
Pastor’s page: American Catholics in the 21st Century 

      According to a recently published sociological study (2013) entitled “American Catholics 
in Transition” by William D’Antonio, the good news about Catholicism in the United States 
is that all generations of Catholics agree on some essentials. Jesus Christ remains central to 
the faith of Catholics: his life, death, and resurrection. The sacraments are also included as 
important in the life of believers. Mary as the Mother of God remains important for all 
generations, along with concern for the poor and social justice. All generations of Catholics 
believe in the right to be more active in the decision-making that occurs in their local 
parish, and their diocese.  

      Contrary to current Roman Catholic doctrine and discipline, an increasing number of 
Catholics believe in the right of women to be ordained, and of married priests to return to 
active ministry. Even highly committed Catholics, the study found, are not opposed to lay 
involvement in decision-making, and acceptance of married priests, and the ordination of 
women (60% in favor in 2005). The book relies for its findings on five sociological studies 
beginning in 1987. 

      Clear trends in the belief of Catholics are tracked:  

1 - By 1999 the Catholic Church is no longer the focal point in the lives of the majority of 
Catholics. It has become one of many commitments that people make in their lives.  

2 -There is a great disparity between the belief of Catholics born in 1940 or earlier, and 
younger Catholics. 72% of pre-Vatican II Catholics (defined by the authors as born in 1940 
or earlier) “…said there was something special about Catholicism that one could not find in 
other religions, but only 54% of post-Vatican II Catholics (1966 on) held that belief.” 

      “The big picture was that most Catholics remained Catholic, even if they were unhappy 
with the leadership, some of the moral teachings, and the way they were imposed. Mass 
attendance rates continue to decline, but not dramatically.” 

     3 - The youngest Catholics, (named ‘Millennials’ (born 1979-1993) by researchers) were 
the Catholics most concerned about the poor and social justice - but less interested in the 
sacraments. In spite of this, the core teachings of Catholicism about Jesus, the sacraments, 
Mary and the poor, still remain strong in their belief. But the centrality of the Eucharist as 
the “summit and source” of our faith as Catholics, as defined by the Second Vatican 
Council, has less and less importance for younger Catholics.  

“It is likely that Catholics mass attendance will continue to decline because the millennial 
generation currently has the lowest weekly mass attendance rate (23%).”  



      4 - US Catholics continue to be the largest religious body in the nation with 24% of the 
total population, currently 75 million Catholics. This percentage has been stable since the 
surveys by D’Antonio have been taken. 

      5 - The influx of Hispanic immigration has helped Catholicism numerically, even as 
nearly one third of baptized Catholics no longer wish to be considered Catholic. “A 
substantial majority continue to remain highly attached to the church and to value the many 
elements of the Catholic faith and tradition.” 

      6 – There is less adherence to the Church’s teaching authority as more Catholics assert the 
primacy of their individual consciences. The research has shown that there has been an 
erosion in acceptance of the teaching authority of the church (the pope and 
bishops/magisterium). “More and more, as we have documented, Catholics see individual 
conscience rather than the Pope and the bishops as the final arbiter of what is morally 
permissible for Catholics when it comes to decisions regarding contraception, choice on 
abortion, same-sex and nonmarital sexual activity, and divorced Catholics remarrying without 
an annulment.” 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 


