
Pastor’s page: The Handing on of the Catholic Faith 

      For the past fifty years, each Pope in succession has emphasized the importance of the 
Catholic family as the first and primary place where the faith is experienced, and handed on 
to children. Religious education classes, conducted by schoolteachers or catechists, whether 
in a Catholic school or afterschool, simply supplement the critical impact of the little church; 
the Catholic home. I learned the Baltimore catechism by rote as a boy and could repeat it 
diligently in religion class, but I began the development of a personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ through my parents.  

      The post-World War II Catholic subculture began its collapse in the 1960s for many 
reasons too numerous to comment on in this column. Catholic leaders have been blamed for 
not preventing the collapse of that Catholic culture. Critics claim that they should have 
preached doctrine and Catholic responsibilities with greater courage. My response is that 
convinced Catholics, churchgoers like you and me, remain in the church for more reasons 
than the intellectual understanding of doctrine. 

      A recent book (2014) by sociologists at Notre Dame University on young Catholics in the 
United States, “Young Catholic America - Emerging Adults In, Out Of, and Gone from the 
Church”(Christian Smith et al), offers a pessimistic analysis of 18 to 23-year-olds and their 
Catholic faith. Packed with data, the study is disheartening. I know from nearly 44 years of 
experience ministering in parishes, that there has been a steady diminishment in churchgoing 
for all age groups. The authors of the study believe that this is due to a failure to 
communicate the church’s teachings. “After (Vatican II) ended, the church in the United States 
did a less than ideal job of instructing the faithful in the pews about its teachings and their 
implications.” 

      This interpretation of the data, presuming that a failure to educate and explain is the 
major reason for the declining numbers of churchgoers, is simplistic. I think the answers can 
be found in the home, and in the ongoing spiritual formation of young people or lack thereof. 
High school and college and young adult retreats, and prayer opportunities create the right 
climate for Christ to speak to the heart. What kind of Catholic home to young people come 
from? What experiences of prayer and contemplation have they had personally; and with 
others?  Faith formation programs need to focus on prayer and spirituality as the way to 
know Christ with the heart and soul. Complementing that is the intellectual component 
where church teachings grow out of the encounter. Church truths need to be taught as well, 
in a way that is respectful; and invites dialogue. We need a listening church leadership; not 
just a telling church leadership. 

      We are living in a northern hemisphere culture that rejects Catholic sexual teaching. It is 
exceedingly rare for me to meet a penitent young person in the sacrament of reconciliation, 
confessing premarital sex; or a married person asking forgiveness for the use of artificial 
contraception. This book points out that 61% of the “practicing” category of single 18 to 23-



year-olds report they have had premarital sex; most of them within the past month.  Church 
leadership has lost its credibility on these and other issues. Bishops may be speaking, but 
younger people are not listening.  

      Pope Francis has been calling for church leaders to develop opportunities for encounters 
with Christ to occur. This is the right direction. Certainly it has to be more than explaining the 
Nicene Creed. 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 

 


