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The Progress

The sociology of religion is an interesting subject. More and more, sociologists are 
studying religious practice of people in our country today. Such studies help us to identify 
issues which impact religious life and belief. Father Eugene Hemrick, a priest-sociologist, 
recently wrote a column on a new book by three Protestant sociologists entitled Vanishing 
Boundaries: The Religion of Mainline Protestant Baby Boomers (Westminster /John Knox, 
Louisville, Ky., 1994). The book indicates that there is a decline in some mainline 
Protestant denominations. The sociologists maintain that this decline "is not caused by the 
departure of large numbers of older adults, rather it is caused by the failure of young 
adults to become committed members, thereby replacing other members." !

According to Father Hemrick, the researchers looked for reasons to explain the decline. 
Pluralism prompts some to look for alternative religious experiences. Individualism leads 
others to search for God on their own without the help of a church. However, "studies 
indicate that the mobility of the middle and upper-middle classes has dramatically eroded 
loyalties to a community and a church." !

In the past, the usual pattern for most churches would be the departure of young adults 
during college who would return to the fold in their early 20s at the time of marriage and 
baptism of their children. However, the family pattern has changed dramatically because 
younger people are not getting married until later in life, as well as other factors. !

Decline occurs when a church loses its strength!

Father Hemrick asks if the decline is due to church leaders "who were either irrelevant, too 
social minded or who failed to produce leadership and good programs?" He goes on to 
say that none of these theories best explains the decline. Rather, "the most plausible 
theory is that a decline occurs when a church loses its strength." !

What is a strong church? Father Hemrick says "a strong church is one with a vigorous 
belief system and a distinctive code of conduct, one that commands commitment from its 
members and urges them to be zealous in reaching out to others. Truths which give 
ultimate purpose to our lives are critical for creating and sustaining a strong church." !

A message for Catholicism!

The sociological study of mainline Protestant denominations offers a message to the 
Catholic Church, according to Father Hemrick. He says, "There are strengths in the 
Catholic community which ought not to be overlooked in discussions of the role of 
religion ... The creed is the basis of a strong belief system. The Catholic community lives 
by a well defined code of behavior based in the Gospel. The church's missionary work, 
abroad and at home, is a committed service to human rights and human needs. And there 
is the church's noteworthy capacity to form communities of caring people around the 
Eucharist." 

June 9, 1994

What makes a church strong or weak?

Continued on next page



Father Hemrick's insights are quite provocative. We live in a time of change where there 
are extreme opinions voiced on the same issues within the church. At the same time, 
there are so many people for whom the church is a source of faith, life and hope. It would 
be worth asking whether the true strength of the church is touching the grass roots. In 
countless surveys of parents and adults here in Western Washington, this need to pass on 
our faith tradition is the greatest priority. How do we best respond to this need? !

Do we recognize the strength that the church offers through its teaching and liturgy? Do 
we seek ways to know our faith and tradition in ways that will give meaning to our lives? 
These are questions that need to be asked. Once we begin to grasp the answers, the 
challenge really begins. May God's grace and peace be yours.!
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