke to all those gathered at the 
start of the Synod, he mentioned an Egyptian proverb: “If there is no elderly 
person in your home, buy one, because you will need one!” He refers to 
grandparents, or those of that age as ‘memory keepers’, “we grandfathers and 
grandmothers need to form a choir. I envision elders as a permanent choir of 
a great spiritual sanctuary, where prayers of supplication and songs of praise 
support the larger community that works and struggles in the field of life” 
(196).



• Do you recognise and value your roots?
• How valuable were your relationships with 

grandparents, or others who may have had that 
kind of role in your life?

• Do you have many inter-generational relationships 
both within and outside of your family?

Look particularly to these passages: 73, 80, 137, 138, 
139, 179 - 201.

What is it then that the older generations can offer? “We can 
remind today’s young people, who have their own blend of 
heroic ambitions and insecurities, that a life without love is an 
arid life; we can tell fearful young people say that anxiety about 
the future can be overcome; we can teach those young people, 
sometimes so focused on themselves, that there is more joy 
in giving than in receiving, and that love is not only shown in 
words, but also in actions” (197).



Conclusion
We hope that this guide has lit a fire for you about the way of being 
Church Francis describes, so please do start join us in becoming a part 
of the synod and engage in your community to make it real. If we can 
be any help, please do get in touch to talk with us about what help you 
might need.

If nothing else, we hope this guide has given you a flavour of Christus 
vivit, and, should you have the time, we encourage you to engage with 
the text itself, or perhaps some of the materials at SynodFruits.org.uk
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