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The Progress

Some years ago, a popular song asked the question, "Where are they going, my little 
ones? Turn around and they're two; turn around and they're four; turn around and they're 
young people going out of the door." It was a nostalgic refrain which spoke about how 
quickly the child becomes the adult and leaves home. It is a question many parents ask, 
but it is a question which the church must also ask in the ministry and pastoral care that 
we extend to the next generation. !

Affiliation with any religious community is often determined by one's attendance and 
involvement with that community. An article in the May 1, 1993 edition of America, entitled 
"The End of American Catholicism - Another Look" by Pierre Hegy offers some interesting 
insights and challenging statistics. The author maintains that the results of a study in 1972 
regarding Catholic church attendance and beliefs continues to experience a downturn 
today, and "much more ominous is the fact that church attendance among the young is 
dropping much faster." !

A new cultural model!

The author of this article in America utilizes a distinction made by Cassian Yuhaus to 
identify three cultural models of U.S. Catholicism: an immigrant model, a republican model 
and the evangelical model. Yuhaus maintains that today the evangelical model is the 
"most dynamic and influential ... (being) centered on the Scripture and the person of 
Jesus." Scripture and personal piety become the significant realities and the question has 
shifted from "What does the church teach?" to "What would Jesus do?" !

The America  article goes on to say, "The 'evangelical model' offers an alternative to the 
conservative-liberal dichotomy to the extent that it emphasizes the empowerment of all 
through Scripture. In that perspective, church attendance and personal piety can only be a 
matter of choice and maturity, for Catholics as much as for Protestants; hence the 
Protestant-Catholic differential is likely to disappear. !

“But empowerment through baptism and Scripture goes beyond the traditional definition of 
a 'good Catholic' as one who accepts official church beliefs and practices. Empowerment 
leads to the praxis of liberation theology, the commitment to social justice for all and the 
end of limiting gender roles in church and society. Empowerment is not a 'liberal' agenda 
for church-reform from the top-down, but a hope for a life in the Spirit from the bottom up." !

The author concludes by saying that there has been a dramatic shift in our sociological 
understanding of religion from being a social institution to a social movement which brings 
a "transcendent dimension into everyday life in the light of the Scripture." 
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What does the future hold?!

Few articles I have read recently have been as disturbing and as challenging as this 
reflection in America. What is disturbing could well be the loss of a generation to values 
and religious beliefs which are critical to our faith tradition. Have we failed to pass on to 
the next generation an appreciation and understanding of who we are and what we 
believe as a Catholic community of faith? Perhaps this explains why the response to the 
question in the recent Catholic Schools Study regarding the hopes of parents for Catholic 
schools was that Catholic schools would pass on the faith to their children. !

Unfortunately today, much of religious belief is the result of one's own experience. 
Personal experience becomes the ultimate norm for values in any religious context. But 
personal religious experience needs to find meaning in Jesus and his teachings, in the 
context of the church which continues his ministry and mission. Jesus must become the 
defining experience for who we are and what we believe. !

A need to rediscover our tradition!

More than ever before, there is a need to rediscover our tradition and our history. As 
people living on the edge of a third millennium, we do not remain in the past, but we can 
learn from the past to appreciate the present. This is so true when it comes to the 
Eucharist, to prayer, to ministry, to an awareness and appreciation of sacraments and 
saints, sin and grace, heaven and hell. !

Faith is at the heart of religious commitment and affiliation. Yes, faith is a gift from God, 
but we must use our minds and hearts to recognize the convincing value of faith which 
can transform our lives. !

The challenge today is not only to seek ways for teachers in Catholic schools and religious 
education programs to pass on our faith to the next generation, but to find ways to share 
that same gift with young adults and others in our community. As a Roman Catholic faith 
community, we have a great heritage and legacy. Our knowledge and awareness of this 
gift will enable us to confront the challenges of today. It would be tragic if we failed to pass 
this gift on to our children and the next generation. May God's grace and peace be yours. !
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