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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Trends and Changes in the Catholic Church

The question of speaking about “trends and changes” in the Catholic church is a very broad one that needs some clarification at the very beginning.  One may interpret this as a sociological/demographic request or one may look at it from a more theological perspective.  What I would like to do in the brief time allotted is:


● to attempt to give a snapshot of developments in growth and decline in the Catholic population;

●to propose a rationale for these demographic shifts;

●to list some of the challenges this situation poses both pastorally and administratively;

●to look at the ecumenical questions in relations with Catholics;

●to invite my Catholic colleagues to fill in the gaps from their vantage points.

Growth and decline in the Catholic population and reasons for these shifts1

The stereotype usually presented when speaking about shifts in religious practice and populations is that in the West (namely Northern Hemisphere intended as Europe and North America) there is a demographic decline in the Christian population and the practice of religion in general.  While this is  a very facile way of painting a picture it doesn’t actually give the true and accurate picture nor the complicated situations which cause growth or decline. The global Catholic population given for 1910 was 266,580,0002 while the figure for 2010 was 1,155,627,0003 or increase of 889,047,000.4  To engage us in a very detailed description is not possible here but these figures show us that the ratio of Catholics in the global population has remained stable at 16% of the population but includes a very slight element of growth.  Shifts occur in the geographic places of the Catholic population moving from the North to the South.  One of the highest centers of growth is actually in French speaking Africa.


The purposes of this first observation is to note that Catholic growth follows the general norm for overall Christian growth in the world.  One interesting factor is that the Catholic population in the United States has kept pace with the growth in the South.  This is due to large immigrant populations coming from the South and East which tend to be Catholic while in Europe due to the decline in birth rate and an increase in immigrant populations coming from the South which tend to be non-Christian, this  has generally contributed to the decline of Catholic population in Europe.  These factors contribute to placing stress on the ecclesial structure in terms of the institutions that need to support growth such as schools, social services, for example medical services, and of course, the question of employment and economic support.  At the same time the shrinking of the demographic size of parishes in the areas of decline has created issues of redistribution of resources to accommodate needs where the growth is occurring.  This impacts such institutions as the clergy and ecclesial and social structures necessary to meet the needs of the Catholic population.

Challenges that need to be addressed

As just noted above, there are new challenges that need to be met.  These touch the overall structure of the Catholic church as well as the local and regional structures and the human and religious needs of the population.


In some places there is a plethora of ministers and religious so that some countries share their human resources such as priests and religious women and men with those churches which now have a lack of these human resources.  Some have talked about a “reverse missionary” movement.  This implies that the countries who were active in the 1900's in missionary activity by sending many priests and religious to proclaim the Gospel are now in the twenty-first century in need of those missionary countries sending help to meet their pastoral needs.


Likewise, given the resources of the North over against the South and in light of the recent economic issues, it is important for the central administration of the Catholic church to deal with the issues of this shift in terms of preparation of and training of the clergy and religious as well as the preparation of the laity in terms of the mission of the Church in the modern world.  It is clear that already almost 50 years ago the Second Vatican Council foresaw this in its decrees on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes) and in the missionary decree Ad gentes. What took the Church by surprise was the rapidity with which these trends have taken place.  There has been great necessity to establish new local churches or dioceses which have a manageable sustainable size and resources.  This means the pastoral resources to meet the situations of growth have not always been able to keep pace with the needs of these new churches.


With the shifting of importance from the “old world” mainly Europe and the West, Benedict XVI had inaugurated a new office within the Vatican charged with what is called the “new evangelization”.  In some respects this may be considered a re-evangelization of the areas that were traditionally Christian but have become almost entirely secularized.  Included are those Christian countries where political and philosophical systems have almost totally eliminated Christian belief. It is still too early to know the full scope and activity to be promoted by this office in collaboration with other curial offices to achieve the end of a new evangelization. There is a challenge to countries where there is a massive and aggressive propagation of Islam. These need to improve methods and the content of basic catechesis so that the Catholic population is more articulate and capable of defending itself from “proselytizing” efforts.  In other situations where Hinduism poses a similar challenge to Catholics practicing their faith openly.


It needs to be noted that the renewal in the Spirit or the charismatic renewal has touched many dimension of Catholic ecclesial life.  The growing number of charismatics within the Catholic church is a source of renewal and revival in living the Christian witness in the modern world today.

Ecumenical questions in relations with Catholics

The Catholic church has actively been engaged in numerous ecumenical dialogues for well over 40 years.  In these past years some new discussions have begun which mark also the shift in relationships between the Churches.  For example a series of conversations have taken place in recent years with non denominational Christians and in the coming year a new trilogue will begin between Lutherans, Mennonites and Catholics.  The lengthy list of dialogues that the Catholic church has been engaged in over these years has produced many invaluable documents of consensus.  These have been the instruments for bettering relations with many churches and ecclesial communities. However, because of the fact that many of these dialogues have interested theologians and ecclesiastical figures and not the general membership of the churches the Catholic church is now facing the “validation” of these statements.  In some circles we call this the reception of the results.  In some instances official recognition or reception has not taken place but the faithful or grass roots of the churches and ecclesial communities have moved way beyond the agreements from theory to the putting into practice of the consensus statements.  At times, this has caused tensions within the churches and between the churches.


Another issue concerning the dialogues is that the doctrinal questions that have been studied interest the Churches in the North and the South differently.  For example many of the questions of he XVI century divisions while being historical rooted in the North have little interest for the churches and ecclesial communities of the South.  The latter have different questions which ecumenically engage the churches at the local level.  Some of these would include, land / agrarian reforms, human rights, the right to practice one’s religious beliefs, and so forth.  The Churches and communities in Asia have other issues which include religious freedom and an authentic inculturation of the faith in forms and practices that are not foreign to the indigenous peoples.  In these contexts the subjects of dialogue are of a more pastoral and existential nature and hence dialogues with Catholics that arise only in the South will tend to deal with aspects that are not necessarily doctrinal in nature but rather existential concerning life/survival issues such as land reform or human dignity or even the conflict of cultures and how these impact issues of believing and interaction with other ecclesial traditions.


Other issues concerning the relationship with the churches of the Reformation have grown critical especially when the Catholic church considers that some of the theological and moral positions being taken by these communities is forcing a wedge between our traditions that was not there before while some of the more “free forms” of  ecclesial communities are seen as living by more traditional Christian moral values and hence seem to be drawing closer to the Catholic church on these issues.  These trends oblige the Catholic church to be ever more diligent in maintaining bilateral relations with all those churches and traditions in spite of tensions that arise and to keep talking to these valued partners.  This fact illustrates some of the issues that engage Northern/Western Catholics and Southern/Eastern ones differently.  Issues that bishops face are how to take universal Catholic teaching and translate it into different cultural languages so that “that which has been received” is indeed handed on.  Here the question of tradition which needs to be taken as a technical issue of decoding what has been received, understanding the fundamental truth and re-articulating it in a fresh way so that the truth may be correctly understood by the next generation and most importantly put into practice as a lived and lively faith.


In this latter context, the role of the faithful laity is extremely important.  In those countries where the laity is well prepared and active in the life of the mission of the church the progress of secularization is slowed down and may be reversed.  Lay ministries and services in the Catholic church are fundamental and need to be supported and developed more and more especially as the number of ordained ministers and those living the consecrated life as religious men and women decrease. This calls for a collaborative and synodical form of church life which Catholics are slowly learning from the other Churches and ecclesial communities because of the dialogues that have taken place as well as the Catholic church’s relations to such fora as the Global forum.


We should note that the relations with the Orthodox churches continues to grow in a positive sense on the theological level.  We have had for many years a series of exchanges which allow students to study in various situations of the other tradition.  These opportunities are most important to allow for the experience of a dialogue of life to filter down from the more professional and academic circles to those of the grass roots.  Christians in the Middle East both Catholic and others are in grave peril.  There is a serious concern for which the question of Christian unity is crucial not only in this area but wherever diaspora communities are forced to live in new cultural settings.  The issue of how to preserve their rich heritage and leave space for legitimate diversity and originality is of upmost importance.  How will their rites and faith traditions be preserved in cultures which demand integration into cultural forms that are foreign to them.  The same may be said about Catholic and Christian populations living in African countries where radical religious forces use the fact of the disunity of Christians as a means of converting Christians from one faith to another.

Conclusion: the voices of others

It is fitting to bring my brief and all too eclectic presentation to a close by inviting my Catholic colleagues here present to add their voices and perspectives to what I have mentioned concerning trends and changes within the Catholic church.  Most know the Catholic church as a complex institution.  It must be said that at the heart of this institution is nothing other than the bringing of the Gospel to life in the lives of women and men and to promote the values of truth, love and justice in the world that has been entrusted to our care and the fulfillment of Christ’s prayer of unity so that the world may come to know and accept Christ as the one sent by the Father for the life of the world.

1 See the work of Todd M. Johnson, Kenneth R. Ross (eds.), Atlas of Global Christianity 1910-2010 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009) for a general picture of shifts that have occurred since the 1900's.


2 Global population was 1,619,625,000.  The Catholic population was 16.45% of the global population.


3 Global population was 6,906,560,000.  The Catholic population was 16,73% of the global population.


4 Figures reported in the International Bulletin of Missionary Research 34 (2010) 36. To note that the difference in growth between 1910 and 2010 globally was 5,286,935,000 and Catholic growth represented by 889,047,000 or approximately 16,81%.
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