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“The Catholic Church has been in crisis since the cock crew for the third time.” (James MacMillan)


On the world scale, the Catholic Church is holding steady, indeed expanding. In western Europe it is in severe decline, which if certain lessons are taken to heart could be a period of purification.


There are still those who utter optimistic statements about a “leaner fitter Church.” They have been repeating similar incantations for the last thirty years. Perhaps I am one who is inclined by temperament to suspect that the glass is half empty rather than half full, since forty years ago it was comparatively full. 


Seminaries which had 70 or 100 or 200 students now stagger along with 10, 20 or at most 30. Mass going in the country has shrunk from 2.2 million to under one million, and in this Archdiocese from 260,000 to under 70,000. Conversions and Catholic marriages are at an all-time low. I remain to be convinced about the “leaner, fitter Church.”  

On the other hand, there are indeed many more deacons, many more extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist and parish catechists. The increased and generous lay involvement on these fronts does not however appear to be stimulating many of the young to consider a lifelong vocation to the priesthood or the religious life. Month after month, we see one great Catholic institution after another shut down for lack of vocations. Last week -the Mill Hill Fathers in London. 


As priests grow older, die and are not replaced – may not lay commitment decline further? It was Pope John Paul II’s contention that increased lay involvement actually needs more priests, to nurture and teach. The laity cannot replace the priesthood, as some have misled us to believe, unless we all become Presbyterians. 

Closing parishes and reducing the number of Masses– given many people’s tenuous commitment these days – is likely to reduce churchgoing still further. 

It would be most valuable to study in detail a few instances where a parish has been closed, or Mass times severely reduced. A census of neighbouring parishes could determine whether people have actually transferred their Mass-going elsewhere, or, hurt by the closure, simply stopped going all together. Some basic statistical research is urgently needed.

We cannot assume that many British Catholics still regard Sunday Mass as a serious obligation, binding under pain of mortal sin. This is the Church’s official teaching, of course, but in practice, many dioceses, schools and parishes have hardly taught it for decades. And we see the results. Every Sunday 80% of British Catholics show by their absence that they do not believe the Church’s doctrine.

There is a saying that “hope begins where optimism ends.” We can always hope in the Holy Spirit, who is bringing forth green shoots, especially in the new movements. 

What I fear is that unless there is an admission that many of the policies of the last forty years - especially in catechetics and liturgy -  have had disastrous results, requiring a clear repentance and reversal, there will be no turn around. More of the same liberal modernism will produce still more decline in consequence. We have been led almost over the cliff. We will soon be in free fall.

When I hear a bishop speak about the importance of saving souls from the devil, of the urgency of avoiding hell and reaching heaven, I shall believe that the necessary changes may be in the offing. The only times one seems to hear bishops talk about hell is when they hypothesise that there is nobody in it - in outright contradiction of Jesus’ words in the New Testament. Perhaps I am being unfair, and I am more than willing to apologise if these statements can be shown to be inaccurate. I hope I am wrong, but I fear I am not.

At the recent National Conference of Priests, it was evident that many of the clergy are very worried about the future. Someone said: “A dean used to be a Parish Priest with two curates: now he is more likely to be a priest with two other parishes besides his own.”  A priest from Menevia explained how he had to drive 60 miles every Sunday to serve three Mass centres. It is vocations to the priesthood which are desperately needed.


We now have units where four parishes are being grouped under two priests, and the first parish priest having to run three parishes (nominal sizes 4000, 3200 and 1800). It is hard to see this as progress in the right direction. 


If Catholic schools and Catholic families continue to fail to produce sufficient numbers of candidates for the priesthood, then many of our churches will ultimately have to close down. The thought of running four parishes at the age of seventy will drive many clergy to their GP’s for medical certificates for early retirement. 


At root there is a crisis of lived faith, and it will not be solved by agitating for married clergy or – per impossibilem – women clergy.


What we face now in our society is not just a loss of religious doctrine, but something far more serious, the loss of religious sensibility, of spiritual awareness.  Human beings have both big desires and little desires. If they feed the little desires too much, they can end up forgetting the great desires.


The word “agnostic” describes someone who says they do not know whether God exists or not. It comes from the Greek root “agnoo” which has two meanings. The first meaning is to not know, to be ignorant or unaware of something. The second sense, however, is to ignore, disregard, to cut somebody dead or cold.  Many people seem to be practical agnostics in this second sense, because they simply do not care whether God exists or not, and so ignore Him, and cut Him out of their lives.


In this case, the task of evangelisation is to surprise people with a gift which they don’t know they need.


Even the redoubtable John Henry Newman had faith problems in his family. He was 21 when his younger brother Charles (18) declared himself an atheist. After attempting to persuade him otherwise, John Henry wrote to him: “It’s your disposition that is wrong. No argument can reach you because your heart is out of tune.”


Dispositions are often far more important than logical arguments. Our dispositions are affected by our mental life, by the symbols and images which crowd our minds and stimulate our desires. T. S. Eliot spoke of modern society inflicting a wound upon our imagination. The ancient Christian imagery has been replaced by advertising, TV, films, commercial, celebrity and sexual imagery. 


The question we each need to ask ourselves, and our young people, is “Who is imaging your life? Who is feeding the images into your consciousness?” How much are we allowing advertisers, or other controllers of a materialistic society, to determine how we think, how we act, what we do, what we buy?


Joseph Ratzinger, in his Introduction to Christianity (1968) quotes the Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard, who suggested that the evangelist is like a clown who rushes into the circus ring to tell people that the circus is on fire. People laugh at him, at his agitation and message. The more desperate and excited he gets, trying to tell them to get out quickly and immediately, the funnier people find his act – except that it is not an act at all. 


Ratzinger believes that – although modern society exhibits many novel technological features - the real blockages to faith today are not just of this culture and time, but are perennial and common to every age and person. The major obstacles are as follows: 
1. Sin – man’s frightening capacity to refuse, to close himself against both human love and ultimately, Divine Love. Both Ratzinger and Rahner felt that Gaudium et Spes, the Vatican II Constitution on the modern world, did not say enough about sin. Other theologians since then have developed a similar theme, that Vatican II was naively optimistic in its view of human progress, and insufficiently discerning as regards secular trends. 

2. Strangeness – a silent, hidden God can be difficult to cope with. At times we prefer a visible god, a manageable god, a golden calf, an idol who can be bribed and manipulated to give us what we want. There is a sense in which we shy away from the infinite, transcendent God, and invent petty little household idols of our own. We avoid the God of Revelation and substitute a god made in our own image, whose commands accommodate to our chosen lifestyle. However “When ideals have sunk to the level of practice, the result is stagnation.” (A. N. Whitehead)

3. Suffering – the desolation of existence when suffering strikes, that question so poignantly posed by Job in the Old Testament.

The increasing number of natural disasters and the Islamist terrorist attacks are perhaps a reminder from the Almighty to our civilization that “If you will not stand by Me, you will not stand at all.”

