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Introduction

Two scenes play out within a few hundred yards of each other on
a beautiful midsummer day. In the first, more than four thousand
people gather for an impromptu day-long convention to protest a
spreading scandal in their church. They have come from around
the country for prayer and sober reflection. There are panel dis-
cussions that try to make sense of the shocking accounts of sexual
abuse of children by priests, stories that have been filling the
newspapers for half a year. There are a few angry speeches: the
church leaders who failed to protect those children must be held
to account. The participants, mostly white and middle-aged, are
unlikely revolutionaries, but some speakers call for a thorough re-
ordering of the church, with greater involvement from its mem-
bers, the people like them who fill the pews of their suburban
parishes week after week, who oversee the religious instruction of
the young, who volunteer at the local homeless shelter. The con-
vention ends with the celebration of a Mass for the huge crowd,
and then a march through the city streets to confront one church
leader who has been judged particularly callous in tolerating the
criminal, not to mention sinful, abuse.

The second scene takes place at the very same moment, in a



small chapel located in the shopping mall adjacent to the conven-
tion center. Here, about fifty people gather for Sunday Mass.
They are a more mixed group—white, black, Hispanic, Asian—
and they represent all ages and social classes. Some carry shop-
ping bags, the product of a day spent hunting for necessities, lux-
uries, and bargains. They are not unaware of the scandal that has
been swirling around them for months, and some are no doubt
sympathetic with the protestors in another part of the complex.
But they are in this chapel for a simpler purpose: to attend the
weekly Mass for what the church calendar identifies as the Six-
teenth Sunday in Ordinary Time. “Ordinary time”: a period of
routine, when the Sundays follow one another in order without
the interruption of major feasts, like Christmas or Easter. The
young priest presiding at the Mass makes no reference to the con-
vention nearby, focusing instead on the gospel reading assigned
for the day, a parable about how wheat and weeds may grow to-
gether in the same field. This service takes less than an hour, and
afterward the small congregation disperses.

The participants in both of these scenes—which took place in
Boston, Massachusetts, on July 20, 2002—were Catholics, mem-
bers of the aggregate body of their church known as “the Faith-
ful.” This book is about them. What had brought them, indi-
vidually and collectively, to this point? What experiences had
shaped them and their church, the Roman Catholic Church in
the United States? If the past is prologue, as Antonio says in
Shakespeare’s Tempest, their history is the prologue to their differ-
ing experiences that day: the one, an extraordinary gathering that
challenged the church’s hierarchy; the other, an entirely ordi-
nary group seeking only the church’s traditional rituals and sacra-
ments. To call all of them the Faithful is appropriate, for they lit-
erally remained faithful to the church in which they claimed
membership, even in the face of challenges at the beginning of a
new century. The term was an ancient one, originally used to dis-
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tinguish those who became Christians from those who still wor-
shiped the pagan gods of their ancestors. Now it had an addi-
tional resonance, for both groups of Catholics were sticking with
the church in spite of all the flaws manifest in the scandal. The
bonds of loyalty were stretched but not broken.

Reimagining the history of the Catholic Church in the United
States as a story of its people—the Faithful, the laity—rather than
its leaders and institutions requires a shift in perspective. The
term “laity,” derived from the Greek word laos (“people”), is an
unusual one, more likely to turn up in crossword puzzles than in
everyday speech. For centuries, the laity were defined principally
by who they were not: they were not priests. This formulation
was curious, since it meant that nearly all Catholics (perhaps 99
percent of them) were characterized by who they were not rather
than who they were. Today, this way of thinking seems inade-
quate and even faintly insulting. The British cardinal John Henry
Newman’s wry comment about the laity—that the church would
look pretty silly without them—still has an irreducible logic a
century and a half after he said it. The story of Catholicism in
America must always be the story of these people, the men and
women in the pews. Especially in a time of crisis in the church, a
look back may help light the way forward. The backward look of-
fered here sees the history of the American church as falling into a
series of successive eras or ages. Six American Catholic lay people
will mark the boundaries of these ages.

History is always dynamic. Change is constant even when im-
perceptible, and American Catholics have been changing from
the very beginning. Their experience has been varied, not uni-
form or monolithic. No one experience has been more authentic
or defining than all others. No one way, here or elsewhere in the
world, has been right and all the others wrong: an institution that
has existed for two thousand years has done a lot of changing.
History is also contingent. Things did not have to turn out the
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way they did; they might just as well have been very different and
yet remained no less authentic. Remembering that history is dy-
namic and contingent may be especially important for the Cath-
olic Church, which often seemed to think that it had escaped his-
tory. The passing world might change, but the church went
on serenely (in its own phrase) per omnia saecula saeculorum—
through all the ages of ages. The Baltimore Catechism, from
which I learned my Catholicism as a child, told me that the
church was endowed with a “miraculous strength, permanence,
and unchangeableness.” Permanence, unchangeableness (not just
unchanging, but unchangeable)—these characteristics remained
unaffected by the contingencies of history. But of course the
church did change. Understanding the varied circumstances
in which it has flourished and floundered but nonetheless en-
dured can lead to an appreciation of its resilience and perhaps its
meaning.

The six ages described here span more than three centuries,
from a time when America was merely the colonial outpost of an
older European civilization until the present. The length of each
age is approximate and should not be read too literally. Moreover,
the ages sometimes overlap. Even so, the six ages encompass the
shared experiences of American Catholics, and these help order
and frame an otherwise disjointed history.

As different as the ages may have been from one another, sev-
eral themes run through them. One is the size and structure
of the American Catholic community in each age. How many
Catholics were there in the United States, and where did they
live? What was the balance of race, gender, and social class within
the church? How many priests and religious sisters (the “church
professionals,” if we may call them that) served the laity, and how
did this supply affect the presence of the church in their lives?
What were the parishes, schools, and social welfare agencies that
embodied the church and did its work? For a long time, Catholic
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history in America looked like a story of unimpeded “progress”:
the institution always seemed to be getting bigger and better.
More recently, that has changed. Whatever the ups and downs,
the demographics of Catholicism in America provide the founda-
tion for describing the characteristics of the Faithful in all eras.

Beyond their numbers, however, American Catholics have
found various ways to “be Catholic.” Thus religious and devo-
tional life, as practiced by ordinary church members, is another
theme at the center of this story. Joining a church or remaining a
part of it is not like joining the Rotary Club or the Democratic
Party; such organizations do not demand the same commitment
to regular, personal practice of their principles. For Catholics,
though they are members of an institutional church, the underly-
ing loyalty is to a way of seeing the world (both this one and the
one that is believed to come after it) no less than to an eccle-
siastical structure. This vision requires nurturing through reli-
gious practice: sacraments, liturgy, and prayer, both individual
and communal. What was it like for Catholics when they went
to church? What happened there, and what did it mean to them?
This devotional and prayer life has been quite varied indeed,
and it has changed considerably over time. Some practices spoke
meaningfully to Catholics in one period but not in another. How
the fortunes of the various devotions changed, and what that tells
us about Catholics’ inner spiritual lives, is examined in each of
these ages.

The relationship of individual Catholics to the papacy is also a
critical part of the story. Catholics in the United States have had
to define themselves in relation to the church’s leadership and au-
thority in Rome, beginning with the pope. This was never sim-
ple. The position of the popes was changing in these ages, and
more than once, the disappearance of the papacy was a genuine
possibility. One pope died a prisoner of Napoleon, and it seemed
unlikely that a successor could be chosen. American church-
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men considered the possibility that there might not be a pope
anymore, but they were sure that the faith would survive any-
way. Later, another pope was driven from Rome by a popular
uprising, and yet others became self-declared “prisoners of the
Vatican.” Despite (or maybe because of ) these shifting politi-
cal fortunes, popes solidified their authority within the church.
“Looking Romeward” (as one American churchman put it) in all
things, even relatively insignificant ones, became common prac-
tice. Whereas medieval popes had always had to negotiate with
powerful local barons and kings, the popes of recent centuries es-
tablished the spiritual supremacy of their office. Their power in
all churchy things was summarized in a handy aphorism: Roma
locuta est, causa finita est—Rome has spoken, the case is settled.

As American Catholics watched these developments from their
distant country, they grew increasingly attached to the pope. Pro-
test meetings condemned each perceived insult by his secular op-
ponents, and a new cult of the papacy took root. American Cath-
olics became the most generous contributors to the so-called
Peter’s Pence, a collection taken up worldwide to support the
pontiff and his work. They filled their homes with his image, and
soon they flocked to Rome on pilgrimages to catch a glimpse of
him. American priests and bishops sought his favor, delighting in
the honorific titles of symbolic nobility that he bestowed. Parish-
ioners, too, gloried vicariously in signs of papal approbation. A
priest might be “elevated” by the pope to the rank of monsignor,
for instance, and lay people were as pleased with such distinctions
as the cleric himself. To have a monsignor as one’s pastor was to
be just a cut above the parishioners down the street who were
presided over by a mere priest. In later years, as popes began to
travel the world, American Catholics turned out in huge crowds
to see them, filling baseball stadiums and even the Mall in Wash-
ington, D.C., waving and cheering. Even so, by the end of the
twentieth century the relationship of American Catholics to their
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spiritual leader had become more complicated. Most of them dis-
agreed with or rejected some of his teachings on particular sub-
jects, and they made no secret of it. Still, they looked to him as a
moral leader, and those conflicting views of the pope persisted.

If Catholics had to define themselves in relation to the distant
pontiff, they faced a parallel need to situate themselves in their
own American context. While affirming religious allegiance to
their foreign pope, they were unmatched in their political loyalty
to their own nation. Anti-Catholic nativists often charged that
this was simply impossible, and so accused Catholics of divided
loyalties. Political cartoons depicted hordes of simian-looking Cath-
olics, manipulated by scheming mitred prelates (sometimes trans-
formed into crocodiles, slithering up onto American shores) and
ready to do the dirty work of undermining American principles.
The first time a Catholic ran for president, he was defeated in
part by the charge that he would take his marching orders from
the Vatican; he would even, it was said, build a tunnel from
Rome to Washington to make it easier for the pope to have his
way with Lady Liberty. Not until 1960 were such fears laid to rest,
but only after another Catholic candidate promised to keep the
principles of his faith entirely out of his policy decisions. Before
that, ordinary Catholics had been similarly eager to show their
patriotism. They joined the armed forces in numbers higher than
their proportion of the population and filled their churches with
American flags. American Catholics might be, as one joke had it,
more Catholic than the pope, but at times they also seemed more
American than Americans.

Catholic participation in American politics is by now the stuff
of legend, particularly in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury, but the Catholic role in American life has been broader than
that. The impact on education and social welfare was particularly
striking. As soon as they were able, Catholics built a network of
schools, from the elementary grades through college and profes-
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sional schools, that few would have thought possible. At the same
time, they opened hospitals, orphanages, vocational schools, em-
ployment bureaus, homes for the poor and the aged, immigrant
aid services, and other agencies until the church had constructed
the largest private social service system in the world. All these ef-
forts were supported by the financial generosity of people who
were often least able to afford it. Moreover, the doors of these in-
stitutions were open to all comers, regardless of religion: by the
end of the twentieth century, the desks in many inner-city paro-
chial elementary schools were filled largely with non-Catholic
pupils, without any expectation of their conversion.

Precisely because Catholics participated so fully in all aspects
of American public life, public perceptions of the church in
the United States varied considerably. What did other Ameri-
cans, those who went to different churches or to none, think of
their Catholic neighbors? From the Catholic side of the street,
this story has often been told as one of persistent hostility, and
there have been enough examples of anti-Catholic bigotry to sup-
port that view. A woman with the too-apt pseudonym of Maria
Monk, for instance, made a sensation on the lecture circuit in the
1830s with tales of the deflowering of young women that was, she
insisted, going on behind the walls of Catholic convents. A hun-
dred years later, a northern version of the Ku Klux Klan, tempo-
rarily focusing its intimidation on Catholics and Jews as well as
African Americans, won political power in several states. To high-
light only such episodes, however, is to misread the enduring tol-
erance of non-Catholic Americans toward the Roman Church. In
novels, movies, and other media, the public perceptions of Ca-
tholicism have been mostly benign. Any society in which Fa-
ther Chuck O’Malley (Bing Crosby’s handsome singing priest in
Going My Way) is a cultural hero cannot be understood solely in
terms of anti-Catholic bigotry.

Studying the past may sometimes be merely a way of avoiding
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the present. Like Miniver Cheevy, “born too late” and sighing for
what is not in Edwin Arlington Robinson’s poem, some may
want to make the past a refuge. Properly understood, however,
history is like our own individual memory: without it, we would
be lost, uncertain of who we are. In times of crisis, such as
those that the Catholic Church in the United States continues to
face, the intellectual and even psychological grounding of history
makes it a supremely relevant study. History matters now more
than ever, both to American Catholics themselves and to the na-
tion in which they live. For Catholics, understanding the succes-
sive ages of their church may open them to accepting change that
will continue whether they want it to or not. The church and its
people have never stood still in changing times, and they cannot
do so now.

A new age of the church in America has begun, and what form
that church will take, what combination of old and new, will be
up to its people to decide. As they do, history offers a standard
against which to measure the many possible futures. Expressions
of faith that are two thousand years old are essential and perma-
nent; practices that are only two hundred years old may be some-
thing less than that. “Prudence, indeed, will dictate that gov-
ernments long established should not be changed for light and
transient causes,” as Thomas Jefferson (hardly sympathetic to Ca-
tholicism or to any other organized religion) wrote in the Decla-
ration of Independence, and his political insight might just as
readily be applied to churches. Still, knowing their own history is
important for American Catholics no less than knowing their
own family story.

For non-Catholics in America—and that of course is the ma-
jority of Americans—knowing something about the history of
the Catholic people tells them something significant about their
neighbors. It may also tell them much about their own religious
practices and sentiments, or lack thereof. Other denominations
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face many of the same issues that Catholics are now facing, and
all Americans live in a country—a nation with the soul of a
church, G. K. Chesterton called it—in which religion matters as
in few other places in the West. The Catholic Church is a public
institution, and it continues to have an impact on a host of issues
in American life. Some of these issues are political and, as a result,
highly contentious. The church has articulated positions on these
and other questions, and individual American Catholics have
both accepted and rejected them. But Catholics and their church
also influence other realms of American life. What will be our
collective national culture and ethos? How shall we behave to-
ward each other, and especially toward the more unfortunate
among us? What kind of discourse will we have with one another
about what really matters to us as individuals and as a nation? In
addressing such questions as these, we ensure that the history of
the American Catholic people continues to be a part of the larger
conversation that is American life. So let’s meet those people.
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1

The Priestless Church

Roger Hanly lived with his wife and six children in Bristol,
Maine, at the time of the American Revolution. Located on some
of the rockiest stretches of the state’s famously craggy coast about
fifty miles (as the seagull flies) “down east” from Portland, Bristol
is not a very big town today, and it was even smaller then. Its life
centered on the maritime trades. Although it was not right on the
water, it served a long peninsula as a market town and a place
where weary seamen could rest between voyages. Roger and his
brother Patrick had come there from Ireland about 1770, and
they found community with other Irish families, the Kavanaghs
and the Cottrills. They wanted to preserve their ancestral Catho-
lic faith, but that was not easy. Much later, they were able to erect
a small brick church, described as “dignified,” a few miles up the
road, just outside the town of Damariscotta. Building it was a
genuine act of faith, maybe a foolhardy one, for it was rare that a
priest wandered through the region to conduct any services.

One such occasion came in August 1797, when a young priest
named Cheverus visited Bristol for a few days. Jean Louis Anne
Madeleine Lefebvre de Cheverus was the scion of a minor French
noble family who had been ordained a priest in Paris just as the



French Revolution turned in a violently anticlerical direction.
Fleeing his homeland, he made his way to Boston in the new
United States, where he promptly anglicized his name to John
Cheverus. He was polished, witty, and urbane. John Adams, al-
ways wary of what he considered Catholicism’s capacity to “charm
and bewitch the simple and the ignorant,” found in Cheverus
a cultured and agreeable conversation partner. “No person,” a
friend of Adams’s said of the young priest, “could have been
better adapted to establish the Church of Rome in the city of the
Puritans.” Cheverus’s real devotion, however, was to the unglam-
orous and often arduous work of his ministry. He not only served
the small parish in Boston itself but also traveled regularly into
the wilds of Maine and New Hampshire in search of scattered
Catholics.

It was on his first such trip during that summer of 1797 that he
met the Hanlys and their neighbors. They still thought of them-
selves as Catholics even though they sometimes attended the lo-
cal Congregational meetinghouse (the only church in town) on
Sundays. Cheverus discouraged that practice, said Mass for them
in Roger’s living room, heard their confessions, and baptized chil-
dren and adults in the extended families. On departing for Port-
land, he left behind several prayer books, and when he got back
to Boston, he wrote the family an affectionate letter, urging them
to sustain their faith until his next visit. “Every day, say your
prayers on your knees, morning and evening with attention and
devotion,” Cheverus advised. “Every Lord’s day and Holy day”
the Hanlys and nearby Catholics should gather in someone’s
home and conduct their own ad hoc worship. Someone should
read the gospel assigned for the Mass that day, and other prayers
should be recited in common. The children were to be quizzed
on a catechism lesson and asked to recite a “paraphrase on the
Lord’s prayer, or some other prayers.” These home services were
not the same as attending Mass every week, of course, but they
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would have to do until “the next time that you will have a priest
with you.” How faithfully the Catholics of Bristol followed this
weekly routine is unknown, though they were probably more reg-
ular than not, for they remained close to Cheverus until he re-
turned home to France in 1823. One of the prayer books they
used was handed down in the family and still survives.1

Today, the most striking thing about the Hanly family is this
self-directed way they preserved their Catholic religion. Lacking
sustained contact with the institutions of their church, they took
on the task of maintaining their faith on their own. Necessity had
made them independent—not autonomous, for they still very
much wanted to be a part of their church. But circumstances pre-
vented what would have otherwise defined them as Catholics:
weekly Mass in a “dignified” church and other routine devotional
practices. So they had to make do, holding onto their religious
identity as best they could on their own, guided only in the most
general way by a distant clergyman. This is what it was like to be
an American Catholic in the priestless church.

The experience of the Hanlys was not unique. Across the
country, the shortage of clergy was stark. In Maryland, according
to a report to Rome in 1780, there were almost sixteen thousand
Catholics (including three thousand slaves) but only nineteen
priests; in Pennsylvania, there were seven thousand Catholics and
five priests; in New York City, fifteen hundred Catholics and not
a single priest. Worse, two of the priests in America were already
over seventy years of age, and three more were approaching that
biblical landmark of three score and ten: “thus,” the report con-
cluded, “they are incapable of sustaining the labor necessary for
cultivating this vineyard of the Lord.” It was easy to be pessimis-
tic about it all. “The prospect before us is immense,” wrote John
Carroll, appointed in 1789 as the first Catholic bishop for the
United States. “I receive applications from every part of the U.
States, North, South & West, for Clergymen . . . but it is impos-
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sible & cruel to abandon the Congregations already formed to go
in quest of people who wish to be established into new ones.”
Carroll himself was constantly on the move. Based in Baltimore,
he had “a very large cong[regatio]n” in the city itself, he told an
English friend, but he had “often to ride 25 or 30 miles to the
sick.” Beyond that, “I go once a month between 50 & sixty miles
to another cong[regatio]n in Virginia.” One year, he spent the
entire months of April and May traveling up one side of the
Chesapeake Bay and down the other, “a very fatiguing service.”2

With the institutions and personnel of the church so remote
most of the time, how did American Catholic lay people sustain
any meaningful sense of connection to their church? Many of
them did not. Some joined local Protestant churches, while oth-
ers slipped off into the uncounted ranks of the “unchurched,”
a nicely succinct word. Many others stubbornly retained their
Catholic identity, however, and doing so required personal initia-
tive. They relied on themselves as much as on a priest in the long
or short gaps between his visits. Priests still remained impor-
tant to them; after all, these clergymen derived their powers
from God, Catholics believed, mediated through the authorita-
tive structures of the hierarchy. But there was no sense in merely
hoping for a priest if one was unlikely to turn up. In his absence,
lay people found that they had to do more on their own to nur-
ture their faith. How they did so characterized this first age of the
church in America.

The experience of priests who traveled around to dispersed clus-
ters of remote Catholics was repeated in every part of the country.
Cheverus’s visit with Roger Hanly and his family in 1797 fit the
pattern. The priest had gone up the coast from Boston, originally
looking for tribes of American Indians who had been converted
to Catholicism more than a century before by French missionar-
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ies from Canada. These natives still thought of themselves as
Catholics, even though it had been several generations since they
had seen a priest. Protestant ministers would sometimes “pay
them a visit in the hope of seducing them from the faith and of
inocculating [sic] them with their various errors,” a contempo-
rary Catholic chronicler said. “Their invariable answer to them
on these occasions was: ‘We know our religion and cherish it;
we know nothing of you or of yours.’” Cheverus spent several
months in the native villages at Old Town (near Orono) and
Pleasant Point (on Passamaquoddy Bay at the end of the coast-
line). He also sought out Irish immigrants and others in the sea-
port towns of Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts. By
comparison, the 120 Catholics who lived in Boston itself, his base
of operations, seemed quite a crowd indeed. Even there, however,
“it is probable there are more concealed & who, in consequence
of intermarriages, long disuse and worldly motives, decline mak-
ing an acknowledgement of profession of their faith.”3

In South Carolina and Georgia a few years later, irregularity re-
mained the best that most Catholics could hope for in the formal
practice of their religion. One cleric rode a wide circuit. He ar-
rived in Savannah from Charleston one January, for instance, and
was told that the last time a priest had visited there was the previ-
ous October. As a result, he had a lot to do. He celebrated Mass
every day, and the local Catholics took advantage of his presence
to attend services that had otherwise been unavailable. Twelve
people received Communion his first morning in town (a Satur-
day), twenty-seven the next day, and fifteen over the next two
days. He spent hours hearing the parishioners’ confessions, and
he administered the sacrament of confirmation to fifteen. On the
following Wednesday, he left Savannah aboard the four a.m. stage
for Augusta, arriving two days later—“the first day very wet, the
second excessively cold.” There, the routine was the same: thirty
Communions, almost fifty confirmations, uncounted numbers of
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confessions. Two days later, it was on to the town of Warrenton,
then to Wilkes County, then to Locust Grove, before he finally
retraced his steps slowly back to Charleston, where he arrived a
full month after setting out. By that time, the priest explained, he
was “so ill with Rheumatism in my left arm and shoulder and
neck as to be unable to celebrate Mass.”4

Priests in what were still the wilds of Pennsylvania were simi-
larly itinerant. A Jesuit originally from Alsace came through in
the spring of 1807, and he was particularly welcome because he
could work with German-speaking Catholics. Starting from Phil-
adelphia, he made his way through Haycock, Goshenhopen, and
Reading, and from there to Lancaster and York. Turning south
toward Frederick, Maryland, he found no German speakers and
so pressed on to Washington, D.C., where there were some Ger-
mans living in Georgetown. A few years later, priests in central
Pennsylvania were still on the road as much as they were at
home. Father Patrick Leavy lived at a church in the town of
Huntingdon, near Altoona, but he said Mass there only once a
month. On the other Sundays he made several stops in regular
rotation: one week at Lewistown, the next at Bellefonte, the next
at Clearfield. His colleague Father Michael Dougherty had the
same sort of routine, traveling between Gettysburg, Littlestown,
Mountain Creek, and Conewago. But Father James Bradley prob-
ably took the prize for travels. He was able to say Mass twice a
month in two different towns (Ebensberg and a village called
simply “Hart’s Sleeping Place” in Cambria County), but in those
months when, given the way the calendar fell, there was a fifth
Sunday, he traveled to yet another place, Cameron’s Bottom in
Indiana County. Catholics in this last place thus had the chance
to attend Mass only about four times a year.5

Missionary priests farther west had even longer to go between
stops. In the 1820s, a priest named John Timon, based south of
St. Louis in Perry County, Missouri, regularly ventured into the
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surrounding countryside on both banks of the Mississippi. At
Apple Creek in an area with a less attractive name (“The Bar-
rens”), Timon said Mass in what he called “a pretty large hog
pen.” The locals had “dug out the dung, cleaned as well as possi-
ble the wretched cabin” nearby, and then “adorned it with green
branches, built a rustic altar, which was for its beauty the wonder
and admiration of the neighborhood.” Timon’s story of these
rough-and-ready circumstances probably got better every time he
told it, but he nonetheless took comfort in his success at recon-
necting isolated Catholics with their church. At New Madrid,
still farther down the river, he baptized six children and was then
followed out of town on horseback by an old man who told him,
“in accents that showed him to be an Irishman,” that he and his
wife were Catholics but had never been married by a priest.
Timon went home with the man, married the two according to
the rites of the church, and baptized their several children. Most
traveling priests had similar experiences. One “blessed the mar-
riage of two Roman Catholics who had been contracted to each
other before a [civil] magistrate, and were living together in vir-
tue thereof, this being the first opportunity which offered them
of having their marriage celebrated according to the ritual of their
church.” Virtually no community was too small to attract the ser-
vices of a missionary priest if he could get to it. Once, a southern
priest detoured from a trip elsewhere through Georgia to visit St.
Simon’s Island off the coast because he had heard that as many as
twelve Catholics might be living there.6

However occasional, the visits of these itinerant priests were
important to lay people because, according to the tenets of their
religion, there were certain things that only a priest could do for
them. Church law and tradition had defined a sharp distinction
between the clergy and the laity. Priests were empowered by the
sacrament of ordination (officially known as “holy orders”) to
perform the central rites and ceremonies of the church. Only a
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priest could preside at Mass, for example; he alone could say the
words of consecration that transformed the bread and wine of
the Eucharist into the body and blood of Christ. Only a priest
could hear the confessions of ordinary Catholics and forgive their
sins in God’s name. Catholics might legally marry before a civil
official, as the couple in Missouri had done, but a priest was
needed to bless the marriage in the eyes of the church. Protestant
ministers, who also traveled widely throughout the hinterland,
preaching to scattered communities and seeking converts from
among the unchurched, might leave “lay preachers” behind as
they moved on to their next stop, but priests were essential to
proper Catholic practice.7 It was for that reason that priests so ac-
tively sought out groups of Catholics, providing even infrequent
connection to the church.

The life of a circuit-riding priest in America was hard, and the
quality of the men who sought to work in the “vineyard” could
vary considerably. John Carroll complained privately about the
“medley of clerical characters” that lay people might encounter.
On one occasion, he was distressed to learn that a certain mis-
sionary could not actually read or write and, worse, showed little
interest in acquiring either skill. Most priests came from abroad,
and some of these foreigners, dazzled by stories of wealth and op-
portunity in the United States, seemed more interested in ad-
vancing their own fortunes than in promoting the spiritual wel-
fare of their people. A handful of priests who converted from
Protestant churches seemed more intent on extended polemical
campaigns against their former denominations, thereby distract-
ing them from their real work.8 Such men, however, were excep-
tions. Most priests were committed to their calling and endured
significant adversity: theirs was far from an easy life. Still, their
inadequate supply and their widely varying abilities made any
sort of priestly domination of the church impossible in these
years. What would later be identified as the problem of clerical-
ism had little effect when there were so few clerics.
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Tales of wandering priests who sought out “lost sheep” are usu-
ally told from the missionaries’ perspective. They were the ones
who recorded the accounts that have survived the intervening
years, and these men are, understandably, the principal characters
in their own stories. There were many examples of hardship
and even nobility in the way they sought out tiny numbers of
Catholics, unaided by the conveniences of modern transporta-
tion. Rheumatism was presumably not the most serious ailment
to which they fell victim. But one wonders what happened to the
Catholic lay people who remained behind in any given locality
once the missionary had moved on to his next stop. After each
visit, they knew that they might not see a priest again for a
month or two—or six. What did they do that next Sunday, when
they wanted to go to Mass but could not? “The week is spent in
labour,” a group of Catholics near Albany, New York, pointed
out sadly, “but when Sunday comes it is not the day of prayer, no
Priest attends, no church is opened, no bell tolls to summon
them to the house of God.” The dangers were real: “Is it any
wonder then under such circumstances that the Catholic should
become depraved, that he should spend in the haunts of dissi-
pation the day that should be devoted to prayers, that he should
. . . sink to the grave the premature victim of intemperance and
folly?”9 Catholics had to find a way to counteract those evil influ-
ences and to promote their own religious community.

One way of doing this was to build small chapels, even though
they might not get much use during the fallow periods of priest-
lessness. This practice had been established in early Maryland,
and it was copied elsewhere. In that colony, the number of cha-
pels had grown from twenty-two in the 1720s to more than fifty
by the time of the Revolution, and wealthy planters often en-
dowed them in their wills. Lay people’s willingness to donate siz-
able plots of land on which churches might be constructed, to-
gether with surrounding fields that could be farmed to provide
income for their upkeep, was a measure of commitment. One
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settlement in Kentucky with less than twenty Catholic families
acquired a site, built a “small, well furnished church,” and even a
little cabin for a priest to stay in when he came to town, though
that was not often. In Georgia, the son of an original settler in a
rural county donated a farm of 130 acres, inherited from his fa-
ther, to help support a priest there and in the adjacent towns.

Some benefactions were more personal. In Newbern, North
Carolina, Margaret Gaston, the widow of a hero of the Revolu-
tion in those parts and mother of a justice of the state’s supreme
court, “fitted up one of the rooms of her house as a little chapel,”
according to a contemporary report. Whenever a priest came
through the area—years might pass between such visits—she
opened her doors to her neighbors. The people may have used
the chapel at other times, too, in the absence of a priest. Services
there were not always successful. A priest from Ireland came
through once, but since he spoke only Irish he was “not well
qualified to give public instruction in English.” The Catholic
community in Newbern never grew very big, but the “calm,
steady, persevering exertions of one good woman” were praised
for a long time afterward.10

Although such pockets of Catholics might flourish, they might
also disappear virtually overnight. John Carroll sadly noted a
place in Maryland with the picturesque name of Bohemia Manor.
This had once been a thriving Catholic settlement, and it had
even had a school that he himself attended as a boy. By 1812, how-
ever, the place was in “a most deplorable condition.” The chapel
was still standing, but its windows were broken; swallows were
roosting in its rafters, even above the altar, making use of the fa-
cility hazardous to those below. Mass was “scarce celebrated,” and
everything “appertaining to divine service” was in a “deplorable
state. Vestments [were] neglected & altar linen scanty and rag-
ged.” The congregation had “dwindled to nothing,” no more
than a dozen people. Another missionary found similar decay in
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South Carolina. Coming into the town of Newberry, he discov-
ered that the few Catholics who remained were astonished to see
him and did not know quite what to do. “The appearance of a
clergyman of their own church amongst them,” he said, “was as
great a novelty to the catholics as to their fellow-citizens of other
denominations.” Try as he might, this priest was not optimistic
that he could reverse their “unfortunate habit of negligence.”11

To the scrupulous, habits of negligence were everywhere.
Given the infrequency of their contact with a priest, early Ameri-
can Catholics did not always toe the church’s line as closely as
they might have. Wise missionaries applied church law leniently
more often than not, and they were impatient with criticism on
this score. “Are there not, my dear Sir,” one priest wrote sharply
to an English Jesuit who had relayed complaints about American
laxity, “some on your side of the water . . . who, brooding over
undigested scraps of theology, & never studying any degree of
liberality to enlarge their minds, throw indiscriminate censure on
every person departing ever so little from the rules of thinking &
acting they have laid down for themselves?” In America, flexi-
bility had to be the watchword and “excessive rigor” avoided.
Carroll unilaterally decided, for example, to change the require-
ment mandating that Sunday Mass had to begin before noon,
pushing back the last possible starting time for services to one in
the afternoon. There had been a sensible enough reason for the
original rule: at the time, Catholics (including the priest himself )
who wanted to take Communion at Mass had to fast from all
food and drink, even water, from midnight the night before.
Waiting too long to break this fast not only risked health but also
effectively reduced the number of communicants to almost zero,
since only the single-minded could hold out that long. Condi-
tions in largely priestless America, however, argued for bending
the rule. When a priest arrived in a place on a Sunday morning,
he often had to spend three or four hours hearing the accumu-
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lated confessions of the residents, Carroll noted. To cut them off
without confession just so the liturgy could start on time was
counterproductive at best. Many people “with great difficulty
and inconvenience had come twenty or thirty miles and even
further,” and it made no sense to send them home spiritually
empty.12

The rules on marriage demanded similar acknowledgment of
the gap between the ideal and the actual. Few areas of church law
were as complicated as this one, much of it devoted to regulating
(and trying to discourage) marriage between Catholics and Prot-
estants. This was less of a problem in Europe, where most young
Catholics were likely to marry “one of their own.” In America,
however, “Catholics are so mixed with Protestants in all the inter-
course of civil Society & business” that “no general prohibition
can be enacted, without reducing many of the faithful to live in a
state of celibacy, as in sundry places there would be no choice for
them of Catholic matches.” Moreover, the demand that Catho-
lics marrying non-Catholics obtain church permission to do so
beforehand was impossible to enforce in most cases. Few Catho-
lics could consult a priest about the matter, simply because they
never saw one. Carroll knew something of this problem from per-
sonal experience. One of his own kinsman, the son of his cousin,
Charles Carroll of Carrollton (the only Catholic to have signed
the Declaration of Independence), was involved in a complicated
marriage case with a young Protestant woman from Philadelphia.
Bishop Carroll traveled there, intending to perform the wedding,
until he learned that the couple wanted to exchange vows before
him one morning and then to be married again that evening “in a
more ceremonious style” by an Episcopal clergyman. He refused
to participate under such circumstances, and other family mem-
bers backed him up, opening a permanent rift between the young
groom and the rest of the clan.13 The case highlighted what hap-
pened when church law met the realities of life in early Catholic
America.
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Personal devotional behavior among Catholics might likewise
demand considerable leeway. “The necessities of Catholics in that
country will justify a deviation from settled rules,” one mission-
ary was told in 1785 before setting out down the Ohio River from
Pittsburgh to Louisville. Observance of Lent, for instance, the pe-
riod of forty days immediately before Easter in the spring, had for
centuries emphasized penitence and self-denial, and Catholics
paid particular attention to dietary practices during those weeks.
Some foods were prohibited, and Catholics were urged to limit
their intake of all food and drink as a reminder of the sufferings
of Jesus during his last days on earth. The normal expectation at
the time was that Catholics would refrain from eating any meat
at all during the whole of Lent, but this rule was eased in the
1790s to permit meat on five of the six Sundays of the period.
Dinner at noontime was presumed to be the main meal of the
day, and the amount consumed at the other “collations,” morn-
ing and evening, was not supposed to exceed it in volume. In Eu-
rope, there might be precise measures for determining the size of
the meal, but in America there was no general rule: in modera-
tion, “fruit, sallads, vegetables, and fish” were acceptable. More
generally throughout the year, the divine commandment to rest
on the Sabbath might also have to be set aside as circumstances
warranted. In the summer, for instance, when the crop was “on
hand” and “urgent necessity” required hard labor to bring it in
before it spoiled, Catholics could tend to business on Sunday
without jeopardizing their spiritual welfare.14

While priests worried about how to reach far-flung Catholics,
lay people devised their own means of staying connected to the
church. Those who wanted to hold onto their religious identity
found a number of ways to do so, ways their families had been
practicing since they first came to British North America. Mary-
land had been founded under Catholic auspices in the 1630s as a
venture of the Catholic Calvert family, but the colony’s popula-
tion had never been predominantly Catholic. No more than 10
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percent of Marylanders were Catholics throughout the colonial
period, though Catholicism claimed something approaching half
the population of St. Mary’s County, located on a peninsula on
the western shore of the Chesapeake. Priests of the Jesuit order
owned several farms in the county, and these men traveled to
other parts of the colony when they could. For most Maryland
Catholics, however, religious practice was based primarily in the
home, usually in services they conducted themselves. This home
worship replicated practices that lay Catholics in England had
been accustomed to for some time. Since the Reformation, Cath-
olics had been politically and religiously suspect in England, and
the public practice of their faith had been prohibited by law,
though these laws were unevenly enforced. Still, those who did
not follow Henry VIII out of the Church of Rome into the
Church of England worshiped in private. Mass could be said
whenever a renegade priest was available, but Catholics also gath-
ered on their own for pious reading and independent prayer. The
manor house of a wealthy local Catholic became, in effect, the
church of these parishioners, where they could attend to their re-
ligious duties away from public scrutiny.15

Catholic settlers in Maryland relied less on wealthy grandees
and more on the ranks of small planters and middling sorts. Peo-
ple who lived near one of the Jesuit “plantations” might be able to
attend Mass relatively often, while lay Catholics elsewhere took
care that everything needed for the service was ready whenever a
priest arrived in their vicinity. One planter in St. Mary’s County
bequeathed to the local chapel various “Church Stuff” (as the in-
ventory of his estate described it) that he had been holding for
safekeeping: three sets of liturgical vestments, a portable taberna-
cle to set up on a makeshift altar, and even a set of iron “bread
cutters” for making Eucharistic hosts when needed. Catholics
who lived where priests seldom visited, however, got into the
habit of conducting their own informal worship. Family mem-
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bers, servants, and slaves, along with nearby families, assembled
to recite prayers together; the children were instructed in the cat-
echism by their mother or father. Such rites might be performed
“imperfectly,” as Carroll would note, yet “notwithstanding all
these difficulties,” some Catholics “were regular in their habits,
and at peace with all their neighbors.” The Jesuits maintained in-
formal lending libraries to put devotional texts into the hands of
those who wanted but could not afford them. Each Sunday’s ser-
vice might not last very long, but it was sufficient to reassure
the participants that they were doing their best to practice their
faith.16

The social cohesion that developed from this kind of self-suf-
ficient religious practice was real. The record books of one settle-
ment paint a picture of a small group of Maryland Catholics who
held together in spite of the obstacles. St. Inigoes was an odd
name for an American place. It lay on the western edge of the
Chesapeake, and it had been named for the Basque founder of
the Jesuit order, Inigo (usually rendered into Latin as “Ignatius”)
Loyola. By 1768, there were 162 names on the church roster there;
the next year, 97 more Catholics were also identified as living
nearby. Women outnumbered men (138 to 112, with 9 names
of indeterminate gender), and there were several interconnected
family groups: 3 distinct clans of Fenwicks, for instance. There
were also 33 slaves, 14 of whom were owned by the Jesuit priests,
who used the revenue from tobacco production to support mis-
sionary activity. The other slaves were distributed among owners
here and there: Ignatius Fenwick owned 5 and a woman identi-
fied only as “Mrs. Heard” owned 3, but most masters had just a
single slave. The community was stable, growing slowly. In the
two decades just before the American Revolution, there were 17
marriages and only 16 baptisms. Priests performed these rites
when they could, and the sacraments thus tended to cluster on
certain days. In early 1768, for instance, there was 1 baptism and 1
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marriage on January 10 (a Sunday), 2 marriages nine days later (a
Tuesday), and 3 baptisms on February 16 (also a Tuesday).17 Pa-
rishioners did not have the luxury of choosing wedding or baptis-
mal dates to suit their own convenience; they had to schedule
these rites whenever a priest was available.

The population of the town expanded rapidly after indepen-
dence, surpassing 400 by the century’s end. Between 1786 and
1794, the annual number of baptisms in St. Inigoes rose from 33
to 47, and it had been as high as 86 in 1789. In each year, slaves
constituted at least half of those baptized, the result of a con-
certed effort by the clergy to convert African Americans in bond-
age. Protestant ministers were particularly successful at slave con-
versions, but Catholic priests joined the effort, too. Wherever
masters permitted evangelization of their chattel—some did not,
thinking that conversion made slaves more likely to rebel or run
away—slaves usually adopted the religion of the master, and so
some of them in St. Inigoes and elsewhere became Catholics.
Their conversions were seldom as complete as their white own-
ers thought; in most cases African and Caribbean folk traditions
survived and melded with Christian practices. Still, blacks were
members of the St. Inigoes religious community no less than
white farmers, and distinctions sometimes disappeared in the
name of their common religion. Although it was rare, Catholic
slaves might even serve as godparents to their masters’ children.
Robert and Elizabeth Jarboe—he had been active in the pa-
triot cause during the Revolution—saw to it that all their slaves
were baptized, for example, and they later asked one of them to
serve as godmother to one of their own daughters. There were
limits to Christian fellowship, of course. In that instance, the
Jarboe daughter’s name (Rachel) was recorded, while her slave
godmother’s name was not considered important enough to write
down; she appears in the records only as “nig.” The community
also welcomed white converts who embraced Catholicism for a
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variety of reasons, with marriage to a Catholic spouse the most
likely cause.18

In other times and places, small Catholic communities gath-
ered in towns and cities. Boston had almost 300 Catholics by
1800, with close to 80 baptisms and a dozen marriages every year,
a circumstance that a visitor described as “wonderful to tell.” The
Catholic population in New York was larger by then, already fed
by immigration from foreign shores, and ethnic divisions among
Catholics were beginning to appear. Two-thirds of those who
eventually came together in 1785 to form Saint Peter’s parish, at
the lower tip of Manhattan, were Irish, but at least 15 percent of
them were French speakers and another 5 percent were Germans.
Inland at Cincinnati, the rapidly emerging “Queen City of the
Ohio,” the growth of Catholic communities was also impres-
sive after an inauspicious start. The first missionaries found only
about 150 Catholics in 1816, and five years later there were still
just 11 who managed to receive Communion on Easter Sunday.
Five years after that, however, the number of Catholics had
jumped to more than 200, and the priests were hopeful for the
future. Similar progress was evident in other parts of the state,
too: Catholics in Canton and five nearby towns had grown rap-
idly from 20 to about 100 families in just a few short years.19 By
relying on a priest when they could and on themselves when they
had to, lay Catholics found ways to maintain their connections to
the church.

With time, Catholic communities grew sufficiently in size and re-
sources to establish permanent parishes with resident clergy, but
there were still too few priests to go around. Thus lay people of-
ten had to continue overseeing their own religious practice. Tra-
ditions of home and family worship persisted among American
Catholics well into the nineteenth century. In response, church
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leaders prepared and distributed prayer books and devotional
handbooks for the laity to use in shaping these informal services.
In this way, a distinctive religious and devotional worldview took
shape among the laity.

Longstanding English Catholic traditions once again provided
the model, and the works of several writers were successfully
transplanted to America. The three most popular were Richard
Challoner (1691–1781), John Gother (died 1704), and Pacificus
Baker (1695–1774). Bishop Challoner was based in London, where
he published several volumes; his book The Garden of the Soul
was probably the single most widely used collection of prayers,
available for decades. Gother, who had converted from Protes-
tantism, worked with Catholics in the English midlands, while
Baker was a Franciscan friar. Just as their American priestly coun-
terparts would later do, these three traveled the countryside, and
they knew that there might be long gaps in lay religious practice.
“It often happens,” Challoner wrote, “that Christians thro’ dis-
tance of place, indisposition or other unavoidable impediments,
are hindered from being present at the great sacrifice of the
mass, in which case it is proper they should endeavor to assist
thereat, at least in spirit, which may be done with great fruit to
their souls.”20 Prayer books helped organize private worship when
there were no other options, and a number of them stayed in
print in Britain before making the jump across the Atlantic.
American editions began to appear in the 1770s and were popular
among American Catholics thereafter.

To help lay people attend Mass “in spirit,” the manuals were
often structured around the unfolding pattern of the church year.
From ancient times, Catholic worship had run in an annual cy-
cle, beginning in late November or early December with the sea-
son of Advent. This was a time of looking forward to the coming
(literally, the “advent”) of Jesus at Christmas. The several weeks
after that festival gave way in February to Lent, a penitential pe-
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riod beginning with Ash Wednesday, commemorating Jesus’ suf-
fering and climaxing with the celebration of his resurrection on
Easter Sunday later in the spring. In a few weeks came Pentecost,
often called “Whitsunday” because the priest wore white robes on
that occasion; this feast day marked the injunction Jesus had
given his followers to spread his message, thereby earning it desig-
nation as the “birthday of the church.” The summer and fall were
“ordinary time,” in which the Scripture readings at Mass retold
the stories of the miracles and teachings of Jesus from the Gos-
pels. As the calendar year approached its end, the church year
too concluded and then started over again with another Advent.
Moving steadily through the year thus gave Catholic practice an
internal logic and a rhythm that lay people could feel, even if
they could not always explain it fully.

Challoner and the others assembled devotions to keep readers
abreast of this annual cycle. Lay people could gather on their own
to observe the second Sunday in Lent (for example), even if they
could not get to church on that day. Celebrating together con-
nected them, at least imaginatively, to other Catholics around the
world. Each Sunday in Gother’s Prayers for Sundays & Festivals,
Adapted to the Use of Private Families and Congregations began
with a citation to the day’s gospel; Gother did not reproduce the
gospel itself, apparently assuming that users of his manual would
also own a Bible and could locate the passage on their own. Then
he included a short explanatory paragraph, highlighting themes
in the gospel or explaining parts of it that were difficult to under-
stand. Next came anywhere from half a dozen to twenty-five
short prayers. Small gatherings of families and neighbors could
say as many or as few of these as they wanted. Each prayer was
to be read aloud by “the head of the family” or anyone else
“who reads freely and distinctly,” presumably including (though
Gother did not say so explicitly) a woman. Then came a short re-
sponse to each prayer that all were expected to recite.
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Baker took Gother’s model further, eventually producing three
separate volumes to cover the church year, including the full gos-
pel text for each week, “reflections” to be read aloud, and some
short “aspirations” to be recited. For the especially fervent, he also
included services for every Wednesday and Friday of the year, ev-
ery day during Lent, and a number of spiritual “entertainments”
for Christmas week. Each Sunday’s devotion was designed to last
about three-quarters of an hour—“not too much for so impor-
tant a purpose,” Gother thought. Not coincidentally, this was
roughly the amount of time a Mass would have taken, had the
group been able to attend one.21

If Catholics had been at an actual Mass, however, they would
also have had the chance to receive the Eucharist. In its absence,
these prayer books highlighted the virtues of “spiritual commu-
nion.” A prayer in one of them said, “Make me partaker of
that grace which they are sensible of who devoutly and worthily
receive thee.” As a general rule, Baker recommended monthly
Communion, but when priests were absent this was simply not
possible. Traveling missionaries never left behind a supply of con-
secrated Communion bread for lay people to use after they had
moved on. The bread had been transformed into the actual body
of Christ, Catholics believed, and leaving it unattended invited
desecration. Accordingly, the authors of prayer books devised
spiritual substitutes for the laity to perform on their own. Baker,
for example, provided three days of prayers to be said before re-
ceiving Communion and three afterward—it was a rare enough
event that essentially dedicating an entire week to reflecting on it
did not seem excessive—and such meditations could be adapted
when one was receiving the sacrament only spiritually.22

Confessing their sins was also something that lay people could
do only with a priest, so without one they had to approximate the
practice on their own. Virtually every prayer book offered what
was called an examination of conscience, in which sinners could
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review their wrongful thoughts and actions, feel contrite, and ask
God’s forgiveness. This “examen” usually approached the task
systematically by reviewing the Ten Commandments, the “Com-
mandments of the Church” (including such things as fasting on
the required days), and the traditional “deadly” sins, such as glut-
tony, pride, lust, and sloth. When a priest was available, penitents
used these forms to prepare themselves to talk with him in con-
fession, but when he was not, they could still derive spiritual
benefit from the exercise. A devotional manual published in Phil-
adelphia in 1774 included a “form of confession” in which Catho-
lics privately took responsibility for their “divers ways” of offend-
ing God. They did so by reciting a mental list, beginning each
item with the phrase “I accuse myself ”: of not exercising charity
toward their neighbors, of not putting evil thoughts out of mind,
and so on. After each offense had been specified, the penitent
concluded with the simple statement, “I ask God pardon for it.”
These exercises were not as good as sacramental confession before
a priest, of course, and that is why missionaries heard so many
confessions in every town they visited. It also explains why priests
sometimes heard confessions in unusual places. One lay man
confessed to a circuit-rider in Missouri as the two rode along on
horseback to visit the penitent’s sick wife.23 As with spiritual
Communion, spiritual confession served as an alternative when
nothing else was possible.

Prayer books also helped American Catholics pass the faith on
to their children. So irregular was any kind of official religious
instruction that church leaders devoted considerable energy to
preparing catechisms, which used a simple question-and-answer
format. Some of these lesson books were “historical” in their ap-
proach, presenting the doctrines of the church on topics arranged
chronologically from the creation of the world to the present.
More common were catechisms like the one John Carroll first
published in 1793, which went through fifteen editions in the

The Priestless Church 31



next five years. It began with fundamental matters: “Q. Who
made you? A. God. Q. Why did God make you? A. That I might
know him, love him, and serve him in this world, and be happy
with him forever in the next.” It then moved through the arti-
cles of the creed, the sacraments, “the virtues, and vices, &c.”
Studying the catechism became a regular part of family religious
practice. One priest urged parents to give children a weekly as-
signment. To be sure they had absorbed the lesson, they were to
“write by heart, every Sunday,” the answers to several designated
questions. Much of this content would have been familiar to any
Christian, but distinctively Catholic doctrines got special empha-
sis, thereby distinguishing Catholics from their Protestant neigh-
bors. That the true “body and blood of Christ” were present in
the Eucharist was affirmed, for instance, an explicit contrast to
the teaching of other Christian denominations, which empha-
sized the symbolic nature of the sacrament.24

The mere existence of prayer books and catechisms does not,
of course, tell us how widely they were used. For that, we must
look to other evidence, much of it admittedly circumstantial.
Cheverus’s letters to the Hanly family in Maine seem characteris-
tic, and though only his side of the correspondence survives, it is
clear that the small congregation consistently followed his ad-
vice. In one letter, Cheverus acknowledged the core group: “your
son Roger, his dear wife & children, your respectable Sister [in-
law] Mrs. Hanly & family, old Mr. & Mrs. McGuire, Capt.
Aikins & his family.” In another, he was pleased to hear that a
child was ready for her First Communion, even though Cheverus
doubted that he could visit her for that purpose for another sev-
eral months. Small communities of Catholics often selected some-
one to take the lead during those periods when a priest was not
present, and sometimes missionaries designated a specific person
to conduct services between visits. In the 1820s, John Dillon of
Savannah, Georgia (of whom nothing else is known), was ap-
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pointed “to read the prayers for Mass on Sundays” until a priest
next visited the area. In another place, a missionary noted that a
group regularly “prayed together on the Sundays and Holidays,
until the sickly season, when they fell off.” In this way, lay Catho-
lics tried to follow Challoner’s suggestion that they gather to-
gether and attend Mass “in spirit.”25

The wide distribution of devotional manuals also testifies to
their use. What scholars have come to call a “print culture,”
grounded in printing and distribution networks, supported the
religious practice of Catholic lay people in the priestless age. At
first, volumes printed in England and Ireland made their way to
America: the Hanly family owned at least one prayer book that
had been published in Dublin. Printers specializing in Catholic
titles also opened for business in the United States almost imme-
diately after independence, and the market for their output was
big enough to keep them at it. Bernard Dornin, for example, an
Irish immigrant, set up print shops in New York, Philadelphia,
and Baltimore shortly after 1800. The printing business was al-
ways a dicey one—it required heavy capital outlay at the begin-
ning and depended on highly skilled labor—but he produced a
range of titles to satisfy the growing demand. In South Carolina
by the 1820s, a printer named James Haly was publishing titles of
his own and, like most other printers of the era, selling the
work of others in his shop. Prices were set to appeal to a broad
market. One catechism sold for fifty cents, for instance, and sev-
eral of Challoner’s thick volumes were similarly priced at less than
a dollar.26

By far the most successful publisher of American Catholic texts
was Mathew Carey of Philadelphia. Born in Dublin, Carey had
been caught up as a young man in Irish nationalist politics before
fleeing to America just after the Revolution. Having picked up
the printer’s trade—a childhood accident had left him lame and
unsuited for more strenuous labor—he set up shop and produced
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a steady output in spite of persistent economic troubles. “I have
owed for months together from 3 to $6000, borrowed from day
to day,” he recalled in old age, “and sometimes in the morning to
be paid at 1 o’clock the same day, to meet checks issued the pre-
ceding day.” In 1790 he published the first American edition of
the Douay-Rheims Bible, a translation by English priests working
in France. Catholics preferred this English translation, which dif-
fered in many respects from the King James Version favored by
most Protestants. Producing a Bible was a major undertaking for
any printer. It was obviously a big book, requiring lots of type
and other supplies, and the opportunity for errors to creep into
the text was virtually unlimited. (One early Bible in England had
accidentally left out the crucial word “not” in the command-
ment pertaining to adultery, thereby changing its meaning sig-
nificantly.) Still, the Carey edition was a success and spurred pub-
lication of other Catholic Bibles. These were expensive, between
five and ten dollars each, but there was sufficient demand that
Catholics soon joined Protestants in contributing to what one
scholar has called an “American Bible Flood.”27

Carey was a shrewd enough businessman not to pin all his
hopes on the Bible, and the range of other titles he produced for
a Catholic readership is a measure of the growing size and stabil-
ity of that market. By 1792 he was producing his own editions of
Challoner and other writers, together with such traditional Cath-
olic favorites as The Imitation of Christ and half a dozen different
catechisms. His business sense was sharper still. Although an ac-
tive Catholic throughout his life, he also produced volumes for
other denominations: sermons by Protestant clergymen, the alle-
gorical classics (including Pilgrim’s Progress) of the Puritan John
Bunyan, and prayer books for the just-formed Protestant Episco-
pal Church in the United States. Nor was religion his only focus.
His catalogs always began with law books—Cooke’s Compendious
System of the Bankruptcy Laws presumably had steady sales—and
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included medical books (Hamilton’s Treatise of Midwifery, for Fe-
male Practitioners), adventure tales (Bruce’s Travels to Discover the
Source of the Nile), and novels (Gulliver’s Travels and the several
imitators it inspired). He also printed school books, valuable for
their annual repeat sales, and even sold stationery supplies such
as ink, pencils, and blank account books.28 Without such di-
versification, he probably could not have afforded to meet the
demand for Catholic books; with it, he could supply texts for
American Catholics to support their faith in the age of the priest-
less church.

The spirituality that these devotional manuals promoted
among lay people differed in important respects from the reli-
gious approaches that would be popular with later American
Catholics. These volumes expressed an “Enlightenment spiritual-
ity,” emphasizing the reasonableness of belief and the funda-
mental harmony between human desires and divine intentions.
Like their Protestant counterparts, Catholic clergymen in Amer-
ica were squarely in what was called the “evidential,” Baconian
tradition of theology. They were confident that the rational mind
could lead one to the truths of divine revelation, and they con-
veyed this tradition to lay people. Moreover, God was not a
God of wrath who punished according to his own exacting but
ultimately inscrutable standards. Examinations of conscience en-
couraged Catholics to reflect on their sins, but this process was
neither morbid nor an end in itself. Rather, it was a way to move
Catholics beyond their own inadequacies to a realization of God’s
love and forgiveness, particularly as expressed through the person
of Jesus. Religious fervor was marked less by extravagant outward
displays than by internal commitment, an effort to “transfuse
into our hearts,” some of John Carroll’s sermon notes said, “the
sentiments and affections of J. Christ.” The real work of religion
was done in the heart and mind of the believer, and it was work
that all Catholics could successfully undertake.29
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Almost no lay people left a record of how they internalized this
sort of religious outlook. One who did must be allowed to speak
for his fellow Catholics. Charles Carroll of Carrollton was no or-
dinary lay man. One of the richest men in America by the time
he signed on to the Revolution, he was descended from an old
Maryland family that included John Carroll, whom he knew as
his cousin “Jacky.” As a young man of twenty-one, studying in
Europe, Charles wrote a letter home to his father. Discussion of
religion was rare between the two, and perhaps for that reason,
the son’s spiritual sentiments were concisely expressed. “I dont
aim nor ever did at canonization,” he wrote in 1759. “I detest
scrued up devotion, distorted fa[c]es, & grimace[s]. I equally ab-
hor those, who laugh at all devotion, look upon our religion as a
fiction, & its holy misteries as the greatest absurdities. I observe
my religious duties, I trust in the mercy of God not my own mer-
its, which are none, & hope he will pardon my daily offences. I
retain as yet that salutary fear of his Justice which by the wisest of
men is stiled initium sapientiae [that is, the beginning of wis-
dom].” Here was a religion neither of extreme emotions—the
screwed up faces and grimaces of enthusiastic revivals held little
appeal—nor of so bloodless a rationalism that God disappeared
altogether and faith became mere fiction. The young man had his
devotional obligations, and he attended to them faithfully, with-
out thinking that they qualified him for sainthood. He was con-
scious of his own shortcomings without dwelling on them, and
he sought to achieve “a good conscience & a virtuous life,” which
together were “the greatest blessings we can enjoy on earth.”30

This kind of spirituality was encouraged by the prayers and de-
votions of the popular manuals. Practical Reflections for Every Day
Throughout the Year, an English Catholic staple that appeared in
an American edition in 1808, urged meditation on “the dignity of
a Christian” in “serving God,” which was the most noble “end of
Man.” A Manual of Catholic Prayers offered several “little of-
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fices,” collections of psalms to be said at various times during the
day, consciously modeled on the “hours” chanted in monasteries.
These prayers stressed an intimate connection between believers
and God. Jesus was the mediator between them, and the focus of
prayer was almost always on him. Devotion to his “Holy Name”
was the theme of several sets of prayers, for example, and this
manual also devoted more than fifty of its three hundred pages to
the “Jesus Psalter,” a now largely forgotten devotion consisting of
a cycle of prayers patterned after the Psalms of David in the He-
brew Bible. The Catholic Christian’s Daily Companion, one of the
texts used in family worship by the Hanlys in Maine, had a long
“Litany of Our Lord and Saviour”: in it, participants responded
with the phrase “Have mercy on us” to the invocation of Jesus’
name under his various titles (King of Glory, Good Shepherd,
Sun of Justice), his attributes (most powerful, most patient, most
obedient), and for delivery from every kind of danger (from all
evil, from all sin, from everlasting death). Although focused on
the divine, these manuals also connected Catholics to the world
of the here and now and included prayers that might be said “ac-
cording to the diversity of times and occasions”: for rain, for
women in childbirth, for safety on a journey, and for other im-
mediate needs.31

Also noteworthy are the prayers that are absent from these
devotional manuals. Religious emphases that would become sig-
nificant in subsequent ages of Catholicism in America were con-
spicuous by their relative unimportance in this early period.
Prayer to the saints, for example, got comparatively little atten-
tion. Many prayer books did include litanies to saints—repeated
requests for prayers from named saints—but these often seem to
be afterthoughts. One thick American prayer book contained a
mere nine pages of saints’ litanies, for example, and these were
near the back, lost among other practices. In the same way, devo-
tion to Mary, the mother of Jesus, was less important than it
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would later be. Instructions for saying the rosary, a devotion that
consisted of repeating prayers to Mary with the assistance of a
string of beads, were usually included, but this devotion was seen
as a way of focusing mental attention on Jesus himself rather than
on his mother. “Why say you the Hail Mary?” Carroll’s catechism
asked, and the answer was: “To put us in mind of the Son of God
being made man for us”; only secondarily was this prayer a way
“to honour the blessed virgin.” Most manuals included a prayer
to an individual’s guardian angel—who in popular (though never
official) Catholic belief was thought to be assigned to every per-
son as a special protector—but such a prayer was simply one
among many in morning or evening devotions that covered other
spiritual matters.32 All prayer and spirituality can sometimes seem
undifferentiated, but a closer examination of the religious out-
look of early Catholic lay people shows it to have been different
from that of later ages of the church’s history.

To no small extent, these religious emphases derived from the
sense that early American Catholics had of themselves as Ameri-
cans. The end of the eighteenth century was a heady time, for a
brand-new nation was coming into being. Together with their
fellow citizens, Catholics in the United States were engaged in de-
termining just what it meant to be an American. No longer colo-
nists, no longer part of the larger British nation, they were some-
thing new. In that context, Catholics in particular had to define
themselves in relation to their larger political and social sur-
roundings. What would it mean to be both Catholic and Ameri-
can? What treatment could they expect from, and how would
they interact with, other Americans who did not share their be-
liefs?

Those tasks were daunting, given the tradition of suspicion to-
ward Catholics. Most of the English settlers who had planted
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colonies in North America had brought with them a deeply
ingrained hostility toward the Roman Church. Its most viru-
lent form was evident in Massachusetts, whose Puritan founders
thought the Church of England insufficiently purged of “pop-
ery.” To keep any such influences from corrupting their own god-
liness, the Massachusetts General Court went so far as to pass an
“anti-priest” law in 1647. “No Jesuit or ecclesiastical person or-
dained by the authority of the pope shall henceforth come within
our jurisdiction,” the law declared. Anyone suspected of being a
Catholic priest was to be apprehended. “If he cannot free himself
of such suspicion,” he was to be banished from the colony; if he
came back, he was to be put to death. Fifty years later, a second
statute declared that any priest was by definition “an incendiary
and disturber of the publick peace and safety, and an enemy to
the true Christian religion.” No priest ever tested these laws, so
we cannot know whether the colony would actually have carried
out the death sentence. It very well may have: four Quakers who
challenged a similar statute barring them from Massachusetts
were hanged on Boston Common. The first Mass would not be
said in Boston until the 1770s, but by then the priest who did so
was more welcome, since he was the chaplain aboard a French
warship, there to assist in the revolt against Britain.33 Still, the
earlier laws show how hard American Catholics might have to
work to overcome the hostility of their neighbors.

The situation in Maryland was not quite as stark. The colony
had begun with a commitment to toleration for all Christians.
“Noe person or persons whatsoever within this Province,” a law
passed in 1649 said, “professing to believe in Jesus Christ, shall
from henceforth bee any waies troubled, molested, or discounte-
nanced for or in respect of his or her religion nor in the free exer-
cise thereof.” The Catholic Calvert family lost political control of
the colony, however, and this open-minded attitude was replaced
by a more familiar English anti-Romanism. By 1700 the settle-
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ment’s governor was denouncing the “gawdy shows and serpen-
tine policy” of Catholics—the former a derision of the Mass, the
latter a reference to the supposed political intrigues of priests.
The governor could not simply hound Catholics out of the col-
ony, as the leaders of Massachusetts had hoped to do; there were
just too many of them. He could, however, restrict their influ-
ence. The Church of England became the established church in
Maryland, supported by the taxes of all residents, regardless of
their religious affiliation. By the time the Calverts regained juris-
diction over the enterprise in 1715, they themselves had converted
to Protestantism.34

Rhode Island alone among the American colonies embraced
a broader view of religious toleration that included Catholics.
There were virtually no Catholics in the tiny settlement until af-
ter the Revolution, but the principle of official neutrality toward
religion set a precedent that would eventually gain wide accep-
tance. No Rhode Islanders, the colony’s charter of 1663 had said,
would be “punished, disquieted, or called in question, for any
differences of opinion in matters of religion,” so long as they did
not “actually disturb the civil peace” or contribute to the “out-
ward disturbance of others.” The colony’s leaders were willing to
overlook differences of “opinion” about religion, but they were
less keen on the idea of competing forms of actual religious prac-
tice. These, they thought, would almost inevitably disturb the
harmony of the community. As a result, few Catholic settlers
were attracted there, and, as in Massachusetts, the Mass was not
said publicly until the Revolution, when a French chaplain pre-
sided at the funeral of the captain of his ship, anchored off New-
port.35

Rhode Island’s singular willingness to accept religious plural-
ism took on a new life with the American fight for indepen-
dence, and the idea was transformed into a distinctively Ameri-
can approach to the role of churches in the community. The
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implications for Catholics were profound. Virginia took the lead,
prompted by Thomas Jefferson, whose own lack of interest in or-
ganized religion made him an unlikely champion. He drafted a
statute of religious freedom that the state’s General Assembly
finally adopted in 1786. All attempts by the civil government to
coerce citizens into certain religious beliefs or to force them to
support particular churches were “sinful and tyrannical,” the stat-
ute declared. To deny certain civil rights, such as voting or office
holding, on the basis of religious affiliation was mere “hypocrisy
and meanness,” a product of “impious presumption.” Accord-
ingly, “no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any reli-
gious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever . . . nor shall other-
wise suffer on account of his religious opinions or belief.” All
citizens were “free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their
opinion.”36

Neutrality toward religion was a radical notion not immedi-
ately accepted beyond the borders of the Old Dominion. John
Jay, later chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, had drafted a
provision for the New York state constitution that expressly ex-
cluded “the professors of the religion of the Church of Rome”
from voting and even from owning land in the state until they
swore in court that they had renounced the authority of the pope.
Jay’s harsh proposal was narrowly defeated, though the New York
legislators passed a nonbinding resolution decrying “that spiritual
aggression and intolerance wherewith the bigotry and ambition
of weak and wicked priests” had worked their mischief. Even so,
the trend toward religious toleration proved irresistible and was
enshrined finally in the First Amendment to the United States
Constitution in 1791. Its provisions barred any law “respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”
Rejecting a religious “establishment” meant that no church could
be declared the official church of the nation, though (as many
commentators have pointed out) this left in place the laws of in-
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dividual states, such as Massachusetts and Connecticut, which
still provided public support for Protestant churches. Still, the
new principle sounded the death knell for state churches, and all
American jurisdictions with religious establishments abolished
them by the 1830s. Just as important, the First Amendment’s
guarantee of “free exercise” meant that citizens could join any
church they wanted or none at all. Now, those who had once
been “disturbers of the publick peace” were able to practice their
faith as full citizens.37

For American Catholics, this end to legal “discountenancing”
coincided with a broader rapprochement with their Protestant
neighbors. Even wary observers like John Adams came to the
conclusion that Catholics could indeed be part of the American
community. It had not always been so. In 1774, while serving as a
delegate to the First Continental Congress, Adams had regaled
his wife, Abigail, with a description of a Catholic Mass he at-
tended, prompted solely by “Curiosity and good Company.” The
“poor wretches” in the congregation in Philadelphia were pitiful,
the crusty Adams thought, “fingering their Beads [and] chant-
ing Latin, not a Word of which they understood.” Their “Pa-
ter Nosters and Ave Marias; Their holy Water; their Crossing
themselves perpetually . . . their Bowings, and Kneelings, and
Genuflections” provided a very curious “Entertainment,” leading
him to wonder “how Luther ever broke the spell.” A quarter-
century later, Adams had mellowed. Enthusiasm for the Revolu-
tion on the part of Catholics in Maryland and Pennsylvania had
been welcome, and support from the Catholic king of France
suggested the wisdom of overlooking religious practices, however
superstitious he might find them. In 1802 the by-then former
president contributed $100 (the largest amount from any donor)
to construct a Catholic church in Boston.38 Perhaps, Adams con-
cluded, Catholics might not be so bad or so dangerous after all.

For their part, Catholics embraced the notion that a citizen’s
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religion was a matter of legal indifference. Charles Carroll, for in-
stance, who had been with Adams at the Congress in Philadel-
phia, had expressed the wish that “the unhappy differences & dis-
putes on speculative points of Theology had been confined to
divines,” far removed from politics and government. “The savage
wars & cruel Massacres, the deliberate murders committed by
law, under the sanction of Religion have not reformed the mor-
als of men,” he maintained, but had rather “answered the pur-
poses of ambition.” Nor did he exempt his own church from
criticism on this score. “I execrate the intollerating [sic] spirit of
the Church of Rome,” he said bluntly, adding, “and the other
Churches—for she is not singular in that.” Excluding some peo-
ple from the political community because of their religious beliefs
seemed to him at best a matter for sarcasm. “If my countrymen
judge me incapable of serving them in a public station for believ-
ing the moon to be made of green cheese,” he had told a British
friend, “their conduct (if not wicked) is not less absurd than my
belief.” Better to allow “an unlimited toleration” in which “men
of all sects were to converse freely with each other.”39

The population of Catholics in the new nation remained small,
and this, too, no doubt eased acceptance by their fellow citizens.
Precise figures are hard to come by, but the general belief is that
Catholics in the United States numbered at most 40,000 in 1790,
less than 1 percent of the total population counted that year by
the first federal census. Even by 1830, the Catholic share of the
population still hovered at just over 2 percent.40 The dramatic in-
crease of their numbers that came with massive immigration was
still in the future. The few Catholics scattered here and there
across the landscape represented little challenge to the hegemony
of American Protestant churches. At the same time, the social
standing of many lay Catholic leaders, the extended Carroll clan
foremost among them, seemed proof that adherents of the Ro-
man Church were not so different after all. Émigré priests also
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underlined this sense of commonality. John Adams could con-
verse in French with Boston’s Father Cheverus: just how bad
could such a refined and well-educated gentleman be? Toleration
of Catholics in America had once seemed unlikely at best. By the
time the Church of Rome began to grow at the end of the eigh-
teenth century, the persistence of Catholics in America could be
taken for granted.

The steadily declining fortunes of the papacy also helped reduce
tensions between Catholics and other Americans. Since the Ref-
ormation, no figure had been the focus of more controversy
among Christians than the bishop of Rome. For Catholics, he
was at the top of the hierarchical pyramid, the leader of the
church worldwide to whom they were, at least in theory, loyal
and obedient. Protestant polemic had long made much of their
supposed subservience to the pontiff. On meeting him, Catholics
were supposed to abase themselves by kissing his toe, one old ca-
nard had it. In fact, for most American Catholics until well into
the nineteenth century, the pope was a distant figure, largely irrel-
evant to their own faith and its practice. At any given time, most
lay Catholics could probably have named the pope, but few were
likely to know much about him. It was surely important to them
that there was a pope: the institution of the papacy and the his-
torical continuity it offered gave them a link back through time
to Saint Peter and thus to Jesus himself. But the practical impact
that any pope had on their faith or their struggle to maintain it
was negligible.

In this regard, Americans were not unlike Catholics world-
wide, for these centuries were hard times for the popes, then in
the middle of a long slide of declining influence. The papacy was
adrift in the treacherous currents of international power poli-
tics, whose real forces were controlled by the absolute monarchs
of Europe. These rulers were constantly maneuvering around
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one another for advantage on the Continent itself and in their
expanding overseas empires. The pope was a king, too, ruling
the sovereign nation that was the Papal States, a swath of cen-
tral Italy whose precise borders changed frequently. But he was
only a minor player in geopolitical games, unable to command
the resources or the armies the other monarchs had, and thus
he was often at their mercy. France’s infinitely cynical Cardinal
Richelieu, the chief minister to Louis XIV, had summed it all up
succinctly. “We must kiss the pope’s feet,” he was reported to
have said, “and bind his hands.” More often than not, that was
precisely the position in which the pontiff found himself.41

Popes were similarly weak within the church, unable to exer-
cise much direct control over institutions or personnel. In most
countries, local bishops were chosen by the king, with the pope
merely confirming selections once they were made. In France be-
ginning in the seventeenth century, the king appointed all bish-
ops and took the revenues of their dioceses after they died, often
delaying choice of a successor so as to increase the profit to the
state. In Spain in the 1750s, the king appointed more than twelve
thousand Catholics to church positions, from bishoprics to local
parish churches; the pope was responsible for exactly fifty-two.
Most telling of all, the national monarchs had veto power over se-
lection of the pope himself, and they let it be known to the car-
dinals who assembled to elect a new pope that certain candi-
dates were unacceptable. As a result, nearly every papal election
dragged on, leaving the office vacant until a compliant candidate
could be identified. In 1669 and again in 1775, the papal conclave
had lasted four months; in 1740, it had taken six months. Popes
thus had to get used to the idea that they would be routinely
pushed around by more powerful forces, sometimes literally: one
pope had tried abruptly to end an unpleasant interview with the
French ambassador (himself a cardinal), but the diplomat shoved
him back into his chair until he had finished.42

Popes wanted to emphasize their spiritual role within the
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church, but this too had limits. Their authority was likely to
be understood in symbolic or ceremonial terms, largely without
practical implications. The idea that the pope was “the univer-
sal administrator” of the church, John Carroll wrote to another
priest, was absurd, one of “those claims which Rome has always
kept up, tho’ universally disregarded.” Instead, he said on another
occasion, “Clergy & Laity here know that the only connexion
they ought to have with Rome is to acknowledge the pope as
the Spir[itua]l head of the Church.” For Carroll, “the Extent
and Boundaries of the Spiritual Jurisdiction of the Holy See”
were narrowly drawn. The expansive powers that Protestants ac-
cused Catholics of asserting—that the pope was infallible, for
instance—were specifically rejected. In Boston in 1800, Father
Cheverus wrote an open letter to a newspaper, expressly stating
that “to believe the Pope infallible is no part of our Creed, & no
Roman Catholick ever pretended that he is.” (At the time this
was a correct statement, and it would remain so until 1870, when
papal infallibility was defined as church dogma at the First Vati-
can Council.) None of this meant that the pope’s spiritual su-
premacy was meaningless. As “the center of Ecclesiastical unity,”
he helped maintain the consistency of Catholic religious prac-
tices. Carroll had long hoped, for example, that the Mass could
be celebrated in English rather than in Latin, but he did not
think that he had the power to mandate this change unilater-
ally unless authorized by “the Holy See & first Pastors of the
Church.”43

Still, Carroll thought that the role of the pope ought to be
strictly limited. In particular, he was wary of a department in the
church’s Roman bureaucracy known as the Congregation de Pro-
paganda Fide (literally, “for the spreading of the faith”), a name
usually clipped to “the Propaganda.” This office had been estab-
lished in the 1560s to coordinate missionary work in the Far East
and in the New World. Many of the first priests in America had
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come under its auspices. As time went on, however, Carroll be-
lieved that this Roman agency should leave the American church
to run its own affairs. What troubled him most was that the Pro-
paganda was a “foreign jurisdiction”—the phrase appears repeat-
edly in his correspondence—essentially a cabinet department of
the Papal States. As such, he thought, it would never be accept-
able to citizens of the United States, Catholic or non-Catholic—
nor should it be. Had they not just fought a revolution to free
themselves from supervision by the British Colonial Office? How
could they now submit to a comparable agency of another for-
eign government? “The dependence of the R[oman] Cath[olics]
of this country on any foreign tribunal or office,” Carroll wrote
to a fellow priest, “will not be tolerated.” A “subjection to His
Holiness incompatible with the independence of a sovereign state”
was unacceptable. In private he could be waspish, expressing dis-
may that church bureaucrats in Rome, though “men whose insti-
tution was for the service of Religion,” were actually inclined to
“bend their thoughts so much more to the grasping of power.”44

For the rest of his life, Carroll continued to resist (though not
always successfully) Propaganda’s efforts to assert its influence. In
the meantime, however, the French Revolution of 1789 and the
twenty-five years of turmoil following it only further eroded the
power of the papacy. Now buffeted even more by forces over
which they had no control, popes devoted their attention to the
very survival of their office. Pius VI, elected in 1775, ended his
days ignominiously as Napoleon’s captive in the century’s last
year. The emperor dragged the poor man across the Alps toward
Paris; when the dying pontiff pleaded to be allowed to return to
Rome for his final days, the French general in charge sneered, “A
man may die anywhere.” Nine months passed before a sufficient
number of cardinals could be assembled to choose a new pope,
and their deliberations then stalled for another three months
before a successor was finally elected. The lessons of these events
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were not lost on Catholics worldwide. A decade later, John Car-
roll was still noting that regular communication with Rome was
“well nigh impossible.” In 1808 a new bishop was appointed to
lead the Catholics of New York, but the designee, an Irishman
named Concanen, was stranded in Rome, unable to secure pas-
sage across the Atlantic. He died before ever making his way to
America. In such circumstances, local churches around the world
seemed better advised to look after their own interests.45

With the papacy so weakened, lay Catholics in America
grounded their faith and practice in other ways. If theirs was a
largely priestless church, it was also effectively a popeless church.
Popes usually went unmentioned in Catholic prayer and preach-
ing. In a catechism published in 1793, the pope merited precisely
1 of the 250 questions in its closely packed pages. The church
consisted of “all the faithful under one head,” the catechism said,
and that head was unambiguously “Christ Jesus our Lord.” Only
then did the catechism ask, “Has the church any visible head on
earth?” and the reply was, “Yes; the Bishop of Rome, who is the
Successor of St. Peter, and commonly called the Pope.” That was
all the attention the pontiff got. In the same way, none of the
popular prayer books mentioned the pope at all: the word did
not even appear in their texts. It would have been idolatrous, of
course, for anyone to think of praying to the pope: that had never
been done. But ordinary Catholics were not even encouraged to
pray with him for common concerns or, perhaps more to the
point, for him in his troubles. No spiritual indulgences or bene-
fits, sanctioned by the papacy and attached to the recitation of
certain prayers, were enumerated, as they would be in later prayer
books. None of the notable popes of history were called back
from the past as exemplars to be followed or even, apparently, re-
membered.46 The attachment of American Catholics to the pope
would become more robust in subsequent generations, but for
the laity in the priestless age, that relationship was a tenuous one.
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In this way as in so many others, early American Catholic lay
people were very different from those who would come after
them. The institutional presence of their church was always thin
and uncertain. Priests and parishes were few in number and
widely scattered. Catholics’ connection to their church was less
than they might have thought ideal. An unknowable number of
Catholics no doubt gave up the struggle and joined other denom-
inations or abandoned religious practice altogether. Those who
stayed, however, found that they could still be Catholics in the
absence of regular contact with the official church. By assuming a
greater measure of responsibility for their own faith, sustaining it
through private worship with family and neighbors, they were
able to retain their religious identity and to hand it on to their
children until such time as the church caught up with them.

That would begin to happen in the next age of the church in
America, but there would be new concerns. Since its foundation
in ancient times, Catholicism had survived in empires and mon-
archies; it had shown its compatibility with aristocratic societies,
in which some people were presumed to be better than others.
The church had not yet shown that it could flourish in a soci-
ety that rejected those hierarchical principles and presumed in-
stead an equality among citizens. Could it flourish in a country
founded on the idea that the people had the right, given them di-
rectly by God, to form their own government and to have charge
of their own affairs? America would be the place where the Cath-
olic Church would have to learn to live in a democratic republic.
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2

The Church in the
Democratic Republic

Doctor James C. McDonald was one of the most prominent men
in Beaufort, South Carolina. This was rice country, and the doc-
tor (whose name was spelled variously McDonnald, McDonnell)
found his medical skills in great demand among the planters and
their slaves, who were probably the most harshly treated of all
those in bondage in the American South. McDonald was also a
Catholic, but like Roger Hanly a generation before him, he saw a
priest only rarely. At best, a pastor from Charleston made the trip
down the coast four times a year, giving “due notice” beforehand
so that McDonald and his Catholic neighbors could be ready for
him. Beaufort would not have its own resident priest for another
seventy years, but the general prospects for Catholicism were be-
ginning to look up in the early 1820s, when McDonald was sum-
moned to an unusual meeting of Catholics from across South
Carolina.

On its face, the Catholic Church seemed a necessarily monar-
chical institution. It had a well-defined hierarchy, with a pope at
the top of the pyramid and then bishops and clergy, comparable
perhaps to an aristocracy, in a clear chain of command beneath
him. But the bishop in charge of South Carolina, who was based
in Charleston, wanted to conform the church’s structure to what



he saw as the genius of the American political system, and so he
had drafted a constitution for his diocese. Under its provisions,
the spiritual affairs of the church would always remain the pur-
view of the clergy, but lay people would have their own role in
managing such practical affairs as fundraising and building new
churches. To ensure cooperation between priests and people, the
constitution provided for an annual meeting, or “convention,”
run essentially like a bicameral legislature. All priests sat in a
house of the clergy, and the scattered parishes elected representa-
tives to sit in a house of the laity. The two houses would deliber-
ate separately, just as Congress and state legislatures did, and then
submit proposals for the bishop’s approval. This seemed the per-
fect way to tie the interests of clergy and laity together in advanc-
ing their faith.

The first convention opened on the evening of Tuesday,
November 24, 1823, in Saint Finbar’s Cathedral—a tiny place, be-
lying the grandeur usually associated with the word “cathedral”—
in Charleston, and Doctor McDonald from Beaufort was unani-
mously elected president of the house of the laity. There were
only nine other men serving as lay delegates and just four priests
in the house of the clergy, but for the next two days they dis-
cussed the pressing needs of their church. These were summa-
rized by a later chronicler: “Catholic education, elementary and
secondary; seminary training and the formation of a national
(that is, American) clergy; social welfare work among the labor-
ing classes; the care of the poor, the ailing, and the immigrant;
watchfulness over legislation during anti-Catholic movements;
the spread of Catholic literature and the support of the Catholic
press.” After each house had debated and passed its resolutions,
they reconvened jointly and presented them to the bishop, who
endorsed them all with his thanks. The system seemed to work
smoothly. “Never,” a participant wrote afterward, “did there exist
more affectionate attachment between clergy and laity . . . Noth-
ing was so striking as the delicacy observed on all sides to avoid
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the semblance of the interference with the rights of others. The
peculiar duties and special rights of each were so distinctly
marked.” Looking ahead, the convention also “established the
principle of unity of action, and brought together as acquain-
tances respectable men, who had no other opportunity of meet-
ing to consult upon a subject highly interesting to them all,”
namely, the survival and growth of their church.1 This conven-
tion, together with those that would be held every year for the
next two decades, helped define what it was like to be an Ameri-
can Catholic in the church in the democratic republic.

The concern for “delicacy” lest either priests or lay people “in-
terfere” in the affairs of the other was not out of place, for dis-
putes between clergy and laity had begun to appear in many
places around the country. Charleston itself had been the scene of
rancorous argument, but the worst of it was in Philadelphia. At
Saint Mary’s Church in that city, the congregation split into two
factions, one supporting their pastor, the other opposing him.
Fistfights occasionally broke out in front of the church, and once
the police had to be called to restore order. Personalities aside, an
underlying cause of tension derived from the way parishes had
been formed. Lacking the pre-existing network of churches in
Europe, there from time immemorial, parishes in the United
States had to be created from scratch, and some very practical
questions had to be resolved in the process. When a small com-
munity of Catholics got together to buy the land for a church in
their town, whose name would be on the deed? Who would col-
lect and manage the money? Who would pay the man who
brought the firewood to heat the building on Sunday mornings
in the winter or the woman who played the organ at Mass? In the
absence of a resident priest, lay men—always men only, not
women—took on these tasks themselves. Typically, they formed a
small corporation according to the laws of their state, and, as in
any corporation, the “stock-holders” (in this case, the parishio-
ners) elected trustees to act in the best interests of them all.2
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This system, which church officials later disapprovingly called
“trusteeism,” had arisen from necessity, but it also raised some
broader questions. What part would lay people continue to play
in their church, especially once the number of clergy began to in-
crease? Moreover, if the laity could take the lead in such mundane
affairs as care of the building and the land, why exactly could
they not have some role in overseeing the more important reli-
gious affairs of the parish? Could they, for example, have any-
thing to say about who their pastor would be? As citizens, they
were accustomed to the ways of a democratic republic in which
elected representatives oversaw the business of the community,
representatives whom they themselves chose and might turn out
of office if they wished. Might it not be possible to organize their
church along the same lines?

American Catholics grappled with these questions in the years
before the Civil War, and their struggle often underscored the
distinctions between lay people and the leaders of their church.
The laity rejoiced when the church expanded into new areas; they
were happy that, in contrast to earlier generations, they could at-
tend services every week, or even more often. Catholic lay people
became regular churchgoers in these decades, and they came to
expect that the institution would always be available to them.
They enjoyed access to the Mass and the sacraments to an extent
that had not been possible before. But this welcome growth did
not entirely overcome some enduring tensions between the laity
and the institutions and leadership of their church. Even as they
became outwardly more faithful, lay people retained a sense of
their own role in the church.

From one perspective, conflict between clergy and laity should
have been expected in the early decades of the new century. By
then, the Catholic Church in the United States was becoming a
big enough institution to be worth fighting over. Catholics re-
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mained a small minority in the national population—at most 2.5
percent in 1830—but with a membership of 300,000 that year,
the church had become a noticeable presence. There were still
many places visited only occasionally by traveling priests, but in
many other areas the church was now well established. In addi-
tion to four parishes in Philadelphia, for example, Pennsylvania
boasted forty-eight, including two in the thriving river town of
Pittsburgh. Mobile, Alabama, had enough Catholics to support a
parish with three priests, and there were eight churches with as
many priests on the Illinois frontier. Kentucky had twenty-five
parishes, enough that some called the area around Bardstown,
southeast of Louisville, an “American Holy Land.” In Washing-
ton, D.C., there were two Catholic parishes—one at the corner
of F and 10th Streets, one on Capitol Hill—with another in
Georgetown and a fourth across the Potomac in Alexandria. In
the country as a whole, new parishes were opening at the rate of
about nine every year, a number that was modest but impressive
in its regularity.3 Nearly everywhere Catholics looked, they could
see encouraging signs of growth.

As they spread, churches organized themselves so as to guaran-
tee that a parish, once established, could continue its work after
the founders died or moved away. This process was a relentlessly
local one, with the laws of the individual states producing a legal
and administrative patchwork. Priests or bishops could hold the
deeds to parish property in their own names in some states but
not in others. In New York, for example, the law required every
local church to be organized as a distinct corporation governed by
a board—no fewer than three members, no more than nine—
elected by the “male persons of full age” in the congregation.
Such officers could transact all business, though they had no au-
thority to “alter or change the Religious Constitutions or Gov-
ernments” of their church or to interfere in the “Doctrine, Disci-
pline, or Worship” of their denomination. Catholics organized
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churches along these lines no less than Protestants, and the law
seemed to take proper account of the distinction between tempo-
ral and spiritual concerns. Setting up such boards of trustees was
a practical solution to the problems of maintaining a parish.4

In the vast majority of cases, this trustee system created few
difficulties, and examples of cooperation between laity and clergy
were legion. On the surface, the rules governing a parish in Vir-
ginia, for instance, seemed restrictive, for they mandated that the
pastor communicate with the officers only in writing or when
summoned to attend their meetings; if he did attend, he was
supposed to play the part of a well-behaved child and speak
only when spoken to. In practice, however, the pastor was often
elected a member of this board, and in at least one year he
was chosen as its president. German-speaking congregations in
Pennsylvania and French-speaking parishioners in Louisiana
could look back to long traditions of involvement in Europe and
Canada, where lay boards managed local churches. Almost ev-
erywhere, collaboration between laity and clergy was the watch-
word. In Boston, three elected church wardens met with the
pastor on the evening of the first Sunday of every month “to con-
sider and regulate what may be necessary, and to advise in com-
mon on whatever may concern the good of the church.”5 By “ad-
vising in common,” pastor and parishioners usually worked to
advance their mutual goals.

Because they were all human, however, lay people and priests
sometimes found it hard to get along. Besides Philadelphia,
churches in Buffalo, New Orleans, Norfolk, Virginia, and other
cities saw extended trustee disputes. Each of these had its own
complicated story, and trying to untangle the issues from a his-
torical distance can be difficult. But significantly, these battles
were usually fought in public, with the participants eager to put
their case before the citizenry at large, not merely their fellow
Catholics. Extended pamphlet wars broke out between the con-
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tending parties. In 1822 alone, the dispute in Philadelphia led to
the publication of an Address to the Right Reverend, the Bishop of
Philadelphia, written by a lay member of the parish, followed
soon after by a priest’s Reply to a Catholic Layman. That called
forth from the original author a Rejoinder to the Reply, and that in
turn produced A Reply to the Catholic Layman’s Rejoinder; next
came the Desultory Examination of the Reply . . . to a Catholic Lay-
man’s Rejoinder, followed inevitably by Remarks on the Catholic
Layman’s Desultory Examination. By then, both sides might well
have collapsed in exhaustion, but in fact the publishing and
counterpublishing continued into subsequent years. All the par-
ticipants were convinced that important issues were at stake.6

Disputes between priests and lay trustees were usually sparked
by one or more common causes. The first was the congregation’s
simple dissatisfaction with their pastor. The “medley of clerical
characters” of which John Carroll had spoken was sufficiently
varied that some priests and people simply could not live together
peaceably. One “turbulent and domineering clergyman,” a pa-
rishioner said of his pastor, was given to delivering “inflammatory
sermons,” during which he apparently denounced parishioners
by name from the pulpit. “No malignant, rancorous slanderer,
whether clothed in ermine or decorated with clerical robes, shall
assail me with impunity,” the equally belligerent target of one
such denunciation wrote. The trustees of a parish in Cincinnati
reciprocated what they took to be their pastor’s condescending at-
titude, sarcastically accusing him of thinking that “stupid lay-
men” were “unworthy to decide” matters more properly “taken
before the higher tribunal of the Right Reverend Clergy.” A priest
in Boston, resident there before the amicable Sunday night meet-
ings, raised eyebrows by publishing an open letter in which more
effort seemed to be given to listing his various titles than to
refining his spiritual message: the letter identified him as “Doctor
of Divinity, Prothonotary of the Holy Church and the Holy See
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of Rome, Apostolic Vice-Prefect and Missionary, Curate of the
Catholick Church at Boston in North America.”7 Priests of that
kind seemed just a little too full of themselves for the taste of
many parishioners, imbued as they were with an American faith
in the virtues of the “common man.”

Lay men, too, could be prickly and hard to get along with.
John Oliveira Fernandez, trustee of a parish in Virginia, had been
a confidant of the royal court in Portugal before political turmoil
there had driven him to the New World, where he lost few occa-
sions to remind both his pastor and his fellow parishioners that
he was a cut above them. During a dispute in 1815 and 1816, he
periodically lapsed into French when it suited his argumentative
purposes, and he haughtily suggested passages in Saint Augustine
that the priest might study so as to improve his sermons. He
joined the pamphlet wars enthusiastically, contributing one that
ran to forty-four pages of text with a forty-eight-page appendix of
excerpts from noted theologians. “Arrogant, wicked, or ambitious
Priests” were the great problem for the American church, he
thought, especially owing to their influence over the “weak, su-
perstitious, or ignorant persons” who occupied the pews. Since
trustees were generally selected from among the more successful
and better-off members of the parish, social tension might also
surface at any time. The lay board members of a parish in Buffalo
in the 1850s were all substantial figures in their community: well
over half of them owned their own businesses, and an equal num-
ber held real estate valued at more than $3,000, a considerable
sum for the time.8 These were men who were used to being in
charge of things. It did not take much personal volatility on ei-
ther side to set off clashes between laity and clergy.

Ethnic distinctions also fueled trustee disputes. Where a pastor
was of one nationality and the congregation another, deeply rooted
cultural differences exacerbated personality clashes. The trouble
usually began with language, but it was also broader than that.
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The aristocratic “prothonotary” in Boston, who was French, was
a bit much for his mostly Irish parishioners. In the same way, the
Irish of several churches in Virginia and South Carolina came to
feel “an insurmountable personal dislike” for a French priest trav-
eling among them. “None but a person capable of preaching
clearly and distinctly in the English language” would be accept-
able, they insisted. German parishioners in New York City were
complaining well into the 1840s about unspecified “insults” from
their Irish neighbors during funeral processions to the local Cath-
olic cemetery. The Germans formed a corporation to buy a sepa-
rate burial ground for themselves, but the bishop (an Irish immi-
grant) refused to sanction its use and even threatened to close
their church if they did not relent; bowing to his threat, they did
so, though the incident continued to rankle. Sometimes disputes
occurred within ethnic groups. French priests working among
Irish parishioners could have trouble, but priests from one county
in Ireland might be equally unacceptable to people from another
county. A priest from Cork was perhaps just as likely as a non-
Irish clergyman to get into trouble with lay people from Clare,
one observer of churches in upstate New York noted.9

By far the most contentious issue was the right to hire and fire
local pastors. Turmoil in the Catholic parish of Norfolk, Virginia,
that spanned two decades offers the clearest case. From colonial
times, Norfolk had been the busiest port city between Baltimore
and Charleston, and a small group of Catholics had bought land
for a church there as early as 1794. A priest was permanently as-
signed in 1815, and though the parishioners found him less than
fully satisfactory, they swallowed hard and accepted him. This
pastor chafed under restrictions the trustees put on him, how-
ever—they did not want him traveling up to Richmond to say
Mass periodically because it took him away from his duties with
them—so he proposed to remove some of the trustees and re-
place them with men of his own choosing. The rest of the board
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objected, and for a while they locked him out of the church;
eventually, they withdrew into their own private chapel and in-
vited another priest from New York to come to serve them.
When the archbishop of Baltimore (who had jurisdiction over
Virginia’s Catholics) heard of the dispute, he threatened to ex-
communicate everyone involved. “Their pretended right of choos-
ing their Priest . . . is perfectly unfounded,” he wrote. Even so, by
the summer of 1819 there were two priests and two congregations
in Norfolk, each claiming to be the rightful one. Only the depar-
ture of the priest from one faction and a leading trustee from the
other allowed things to cool down.10

In pressing to control the appointment of their pastors, Catho-
lic lay people were influenced by broader American notions of
authority. They were accustomed to the republican idea that or-
dinary people such as themselves were the source of power in civil
society—after all, did they not even have the right to choose the
president of the United States?—and they could not understand
why the same theory did not apply to their church. “It is a pri-
mary principle among them,” one bishop explained to a Euro-
pean churchman, “that absolutely all magistrates, whether high
or low, at stated times of the year should be elected by popular
vote.” Thus, he concluded, lay people were “exposed to the dan-
ger of admitting the same principles of ecclesiastical rule.” More-
over, the religious freedom guaranteed by the First Amendment
to the Constitution had a double effect. On the one hand, it
meant that the government could not force anyone to support a
particular church, but on the other, it meant that all citizens were
free to join whatever church they wanted. And if church mem-
bership was voluntary, how could members be excluded from de-
cision-making? Finally, Catholics also had the example of the
Protestant churches that their neighbors attended. Beginning in
the seventeenth century with the Congregational churches of Pu-
ritan New England, most American denominations let local con-
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gregations hire and fire their own ministers.11 American Catholics
saw nothing wrong and much that was right with this approach.

They also thought it fully in line with Catholic tradition.
Some learned trustees were clever enough to cite precedents from
canon law, particularly a principle known as the ius patronatus—
literally, the right of patronage. In medieval Europe, this practice
had given to the nobleman who built a church the right to ap-
point its priest, together with the duty to support him. “If any-
one builds a church with the consent of the diocesan bishop,”
Pope Innocent III had decreed at the beginning of the thirteenth
century, “by that fact he acquires the ius patronatus.” Later popes
reaffirmed this principle, and some even threatened to excommu-
nicate anyone who tried to usurp the appointing authority. Sev-
eral centuries later, lay trustees in America argued that this princi-
ple applied to them. There were no noblemen in sight, but since
they had built their churches, Innocent’s rule applied to them,
did it not? And if they had the right to appoint a pastor, they
thought, surely they had the right to remove him and to find an-
other who they felt might better serve their needs.

Some lay Catholics tried to push this argument too far: a pas-
tor was the “property” of his flock, one Philadelphia pamphleteer
asserted, strong language in a country where slavery was still le-
gal. Most trustees, however, made a more moderate case. “It is for
the benefit of lay men, who are the great body of the church, that
priests are ordained,” another Philadelphian wrote in 1822. Since
it was in their own interest “to procure the very best[,] there is lit-
tle danger of our erring in the choice of pastors.” The people
were competent to choose their own doctors, lawyers, and legisla-
tors, the argument went; surely they would be no less careful in
choosing their pastors.12

By the 1820s, the growing ranks of the hierarchy—there were
eleven dioceses in the country, each with its own bishop—consid-
ered this principle potentially dangerous. Questions of authority
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were clearly at stake. “I will suffer no man in my diocese whom I
cannot control,” New York’s Bishop John Hughes (whose no-
nonsense personality earned him the nickname “Dagger John”)
was supposed to have said, and he probably spoke for other bish-
ops as well. But there were additional grounds for the hierarchy’s
defense of their own powers. Practically speaking, bishops feared
that lay control over pastors would induce priests to curry favor
by soft-pedaling their religious and moral demands. “A zealous
Clergyman performing his duty courageously & without respect
of persons,” John Carroll had worried as early as 1784, “would al-
ways be liable to be the victim of his earnest endeavors to stop the
progress of vice and evil example.” A pastor whose sermons too
strenuously reminded his people of their need for repentance
might find himself out of a job, replaced by a more easy-going
spiritual guide. This did not mean, Carroll insisted, that priests
should be imposed on churches where they were unwelcome and
thus ineffective; he himself promised that “a proper regard, and
such as is suitable to our Governments will be had to the rights of
the Congregation.” In assigning priests, he said, he would pay
“every deference” to the wishes of the people, “consistent with the
general welfare of Religion.” Later on, trustees in Philadelphia
happily quoted another bishop as saying that “no priest to whom
the congregation has a repugnance that is unconquerable ought
to be forced on them.”13

Bishops also thought they had theology on their side. They be-
lieved that they and their priests had been granted distinctive
spiritual authority as a result of their ordination, and this fostered
the conviction that they had jurisdiction over lay people in virtu-
ally all matters connected with the church. The idea that the laity
might control some aspects of parish life led bishops to conclude
that trustee arrangements were inherently un-Catholic. The par-
allel with Protestant churches was, in the bishops’ minds, pre-
cisely what was wrong with the lay appointment of pastors. “The
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Catholic Church will never admit the principles and practice [of
the] Presbyterians,” Carroll had insisted, and one can almost
see him shudder at the last word. Trustees who claimed the ius
patronatus were trying to reshape the Catholic Church “upon
the model of those who have separated from us,” and such an
attempt was obviously unacceptable. Trustees, another bishop
would say later, “had as their guide, not a knowledge of the laws
of their own church, but the example of churches which pro-
tested against its doctrines.” Worse, the turbulence surrounding
too many internal parish disputes inevitably caused public “scan-
dal,” always a serious matter in moral theology, and cast the
church in a bad light. With all these motives, the emerging forces
of hierarchical authority sought to stop the spread of trusteeism.14

To this end, the bishops of the United States held a general
meeting in Baltimore over two weeks in October 1829. They
transacted routine business on such matters as the recruitment of
new priests and the religious instruction of children, but they also
considered how to limit the potential damage of trusteeism. Re-
gardless of past practices, they ruled, all local parish property was
now to be held solely in the name of each bishop, wherever state
law permitted such a practice. Bishops were given the right to re-
move any priest who abetted “lay interference in the spiritual
concerns of the Church” and to close down any parish that tried
to recruit an unauthorized pastor on its own. In a letter addressed
to the nation’s Catholics, the bishops based their position on
what they saw as the unalterable “constitution of our church.” In
particular, they noted, it is “our duty to declare to you, that in no
part of the Catholic Church does the right of instituting or dis-
missing a clergyman . . . exist in any one” other than the diocesan
bishop himself. “We further declare to you,” they went on, “that
no right of presentation or patronage . . . has ever existed or
does now exist canonically, in these United States.” They even
cited a recent statement from the pope, made in response to a
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trustee dispute in New Orleans, which asked incredulously: “Did
Christ commit His Church to be ruled by the Trustees or by
the Bishops? Shall sheep lead the shepherd?” Lay people could be
assured, the bishops wrote, “that in the discharge of this most
important and delicate duty, we shall always meet with your sup-
port, as our only object can be your spiritual welfare.”15 Never-
theless, it had to be clear who was the shepherd and who were the
sheep.

Bishops looked to their priests for support in this effort to con-
trol trustees, and they generally got it. “With your zealous co-
operation,” the bishops wrote in a companion letter to the clergy,
“we now expect to make considerable progress towards a more or-
derly and efficient state of being.” Priests and bishops might ex-
perience tensions of their own, but in subsequent years a sense of
solidarity within the clergy, drawn in distinction to lay people,
was strengthened. Increasingly, bishops recruited and trained lo-
cal men for the priesthood, thereby reducing dependence on
those who wandered in from abroad. The bishops were able to
form these new clerics with what they considered proper ideas,
and a new ideology of the priesthood grew, characterized by a be-
lief that bishops and priests together were “the recognized author-
ities” in the church. Lay people, by contrast, had a subordi-
nate role. This emerging viewpoint was evident even in the way
churchmen spoke, and “sheep” was not the only metaphor ap-
plied to Catholic parishioners. The letters that the bishops ad-
dressed to the laity began with a salutation to their “children in
Christ”; letters addressed to priests began with a greeting to the
bishops’ “reverend co-operators and Brethren in Christ.”16 The
language said it all. Lay people were the bishops’ children; priests
were their brothers.

Trustee disturbances in local parishes declined steadily in the
years after the council of 1829. Lay “interference” in parish affairs
effectively disappeared. State laws governing the ownership of

The Church in the Democratic Republic 63



church property were gradually modified until, by the end of
the century, many American Catholic dioceses assumed the form
of a “corporation sole”: the bishop himself was the legal entity
that was the church, and all property was held in his name.
Moreover, the bishops also won the historical argument over
trusteeism, successfully characterizing it to subsequent genera-
tions as an abuse incompatible with the true structure of the
church. Trustees were always described as “rebellious laymen,”
sometimes “duped by . . . recalcitrant clergymen” and always
practicing a form of “insubordination” and an “encroachment”
on the hierarchy that was nothing short of “obnoxious.” The
“disease of trusteemania” was “wholly cheap, wholly mean,” and
motivated by “pride, envy, and greed.” This “evil stalked step-by-
step with the progress of the Faith,” and it had to be suppressed.17

Reconsideration of the role of the laity in the church, which came
with the Second Vatican Council of the mid-twentieth century,
would undercut these interpretations, but that is a story for later.
In the meantime, the attempt by lay people to exercise broad re-
sponsibility in their own parishes stands out as a path not taken
in the church of the democratic republic.

Even as bishops were stamping out lay “interference” in church
affairs, one bishop sought to foster cooperation between clergy
and laity. John England, the bishop of Charleston, South Caro-
lina, had jurisdiction over Catholics in that state and in North
Carolina and Georgia as well. England had an odd name for an
Irishman, but on his immigration to the United States in 1820, he
immediately fell in love with his adopted country. Charleston
had been troubled by its own tensions between clergy and laity,
so he set out to apply what he considered the best of the Ameri-
can political system to the organization and management of the
church. He had, he wrote to his parishioners less than a month
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after taking office, “for a long time admired the excellence of your
Constitution.” The “sun of rational freedom” shone brightly in
America, he enthused, even “as it departs from the nations of the
East”—by which he meant the countries “back east” across the
Atlantic in Europe. The Catholic Church in this rising nation re-
quired new forms based on “the wisdom, the moderation, and
the fortitude of your government.” Applying this “excellence”
and “wisdom” to religious institutions no less than to civic in-
stitutions seemed the sensible course, one that would draw all
church members together. His open letters to his church usually
began with a greeting to “our beloved brethren of the Diocess
[sic] of Charleston.”18 For England, priests and people were equally
his siblings.

Accordingly, England drafted a constitution for the diocese,
and in the fall of 1823 he assembled laity and clergy to approve it.
He read it out to them, article by article, asking for ratification of
each one; the votes in favor were unanimous. Officials in Rome
had already examined a draft and found nothing contrary to
church teaching, so it went into effect immediately. From almost
any perspective, this was a remarkable document. Its title page
noted that it had been “fully agreed to, and accepted, after re-
peated discussion, by the clergy and the several congregations.”
Although the church was a divine institution, it was also a hu-
man institution, and how it organized itself in the latter capacity
might vary considerably with time and place. Particular struc-
tures, the constitution said, “could never be permanent, invari-
able, or uniform throughout the world”; instead, these should
be adapted to “the circumstances in which the several churches
might be found.”19 In the United States, the right structure
seemed obvious.

Civil government was founded on the notion of citizenship,
and membership was similarly the starting point in this view of
the church. The constitution therefore set out the qualifications
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that a lay person needed to be a voting member of a Catholic par-
ish. Any man aged twenty-one or older who had been baptized,
who now lived in one of the three states, and who had “sub-
scribed his assent” to the constitution (just as naturalized citizens
swore allegiance to the civil government) was a Catholic in good
standing and thus able to participate in church affairs. A modern
reader notices first that participation was confined to males only.
Women, though members of the church, were unable to vote in
parish affairs, but in the 1820s few would have thought this re-
markable. American women of the time could not vote in civil
elections, and in many places they could not even own property
in their own names. Thus the church restriction was less unusual
in its own context. More intriguingly, the diocesan constitution
did not restrict church membership to white men, a significant
omission in these slave-holding states and in a nation in which
citizenship itself was reserved to whites. There were no congrega-
tions of black Catholics, slave or free, within England’s jurisdic-
tion, but the constitution seems not to have foreclosed the pos-
sibility that there might one day be. England himself was no
opponent of slavery—in later years, he wrote an extended defense
of the “peculiar institution,” insisting that it was entirely compat-
ible with Christianity—though he also opened a school for free
black children in Charleston.20 Even so, it is a fair speculation to
suppose that, had this constitutional structure survived into a
later era, its definition of church membership would have evolved,
just as notions of citizenship expanded.

The diocesan constitution next outlined the organization of
local parishes. Whenever a sufficient number of Catholics was
identified in a town or district, the bishop was required to gather
them together “at some convenient time and place.” Once assem-
bled, the congregation would proceed to elect a board called a
vestry, named for the anteroom of a church building where they
normally held their meetings. Each vestry was made up of the
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resident pastor and as many “discreet, well-conducted men, hav-
ing a regard for religion” as seemed appropriate. These officers
were elected in January and served one-year terms; they in turn
chose wardens, who had practical jobs: “to preserve in decency
and repair the buildings and other property,” to “aid the clergy-
man in preserving order and decency in the church,” and, if nec-
essary, “to remove therefrom all disturbers or nuisances.” The
power to appoint the pastor—the source of so many earlier dis-
putes—was expressly vested in the bishop alone, but if a congre-
gation were unhappy with its priest, the constitution required the
bishop to investigate right away and report back to them. Other-
wise, all practical affairs were decided by the vestry, strictly ac-
cording to majority rule; the pastor could not veto a decision if
he disagreed with it. There was to be an annual accounting of all
funds, and the money given to support one parish could not be
drawn off to support another.21

Across the diocese, Catholics formed parishes according to
these rules. In Charleston itself, the Church of Saint Finbar
(named after the cathedral in Bishop England’s native city of
Cork in Ireland) elected a vestry consisting of the pastor, a secre-
tary, a treasurer, a collector of the general fund, two wardens, and
three other lay men. Across town, Saint Peter’s Church chose a
secretary, a treasurer, a collector, and two wardens. In the George-
town district of South Carolina, up the coast, a pastor had not yet
been appointed, but the Catholics of that place gathered none-
theless at the county courthouse and chose an interim vestry,
consisting of two wardens (Michael Calverly and Louis Siau), a
secretary-treasurer (Joseph Puche), and a collector of funds (J. M.
Leribour). In Georgia, too, parishes took their first steps. At Holy
Trinity Church in Augusta, the members stayed behind after
Mass on Christmas day to elect their vestry: John McCormick,
Joseph Bignon, B. Bonyer, G. Dillon, and L. Rossignol, with
Paul Rossignol (“a very respectable, pious man”) chosen as secre-
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tary.22 We know virtually nothing of any of these men, but the
care with which their names were recorded on the church books
shows that they were recognized as leaders of their parishes.

Once formed, vestries set about their routine business. At
Saint Finbar’s, the board drew up a set of detailed bylaws. The
congregation as a whole approved these after Mass one Sunday in
September 1825 and sent them on to Bishop England “for his
concurrence and sanction”; that “having been given, they were
declared to be constitutionally in force.” Next the treasurer, Ed-
ward Lynah, presented his report—there was $260 in the build-
ing fund—and an audit committee declared that everything was
in order. The demands of Lynah’s own business forced him to
step aside as parish treasurer, however, so the vestry issued a legal
“certificate of the discharge of his responsibility” and passed a res-
olution of thanks “for his zealous and efficient services.” Factional
disputes were still a recent memory in the parish, but now the
mere fact that there were orderly, written, and democratically
adopted procedures dispelled the tension. Decisions could be
made and recognized as “constitutionally in force.” The advan-
tage of this kind of arrangement was plain. “The process is clear,
the right defined, the wrong palpable,” a newspaper, the United
States Catholic Miscellany, editorialized. “Each individual knows
his rights, each officer his power, and all the members of the
community being fully aware of the extent of jurisdiction and
the limits of obedience, there can be no mistake.” Parishioners
were partners with the clergy rather than opponents. “We are
gratified,” the Miscellany said on another occasion, “that the un-
fortunate divisions which have during the last thirteen years ex-
isted in the church of this city, are finally terminated to the full
satisfaction of all the parties.” The constitution had done its
work: “thus happily are peace and regular discipline fully estab-
lished.”23

The diocesan constitution also provided for an annual conven-
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tion to which all parishes would send delegates. Initially, each of
the three states was to hold its own convention, but in the late
1830s the charter was amended to create one general convention.
Every local church was entitled to choose representatives to these
gatherings, and the number of delegates each one sent varied:
larger congregations could send four, and smaller ones could send
two, but even the tiniest was entitled to one. The bishop would
open each convention (which was required to last no less than
three days, so as to be sure that no important matter was left off
the agenda) with a solemn Mass, but then clergy and laity would
withdraw to their separate houses and get down to business.
In order to become effective, any measure had to be approved
by both houses and then presented to the bishop for his appro-
bation, just as civil laws had to be passed by both legislative
houses and signed by the governor or president. The diocesan
convention had no authority to change church doctrine or the
administration of the sacraments, but any practical concern was
within its jurisdiction. Bishops and priests elsewhere were wary of
“interference” and “insubordination” from lay people, but the
Charleston constitution defined these representatives of the laity
as “a body of sage, prudent, and religious counselors” who, by
“their advice and exertions . . . will be most beneficial.”24

The first South Carolina convention was held in November
1823 with nine lay representatives: four from Charleston and one
each from Beaufort, Camden, Georgetown, Pocotaligo, and Barn-
well. The ceremonies began with a high Mass, at which a new
priest was ordained. Bishop England made “a few appropriate re-
marks,” and then laity and clergy withdrew to their respective
houses, with the laity under the chairmanship of Dr. James Mc-
Donald. There are no surviving records of the resolutions adopted
over the next two days. These measures may have been largely
ceremonial, but even without much substantive business, the
convention was “a meeting of brethren”—that word again. Just as
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important as any resolutions were the personal connections that
were forged and the growing unity of purpose. The meeting
“brought at once under the eye of the Bishop and of his clergy,
and of a respectable portion of the laity, much of the state of this
Diocess which could not otherwise be known without labour, de-
lay, and expense.”

The conventions subsequently held in Georgia (at Savannah in
1824) and North Carolina (at Fayetteville in 1829) were much the
same. That the laity were ready to help govern their own church
was demonstrated tangibly at the Georgia convention, which au-
thorized a collection to support Catholic missions in the state.
The convention raised eighty dollars—a sum which, a newspaper
said, “considering the depressed state of business in this city, was
a liberal contribution.”25

The business of these conventions—there were fifteen for South
Carolina, eight for Georgia, two for North Carolina, and then
three general diocesan conventions—was hardly earth-shaking.
At the first diocesan-wide assembly in 1839, for example, which
consisted of thirty-one lay delegates and sixteen priests from all
three states, the proceedings seem like nothing so much as ritual-
ized exercises in parliamentary procedure, consisting largely of
resolutions of thanks. The meetings did not debate fine points of
theology or church discipline. Rather, their tasks were invariably
practical. When the convention in South Carolina in 1828 voted
that “aid to small or poor congregations or parishes, in the erec-
tion of Churches” should “rather be by loan than donation”;
when the convention in Georgia in 1826 made Saint Peter the of-
ficial patron saint of the diocese; when the convention in North
Carolina in 1831 resolved that “each member of this Convention
will make it his particular duty to inquire . . . where there may ex-
ist any Catholics in the State at present, unknown to us”—when
lay people, priests, and bishop concurred in all these actions,
there were few significant historical turning points. Instead, Catho-

70 the faithful



lics simply worked together to meet basic needs. Opening new
parishes, finding priests to serve in them, raising funds so that
Bishop England could travel around the three states visiting con-
gregations—these were the issues that absorbed their attention.
In accomplishing such mundane tasks and, just as important, in
laying to rest the turmoil of earlier disputes, the constitutional
system was effective. “The utmost harmony subsists between the
clergy and the lay delegates,” the Miscellany observed after one
convention. “They perceive that, according as they are enabled to
act upon the constitutional provisions, their labours are abridged,
their mutual rights protected, and the welfare of the church en-
sured.”26

But who were the lay people who took up this work? Sadly,
most of the convention participants are now largely unknown.
None of them achieved national or even statewide renown, and
personal details are few and random. They were obviously promi-
nent in their own local communities and were judged “discreet,
well-conducted men” by their fellow parishioners. Several were
members of those professions from which leaders in most lo-
calities derive. Alexander England (no relation to the bishop), a
delegate to several South Carolina conventions, was a merchant;
Stevens Perry, secretary of the 1829 convention, was an attorney;
and Louis Pitray, president of the 1830 house of the laity, was a
principal in a Charleston banking firm. There were planters and
land speculators among the delegates. Edward Lynah, the trea-
surer of Saint Finbar’s parish and a delegate to several conven-
tions, was the son of a surgeon who briefly pursued a medical
career himself, though he “always preferred the pursuit of agricul-
ture,” a descendant wrote.27 Even those who are now unremem-
bered by history were well enough regarded by their neighbors to
be chosen for office repeatedly. Rare was the convention delegate
who served only a single term. All had their own affairs to attend
to, but they also took on the duties of vestryman or convention
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delegate because they thought it an important part of their reli-
gious responsibility.

Not all observers of this constitutional system were sanguine
about it. Bishops elsewhere were still deeply suspicious of any-
thing that smacked of “trusteeism.” If the Charleston constitu-
tion were to become the model for organizing the church in the
United States, Philadelphia’s Bishop Henry Conwell told an of-
ficial in Rome, “it would mean the quick collapse of the Ameri-
can Church.” This approach was much too “democratic”—at the
time still a scare word that suggested mob rule. “Ecclesiastical lib-
erty” was at stake, in Conwell’s view, by which he meant the
liberty of bishops to govern their churches as they alone saw fit.
Others in the American hierarchy were more open to the idea of
church constitutions. Bishop Joseph Rosati in Saint Louis, for ex-
ample, wrote to John England, predicting that the system would
“secure to your flock the deposit of faith; to ecclesiastical jurisdic-
tion, respect and submission; to the clergy, honor and support;
and to Religion at large, propagation and stability.” Even so, no
other bishop ever tried to replicate England’s constitution, and
after his death in 1842, his successor in Charleston quietly discon-
tinued the conventions.28 By then, bishops everywhere were con-
solidating their own authority at the expense of lay “interference”
and “abuse.”

If purely local control of parishes by trustees was a road not
taken for American Catholics, so too was this constitutional sys-
tem. Something was lost in the process. Defining what role the
laity had in their own church was just as important as defining
the role they did not have. Political and social conditions in the
United States had given American Catholics, no less than their
fellow citizens, certain irreducible views about how institutions of
all kinds should be organized and run. This was, after all, the age
in which Alexis de Tocqueville, a French aristocrat traveling the
country in 1831 and 1832, was singing the praises of “democracy in
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America.” It was critical, Tocqueville wrote, that all religions,
“while carefully putting themselves out of the way of the daily
movement of affairs, not collide unnecessarily with the gener-
ally accepted ideas and permanent interests that reign among” the
citizens.29 That was precisely what the Catholics of the South
thought they were doing: taking the “generally accepted ideas”
that Americans had concerning authority and applying them to
their church. Doing so did not diminish their attachment to their
faith; it enhanced it. The constitutional system had been a bold
experiment, even if no one else ever tried to repeat it.

Lay convention delegates and local vestrymen devoted their own
time and energy to church business, but being Catholic was not
about managing parish finances. Rather, it was the religious life
of the church that attracted and held their loyalty. In sustaining a
commitment to practice their faith, these American Catholics en-
joyed advantages that those of an earlier era had not, for the
church was an increasingly visible presence in their lives. In con-
trast to Catholics of the priestless church, parishioners no longer
experienced months-long fallow periods of waiting for a mission-
ary to arrive; now they might encounter a priest weekly or even
daily. Catholic churches became common features on the local
landscape, joining the spires of Protestant churches in piercing
the low skylines of towns and cities. For the first time since the
establishment of the church in the United States, routine reli-
gious practice came to characterize the way lay people expressed
their Catholicism.

In these early decades of the nineteenth century, Catholics
went through a process that might be called “churchifying.” In-
creasingly, they showed that they were Catholics by attending
regularly scheduled services in their local parish church. A Ro-
man prelate traveling the country was happy to observe a near-
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obsession with constructing new church buildings, the more im-
pressive the better. “These are vital thoughts for them,” he
reported to papal officials. “The majesty, the convenience of ex-
ternal worship, is now a dire necessity.” The churches’ “majesty”
served the important social purpose of demonstrating that Cath-
olics were respectable citizens, he said, but more important, con-
struction was driven by a desire to provide for “the convenience
of external worship.” Church law had always insisted that Catho-
lics attend Mass every Sunday, but this requirement had often
been a practical impossibility. Now Catholics might approach
this ideal. The churches in question, however, were not always
very majestic. A Unitarian minister from New England was de-
cidedly unimpressed by Saint Finbar’s in Charleston, for example,
when he visited there in 1827. It was “a new and somewhat
shabby church for a Romish cathedral,” he thought, “the whole
with an air of poverty.”30 Still, the prospect that Mass could be
said every week, in public, and for crowds of worshipers—not oc-
casionally, privately, and in someone’s home for a few family
members and neighbors—changed the face of American Catholi-
cism. Like other American denominations, this one was now a
faith marked by the regularity of public worship.

Because they were more likely than earlier generations to live
close to a church, lay Catholics could for the first time internalize
the rhythms of week-to-week religious practice, and Sunday was
their focus. The Sabbath was to be observed in two ways, an early
directory of the American church instructed its readers. “The first
is to abstain from all work, from all commerce and manual labor
which is not necessary.” The second was “to sanctify one’s self by
. . . applying himself to what relates to [God’s] worship, and the
duties of piety and religion.” Those duties began with the “great
obligation . . . to assist at the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, the first
and most august of all the acts of religion.” What Sunday Mass
should look like for American Catholics had been spelled out
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clearly. The local priest presided, and wherever possible, a missa
cantata (that is, a sung or “high” Mass) was to be performed by “a
choir trained to sing the proper parts” and “celebrated with all the
dignity of the ceremonial.” At the point in the service where
the priest read the gospel in Latin, he also turned to the congre-
gation and read it aloud in English. After various announce-
ments of parish activities, “a short sermon was to be given of an
exhortatory nature in order that all present should strive for
higher Christian perfection.” The ceremony then continued,
with the chance for those in attendance to receive Communion.31

The religious obligations of Sunday, however, did not end with
morning Mass. Parishioners were also encouraged to return to
church in the afternoon for Vespers, though failure to do so was
not seriously sinful, as skipping Mass was. This service was part
of the ancient church practice of marking the “hours” of each day
with prescribed psalms and prayers, a liturgy performed most
completely in monasteries. On Sundays, priests in American par-
ishes conducted this service publicly, and lay people were urged
to attend “faithfully and assiduously.” Vespers did not last very
long, only about half an hour: a few prayers were recited, the
choir might render a psalm, then the priest would deliver a
short “instruction.” The service concluded with Benediction of
the Blessed Sacrament, a ceremony in which the priest blessed
the congregation using a piece of consecrated Eucharistic bread.
Framing the day with morning Mass and afternoon Vespers,
church officials said, then allowed the observant Catholic to “take
some hours to relax his mind and comfort his body after the la-
bour and fatigue of the week, by an innocent rest, or any lawful
recreation.”32

No attendance records were kept, so we cannot know how
closely American Catholics approached these expectations for Sun-
day observance. All the circumstantial evidence, however, points
to steadily rising levels of religious practice. Church schedules in-
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dicate that Catholics quickly got into the habit of attending
Mass. The growing number of services shows that enough Catho-
lics were filling the pews to justify having them; in effect, supply
serves as a rough gauge of demand. In the 1830s, for example,
Mass was said at one of the half-dozen churches in Boston at 6, 7,
and 10 o’clock in the morning—7, 8, and 10 o’clock during the
winter months, when the sun rose later. A church in St. Louis
had a similar schedule for white parishioners and a separate Mass
at 9 o’clock “for the coloured people.” New Orleans had five
churches, each with at least two Masses on Sunday, including sev-
eral at which preaching was done in both French and English.
Moreover, priests were routinely given permission to say two
Masses on Sunday, even though church law normally permitted
them to say only one. Bishops had to allow their priests to “bi-
nate” (as the practice was called), simply because not all parishio-
ners could be accommodated at a single service. Vespers, by con-
trast—in most places offered at three in the afternoon during the
summer and at two in the winter—was not nearly so well at-
tended. Repeated exhortations by the clergy that parishioners set
aside their “lawful recreation” and come to the afternoon service
suggest that Catholics were, in practice, less regular about atten-
dance at Vespers than at Mass. Even so, the expanding schedule
of services constituted a kind of “devotional revolution.”33 Catho-
lics were no longer identified by infrequent, ad hoc worship, but
by weekly churchgoing.

Concern that the liturgy be conducted with “the dignity of the
ceremonial” meant that parishes devoted new attention to acquir-
ing and maintaining the equipment needed for public worship.
The priest wore special robes at Mass and used certain “hard-
ware” for Communion. Traveling missionaries generally carried
their own equipment around with them, but local parishes bought
full sets as soon as they could. A priest visiting a church in Savan-
nah, Georgia, for example, was pleased to discover that the pa-
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rishioners had on hand two silver chalices (for the wine to be
consecrated into Christ’s blood in the Eucharist), a ciborium (the
cup holding the consecrated bread during the distribution of
Communion), and a monstrance, which held the Eucharistic par-
ticle used in the blessing during Benediction. This church also
had “six suits of Vestments complete,” one in each of the colors
for the different seasons of the church year. A church in Augusta
was not so well equipped: it had only “one suit of poor vest-
ments,” though it had three cloths for covering the altar and eight
candlesticks.34 As time went on, churches acquired the liturgical
equipment they needed, often through bequests from parishio-
ners in memory of deceased family members or friends.

Some effort in these years also went into helping the laity un-
derstand what was happening at Mass. Whereas earlier devo-
tional manuals had been designed to give lay people religious ex-
ercises they could conduct on their own, the prayer books of the
early nineteenth century offered detailed explanations of public
worship. Since the service was now regularly available to lay peo-
ple, it made sense to explain to them what they were seeing as
they sat in church Sunday after Sunday. A Laity’s Directory of the
1820s, for example, went into considerable detail on the subject,
beginning with the color of the priest’s robes: white for the major
festivals, like Easter; red (symbolizing blood) for the feast days of
martyred saints; somber purple for the penitential season of Lent;
green during the bulk of the church year; black on Good Friday
(commemorating Christ’s crucifixion) and for funerals.35 Earlier
generations, attending Mass in a neighbor’s living room, had
probably seen a priest wearing his street clothes, which would
have been indistinguishable from those of any other gentleman.
(Distinctive clothing for the Catholic clergy, including the so-
called Roman collar, would not become common in the United
States until the end of the nineteenth century.) Now, parishioners
saw a man whose distinctive garb reinforced the religious sig-
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nificance of what he was doing. For those laity who might well
wonder what they were seeing, published guides were an integral
part of the churchifying process.

Even more useful were explanations of the ceremony of the
Mass itself, which began to proliferate in the 1820s. Most often,
these came in the form of a “missal” (from the Latin word for the
Mass, missa), containing the actual text of the service, which pa-
rishioners could use to follow along as the liturgy unfolded.36

From the perspective of a later period, those attending Mass in
the early nineteenth century did not have much to do: they were
largely spectators at a ceremony that, in some ways, did not even
take account of the fact that they were there. The priest stood
with his back to the congregation most of the time: the theologi-
cal understanding was that he addressed God, as represented on
the altar, on behalf of the people arrayed behind him. What is
more, he spoke in Latin, the ancient universal language, and usu-
ally in a low voice. Only the altar boys who assisted him ever said
anything in response, and they too were speaking quietly in the
Latin phrases they had managed to memorize, often with dif-
ficulty. The congregation could not see or hear much of what was
going on, though through dint of repetition they could follow
the general rhythm of the Mass. Missals offered more detailed
guidance by providing the text of the prayers in Latin and Eng-
lish, printed in parallel columns on the page, together with itali-
cized stage directions explaining the priest’s movements.

Few lay people who used a missal probably understood the
Latin, but by reading along in English they could see what
prayers the priest was saying as he said them. Some parts of the
Mass were the same each week, while others (the gospel reading,
for example) changed every time, and the missal included all
these varying texts. Although intended mostly for use on Sun-
days, it also contained material for other occasions as well. One
missal gave all the readings for daily Mass during Lent, for exam-
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ple, when the especially devout were encouraged to attend, and it
translated the texts for the special Mass to be said at weddings.
Finally, it included prayers for particular occasions: prayers for
rain, for families in distress, for help in various “tribulations,” and
so on.37 Earlier devotional manuals, such as those of Richard
Challoner, had provided only summaries of the prayers of the
Mass, but these newly available missals gave the actual texts.
While we cannot know how many ordinary parishioners owned
such a book, the expanding number of editions attests to their
role in the churchifying of American Catholics.

From the beginning, Bishop John Carroll had hoped to render
the entire liturgy into English, though he did not think he had
the authority to mandate this innovation on his own. Priests
would have to say the words of the Mass in Latin, he and other
American bishops agreed in 1810, but “it does not appear to be
contrary to the injunctions of the church” to provide English
translations for the people in attendance. One bishop who pre-
sided at the ordination of a new priest, a rare sight in American
Catholic communities in those years, noted that “the form [of the
ceremony] was translated into English for [the people’s] use and
distributed” in the hopes that it would be helpful to both the
“strangers” and the Catholics who were there. Taking further ad-
vantage of that teaching opportunity, he added, “I also preached
upon the subject.” Sometimes, translating the Mass into a ver-
nacular language was more complicated. One missionary, travel-
ing among American Indians in Maine in 1827, explained the
Mass in English to an assembled group of interested Protestants
and then, with the help of a bilingual native, “caused my dis-
course to be interpreted to the Indians who did not understand
English.”38 In this way, the clergy took every chance they could to
explain church ceremonies to lay people, particularly those who
were just getting used to the idea of regular church attendance.

The hope that a church would have “a choir trained to sing
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the proper parts” was also progressively realized during the church-
ifying of Catholics. Hymn singing by the congregation, long a
staple of Protestant worship, was not generally encouraged, and
in fact would not become a part of Catholic practice until later.
Still, Catholic churches began to appreciate the value of music in
enhancing “the dignity of the ceremonial.” An organ, even a
small one, was an expensive piece of equipment, but local congre-
gations set about procuring one as soon as they could. More-
over, they assembled singers from among the parishioners, rang-
ing in ability from the experienced to the merely enthusiastic.
Compared with rural areas, most cities had a larger talent pool
from which to draw, but even in out-of-the-way places the results
could be impressive. In 1843, a discerning visitor to Saint Peter’s,
the original Catholic parish in New York City, was not surprised
to find the “music excellent, organ first rate,” but a few years ear-
lier he had been no less impressed by the choir at a church in Fall
River, Massachusetts, which he described as “pretty well con-
ducted . . . for a Country Church.” This was not always the
case. In an immigrant parish in Lowell, Massachusetts, the music
could only be described as “bad” and the “singing worse”; in yet
another place, the choir was judged “abominable, being com-
posed of a parcel of Individuals who had neither voices nor
knowledge of Music.”39 Critics could always carp, but American
Catholics still came to think of their services as not entirely com-
plete without the proper kinds of accompaniment.

Desire to promote a greater “knowledge of Music” led to the
production of the first choir books for use in American Catholic
parishes. These were not “hymnals” as such, insofar as that term
suggests use by the people in the pews. Rather, they were for or-
ganized choirs directed by musicians who themselves had greater
or lesser training. One volume, published in 1841, proclaimed it-
self “a standard work for the regulation of the Music in the choirs
of all the Catholic churches.” It gave the organ and voice parts for
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“the Service, both of the forenoon and afternoon”—that is, both
Mass and Vespers—“of the Sundays and principal Festivals of the
year.” By providing this “regulation,” the volume hoped to pre-
vent “introducing into the Choirs Music which is neither appro-
priate to the season, nor adapted to the majesty of the house of
God.” The contents could be adapted to whatever musical re-
sources a particular church had available. The vocal lines con-
tained soprano, alto, and tenor parts, as well as a bass line, which
“with a very few exceptions, agrees with the Organ Bass”; in
smaller choirs, the hymns might be performed in two parts only,
soprano and bass. The organ lines were complete, but anyone
reasonably accomplished on the instrument “need not confine
himself to the chords only as they are laid down here” and might
feel free to improvise. For beginners, the volume contained a
twenty-page overview of “elementary principles of music,” in-
cluding scales, time signatures, and instructions on how to follow
a conductor’s arm movements. There was music for several com-
plete Masses, various litanies, and almost fifty pages of psalms for
use during Vespers. Most of the words were in Latin, a circum-
stance that virtually precluded congregational singing, though
some pieces could also be sung in English.40

In the hands of trained musicians, choir books could be used
to improve the quality of music in American Catholic churches
and thereby make the services seem more “like church.” At Holy
Cross Cathedral in Boston, for instance, an immigrant violin-
ist named Luigi Ostinelli took over responsibility for the choir
shortly after his arrival in 1818. Other parishes in the city asked
him to rehearse their singers as well, and by the 1830s several
choirs were performing weekly in their own churches and coming
together for joint concerts as the “Gregorian Society.” In Do-
ver, New Hampshire, at about the same time, a Catholic music
teacher enlisted his students, young and old, to perform at ser-
vices. On one occasion, Mass was said to the accompaniment of
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an ensemble consisting of a bass violin, a bassoon, a clarinet, and
a flute. Harmony, alas, did not always produce harmony. Musi-
cians could be notoriously temperamental, and disagreements
sometimes arose. Ostinelli faced a rebellion in his choir in 1832,
when some members took a dislike to their organist, who, they
thought, was making fun of them. A few quit the group—imag-
ine refusing “to sing the praises of God from a private sniff!” a
priest of the parish exclaimed—but they came back after receiv-
ing assurances that the organist would be more understanding.41

Earlier American Catholics had not found many aesthetic re-
wards in their ad hoc services, but later parishioners came to ex-
pect that music would enhance their experience of church.

In addition to increased Mass attendance, American Catholics
became both more able and more willing to partake of the other
sacraments of their faith, now that they had regular access to a
church. For clergy and laity alike, this was a welcome improve-
ment, since it meant that the ceremonies could be conducted
with the proper decorum. In a letter to his diocese in 1827, John
Dubois, the bishop of New York, was happy to note that Catho-
lics were leaving behind the days when their rituals were “a simple
meeting of a few friends, in a private room, where refreshments
are prepared,” where the people in attendance did not “appear
sensible of [the] impropriety” of such informality. Now, the very
solemnity of the church itself, “the sacred vestments, the baptis-
mal fonts, and above all, the presence of the adorable victim [that
is, Christ], from whose blood all the sacraments derive their vir-
tue, are calculated to excite the gravity” of the congregation.42

Changing practice surrounding the baptism of Catholic chil-
dren shows the new focus on the parish church. Newborns no
longer had to wait for months or years until a priest happened
through town; children could now be baptized almost immedi-
ately after birth, and for Catholic parents this was a positive de-
velopment. The theology of the time maintained that infants

82 the faithful



who died before being baptized were excluded from heaven for all
eternity. They were not consigned to hell, since they had not
committed any sins that would leave them to that terrible fate.
Instead, it was thought that their souls went to a neutral place in
the afterlife called “limbo,” where they suffered none of the tor-
ments of hell but also enjoyed none of the glories of heaven. The
theological foundations for limbo ranged from shaky to nonexis-
tent, and the church later admitted that it simply did not know
the fate of unbaptized babies. Popular belief did not waver, how-
ever, and for American Catholic parents, the terrors of high in-
fant mortality rates—even by the end of the century, these still
averaged about 165 per 1,000 births—made it imperative that
their children be baptized as soon as possible.

The baptismal records of one church—it happens to be Saint
Mary’s, in the North End section of Boston, but its experience
was replicated throughout Catholic America—show both the high
number of baptisms and how soon after birth the ceremony usu-
ally came. The parish was located in one of the densest neighbor-
hoods of the city, and in 1837, its first full year, it was the scene of
335 baptisms. Of these, just over half were performed within three
days of the child’s birth; almost 30 percent were done either on
the very day of birth or the day after.43 These parishioners had be-
come accustomed to making the church an intimate part of their
lives. Even amid all the household turmoil that came with a new-
born, their thoughts turned to fulfilling the demands of church
membership.

In these different ways, the Catholic laity in the church of the
democratic republic were transformed into what may for the first
time be described as a churchgoing people. Many might have
wanted to be that in the past, but only with the expanding infra-
structure of faith could they become, like so many of their Protes-
tant neighbors, regular churchgoers. Faithful attendance at ser-
vices in their local parish church was now the way they expressed
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their identity as Catholics. They had the chance to go to Mass ev-
ery Sunday; in fact, they had a choice of several on any given
Sunday and had only to decide which was most convenient for
them. This availability of public worship transformed their ways
of religious expression. Priests still devoted no small amount of
energy to instructing lay people in correct belief, and they contin-
ued to teach the basics of faith through the catechism. All this
helped promote orthodoxy (literally, in Greek, “correct opin-
ion”). It was, however, the more unusual but more accurate word
orthopraxy (“correct practice”) that marked these parishioners.
They were Catholics because they acted like Catholics. They
went to church both regularly and frequently because they were
at last able to meet longstanding injunctions that they do so. To
be sure, some did not, and the problem of those who had “fallen
away” first began to worry priests in these years, just as it was
beginning to worry Protestant churchmen. For the majority of
Catholics, however, routine religious practice became their way
of being members of their church.

At the same time, even as Catholics became more regular
they also became in some senses more passive. The responsibility
for conducting religious worship had shifted from lay people,
aided by devotional manuals prepared for that purpose, to the
priest, who said the official prayers to which parishioners might
or might not be paying attention. The distinction may be a
fine one, but religious worship was now something Catholics at-
tended rather than something they did. We should not push the
economic analogy too far, but American Catholics became con-
sumers of religion more than its producers. They were encour-
aged to follow the prayers of the Mass in their missal (if they had
one), but even if they did not their attendance was still sufficient.

Churchgoing made American Catholics more like American Prot-
estants, but many issues still divided the two groups of Chris-
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tians. Primary among these was the pope, and the question of
American Catholics’ relationship to the leader of their church
took on new urgency in these years. While an earlier generation
of Catholics in the United States had been effectively popeless,
those in the church of the democratic republic began to pay
closer attention to the pontiff. The man who had merited but a
single question in John Carroll’s catechism of the 1790s now got
more extended consideration. Kings came and went, another cat-
echism, published in 1820, maintained, “but the bishops of Rome
have never failed; there never was a period,” the volume contin-
ued (not entirely accurately), “during which the world did not
recognize with certainty the lawful successor to St. Peter.” For
that reason, “each one of the Pontiffs is a link in that great chain,
which binds the present members of the Catholic church to
the glorious days of the Redeemer and his Apostles.” An alma-
nac from 1835 gave visual expression to this chain. It featured a
twenty-page “chronological table” of world history, beginning
with Adam (the traditional date of 4004 b.c. was given for his
creation), proceeding through the figures of the Old and New
Testaments, and then listing every pope from Saint Peter (34 a.d.,
another notional date) until the current one, elected just four
years earlier.44 The chart’s unbroken chronology was intended to
be reassuring: a succession of popes from antiquity to their own
times offered Catholics evidence that their religion could survive
any uncertainty.

Expressions of devotion to the papacy were now common-
place. In November 1823, the delegates to the first convention in
South Carolina took a morning off from their deliberations to
commemorate the life of Pope Pius VII, who had died that sum-
mer. The cathedral was draped in black, and a reproduction of
the pope’s coat of arms was set up before the “large congrega-
tion.” Bishop England preached for more than an hour “upon the
virtues” of the deceased pontiff, taking the occasion “to remark
upon the many mistakes which are too often made by the un-
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thinking and the ill-informed respecting the doctrines of the
Catholic Church” concerning the pope. “It was our duty as affec-
tionate children,” a participant noted, reverting to the language
of childhood, “to moisten the tomb of our father with our tears.”
Sentimental language is expected on such occasions, but these
ceremonies reminded Catholics that “the earliest antiquity had
established upon the best authority” the leadership of the pope.
For many Catholics, this authority was central to the pope’s ap-
peal, an appeal that might also attract converts to the faith. A
wealthy Philadelphia woman, raised a Unitarian, became a Cath-
olic in the 1840s because she came to accept the authority of the
papacy as something that traced to Christ himself. Jesus, she ex-
plained to a skeptical cousin, had committed leadership to Saint
Peter, “whom He declared to be the corner-stone of His church;
this authority to be transmitted by him to his successors to the
end of time, so that these eighteen hundred and forty-eight years
had been bound together by ties as strong as God could make
them.”45

A representative of the pope, touring the country in 1853, was
pleased to see that American Catholics had come to feel “the
greatest love for the Holy See and for the Holy Father.” Every-
where he went, said Archbishop Gaetano Bedini, who had been
dispatched to explore the possibility of establishing diplomatic
relations between the Papal States and the American government,
he was greeted with signs of “love and respect for the reigning
Pontiff.” During his seven-month visit, Bedini reported that he
had been the recipient of more than two hundred speeches af-
firming American Catholics’ love of the pope, “in so many lan-
guages, always given with great veneration and joy.” Young Cath-
olics in particular, he thought, were unlikely to forget “such holy
impressions” and would, in the future, “bind themselves more se-
curely to the Holy Father and to Rome and to the Catholic
Faith.”46 His phrasing betrayed a telling order of value—the pope
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came first, then Rome, and only then the faith itself—but none-
theless Bedini had reason to assert that “every Catholic was proud
of his religion and those who were formerly cool and indifferent
did not remain so.” The sentiment probably did not apply to
“every” Catholic, but the number for whom it did was steadily
growing.

Bedini’s visit had in fact been more controversial than he let
on, both with Catholics and with other Americans. The nation’s
bishops eyed him warily, fearful that he was spying on them. “I
did not ask them many questions,” Bedini said afterward, “lest I
appear the investigator, which many bishops suspected I was, and
of which only a few approved.” The bishops did appreciate his
help in suppressing the last vestiges of trusteeism, as he was able
to do with a lingering lay board at a parish in Buffalo. “I am
happy to report that this matter is completely and finally ended,”
he declared when he got back to Italy, and he could not resist
adding: “All the American bishops . . . have highly praised my re-
plies to these men.”47 But he had also been a target of popular
hostility, with some non-Catholics expressing their own suspi-
cions of this agent of the pope on American soil. In several cities
he visited there were massive public demonstrations against him,
some of them violent. Any increased visibility of the pope had a
negative as well as a positive side, because the successor of Saint
Peter was once again a figure of contention on the world’s stage.

The papacy had managed to survive the turmoil of the French
Revolution and the Napoleonic era, but survival had often been a
near thing. After Pope Pius VI (1775–1799) died as Napoleon’s
prisoner, his successor, Pius VII (1800–1823), spent many years
similarly confined here and there across Europe. Once the Con-
gress of Vienna restored order on the Continent in 1815, however,
popes reasserted their power in the Papal States of central Italy
and, more broadly, aligned themselves with the forces of reaction.
Revolution and democracy were obviously dangerous—look at
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all the trouble they had caused—and successive popes encour-
aged new theories of their own powers. In 1799 a Benedictine
priest, who would later become Pope Gregory XVI (1831–1846),
published a five-hundred-page treatise entitled The Triumph of
the Holy See and the Church over the Assaults of Rejected Innovators,
which was soon translated into several languages. The world was
always in turmoil, the argument went, but the church was un-
changing and infallible, guided by the pope as its absolute mon-
arch. Twenty years later, a Sardinian diplomat produced a dis-
course, Du Pape (“On the Pope”), which argued that the survival
of civilization itself depended on an all-powerful papacy. The
logic was simple: “There can be no public morality and no na-
tional character without religion; there can be no Christianity
without Catholicism; there can be no Catholicism without the
Pope.”48

Armed with such views, popes became newly assertive within
the church. John Carroll had rejected the idea that the pope was a
“universal administrator,” but that was precisely what popes now
strove to become. “I leave myself entirely in the hands of the
Holy Father,” wrote an American priest who was under consider-
ation for appointment as a bishop in 1835.49 No earlier bishops
would have denied the pope’s spiritual supremacy, but few would
have thought of themselves as being “entirely” in his hands. This
priest, however, was “ready to obey what he orders, as obeying
Christ.” Here was a new rhetoric, and popes took advantage of it
by cementing control over the appointment of bishops. The pro-
cess was fitful in Europe, but in America it proceeded quickly.
New dioceses were created, and the pope chose the bishops who
would lead them, putting in place men who shared his vision of
his authority. There had been only five dioceses in the United
States at the time of Carroll’s death in 1815, but the number grew
to eight by 1825, twelve by 1835, and twenty-one by 1845, a four-
fold increase in just thirty years.
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Popes were also steadily more enthusiastic in their denuncia-
tions of the “rejected innovators” of modern life. Gregory XVI
even condemned the new technology of railroads, punning that
these chemins de fer (“roads of iron”), as they were known in
French, were chemins d’enfer (“roads to hell”). More seriously,
popes adopted a broadly reactionary political and social outlook
that seemed at odds with some characteristically American no-
tions. In 1832, Gregory decried the “absurd and erroneous maxim,
or rather . . . delirium, that freedom of conscience [in religion]
must be assured and guaranteed to everyone.” Possibly worse, he
thought, was “that deadly freedom that cannot be sufficiently
feared, the freedom of the press.”50

Few Catholics in the United States shared such extreme senti-
ments. They had profited from the freedom of conscience that
was available to them, and they enthusiastically embraced this
ideal. But with their pope expressing such blatantly “un-Ameri-
can” ideas, they could well expect their fellow citizens to react
with suspicion and hostility. Anti-Catholic feeling in America
stretched back at least to the Massachusetts “anti-priest” law of
1647, though by the early nineteenth century this had become a
largely rhetorical stance for most non-Catholics. In the face of
this newly aggressive papacy, however, fear that Catholics posed a
genuine threat to the nation’s values gained a new life. In 1831,
a person who signed himself simply “A True American” posted a
notice on the door of a newly opened Catholic church in Con-
necticut: “Be it known . . . that all Catholics and all persons in fa-
vor of the Catholic religion are a set of vile imposters, liars, vil-
lains and cowardly cut-throats . . . I bid defiance to that villain
the Pope.”51

In the summer of 1834, anonymous defiance turned to violence
in Charlestown, Massachusetts, a working-class town just across
the harbor from Boston. Several evangelical Protestant ministers
had passed through on the lecture circuit, detailing the dangers of
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reinvigorated popery. One of the most enthusiastic was Lyman
Beecher of Cincinnati, father of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who later
galvanized northern opposition to slavery with her best seller Un-
cle Tom’s Cabin. During a hot mid-August week, Beecher deliv-
ered a series of inflammatory addresses, exposing a supposed pa-
pal plot to seize control of the Mississippi Valley, the first step in a
Catholic power-grab whose purpose was to wipe out American
freedom. In response, popular anger focused on a convent of
Ursuline nuns in Charlestown and the school for girls (most of
them the daughters of well-to-do Protestants) that they ran. Per-
haps in reaction to the rising tension, perhaps simply from the
heat, one of the sisters suffered an epileptic seizure and left the
convent, though a day or two later she recovered her senses and
returned. The incident prompted rumors that she had attempted
to “escape” the clutches of the church and had been dragged back
against her will. This was enough to set off a mob, which at-
tacked the convent, drove nuns and pupils alike into the night,
and burned the place to the ground; fortunately, no one was
killed. The ringleaders, some of whom boasted openly of their
part in the riot, were tried but acquitted by a sympathetic jury.52

Convents of nuns and what went on inside them suddenly
seized the popular imagination. Given contemporary attitudes
about women as properly confined to roles as wives and mothers,
anti-Catholics saw something unnatural and even subversive in
these independent institutions run by and for women. A new lit-
erary genre emerged almost overnight: the tale of the “escaped
nun.” Most successful were two books published immediately af-
ter the riot in Massachusetts: Six Months in a Convent (1835) by
Rebecca Reed, and Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu Nunnery
(1836), ostensibly by a woman named Maria Monk. Reed was an
actual person; Monk, as her too-coincidental name suggests, was
not—the book had been written by a team of evangelical minis-
ters—though someone using that name toured the country in the
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wake of its success. Both volumes compiled lurid tales of the cru-
elty and other abominations that they “proved” went on behind
the cloister walls. Priests regularly slipped in through secret pas-
sages to have sex with the sisters, for instance, and the babies
born of these illicit passions were first strangled and then buried
in the cellar, the graves filled with lime to make their tiny bodies
decay faster. Much of this writing was thinly disguised pornogra-
phy, at least as that term was defined in the 1830s. Monk’s book
even included what purported to be floor plans of a convent in
Montreal, showing trap doors, hidden staircases, “gaming and
feasting rooms,” and just enough chambers marked “unknown”
to make it all seem real. The books sold hundreds of thousands of
copies: in the entire period before the Civil War, only Uncle Tom’s
Cabin itself had a better market. No amount of Catholic refuta-
tion could entirely shake the notion that these descriptions were
accurate, and their role in keeping popular anti-Catholic feeling
alive was considerable.53

A decade later, Philadelphia was the scene of more destruc-
tive rioting. Catholic leaders there had been pressing for a change
in the requirement that only the King James Version of the Bi-
ble—the so-called Protestant translation, to which Catholics ob-
jected—be used daily in the public schools. This effort brought
the charge that Catholics were against the Bible altogether, and
violence exploded one afternoon in May 1844, when two Catho-
lic churches and nearly three dozen private homes were burned to
the ground. Order was restored after a week, but blame was
placed squarely on the Catholics. The incident had resulted from
“the efforts of a portion of the community to exclude the Bible
from our public schools,” a grand jury investigating the incident
concluded. Violence flared again right after the Fourth of July.
This time the cause was a rumor that churches were being used as
storehouses for guns; when a cache of weapons was indeed found
in one church (most likely kept for defensive purposes), rioting
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began again. A group even dragged in some cannon from ships in
the river and aimed them directly at a church; lacking ammuni-
tion, they loaded the cannons with nails and metal scraps and
then fired. This had the desired effect: the defending Catholics
fled, and the church was ransacked, though not destroyed. Rival
militia companies were called in to restore order, but they only
added to the confusion. When the incident was over, fourteen
people had been killed and another fifty wounded.54

As dramatic as they were, episodes of overt violence against
Catholics were not sustained in their intensity over long periods:
they came and they went quickly. Nor did they characterize the
attitudes of most American Protestants. Civic and religious lead-
ers always denounced anti-Catholic violence, partly on account
of the bigotry involved, partly because riots presented an unac-
ceptable level of social disorder. The incidents were recurrent
enough, however, to have an effect. A lingering suspicion of Ca-
tholicism embedded itself as a theme in American history, one
that might manifest itself at any time. In 1854, for example,
the alarm was raised when Pope Pius IX, following the example
of other foreign leaders, contributed an inscribed stone to the
Washington Monument, which was just going up in the na-
tion’s capital. A vigilante group managed to steal the papal stone,
which was either hammered to pieces or thrown into the Poto-
mac River.55 The episode halted construction for nearly thirty
years, and close observers of the monument even today can see
that the color of the stones changes about one-third of the way
up the famous obelisk, where the project was suspended.

For Catholics, too, the hostility they faced had a lasting effect.
They thought of themselves as loyal to their nation and to their
church at the same time, but those who rioted against them were
convinced that such dual loyalties were impossible to sustain.
Would American Catholics always have to answer the charge that
they were “liars, villains, and cowardly cut-throats”? How many
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times would they have to prove that their religion and their patri-
otism were compatible? They had become faithful citizens and
regular, churchgoing people, but to some Americans they still
presented a threat.

Neither the rioters in Philadelphia nor the Catholics who were
their victims had any idea of how much more complicated the
question of American Catholic identity was about to become. Be-
fore the decade was over, the number of Catholic immigrants
from Ireland and other European countries would suddenly swell
to enormous proportions. How (or whether) these newcomers
would assimilate themselves into American life became the ur-
gent question, one that would take generations to play out. For
American Catholics, the steady stream of new arrivals changed
their church forever. The small church of the priestless era and
that of the democratic republic were no more. Theirs would now
be a large and steadily growing denomination, and the experience
of the immigrants would define its character.
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3

The Immigrant Church

Anna Hurban was born in 1855 in the village of Egbell in
Slovakia, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Had she stayed
there, history would probably not have remembered her, but she
left for America about thirty years later with her husband and
small children, settling in a Slovak neighborhood of Cleveland,
Ohio. There, she got to know Father Stephen Furdek, the pastor
of Saint Ladislaus Church at the corner of Corwin and Holton
Avenues. For the Hurbans and immigrants like them, the parish
was not just a place of spiritual solace amid the turmoil of up-
rooting from the old world and transplanting to the new. It was
also the place where they sent their children to school and where
they gathered with their neighbors in the many societies that
flourished there.

Furdek was by nature an organizer, and so was Mrs. Hurban.
He had begun a Saint Joseph Society in 1889 that offered regular
devotional exercises and, just as important, affordable insurance
policies, something to cushion the blow if a family’s breadwin-
ner were injured in the crowded factories where most of them
worked. A year later, Father Furdek assembled representatives of
similar groups from parishes all over the Midwest to form a coor-



dinating body known as the First Catholic Slovak Union. The
union steadily expanded its membership and its programs, even-
tually publishing a newspaper and offering classes in labor orga-
nizing and workers’ rights. Anna Hurban watched all this and
then outdid her pastor in organizing ability. She and eight neigh-
bors formed the First Catholic Slovak Ladies Union in 1892 and
embarked on an ambitious agenda. In less than ten years, the la-
dies union had 84 local affiliates in half a dozen states. It opened
an orphanage, ran schools to preserve language and culture, pub-
lished its own newspaper, and established a related society for
young people. By the time of Hurban’s death in 1928, the small
club she had started had more than 65,000 members across the
nation.1

What is most distinctive about Anna Hurban, perhaps, is that
she was not particularly distinctive at all. Many other Catholic
immigrants, from housewives to factory workers, did what she
did. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the American
Catholic landscape was crowded with churches, schools, hospi-
tals, orphanages, social welfare agencies, and devotional societies,
organized along ethnic lines and sustained by immigrants and
their families. Even a casual observer could see this infrastructure
just by walking around the Catholic neighborhoods of almost
any city. A single intersection might have a church on two or
three of its four corners, each serving the needs of a different na-
tionality. Residents identified with these churches, and it was par-
ish as much as place that defined them. If asked, “Where do you
live?” they did not reply, “Dorchester” or “Harlem” or “Wood-
land,” but rather, “Saint Brendan’s” or “Our Lady’s” or “Saint
Lad’s.”2 This dense network of churches was evidence of a flour-
ishing Catholicism in America that Roger Hanly and James Mc-
Donald could hardly have dreamed of. The Mass was available
every day of the week and half a dozen times on Sunday. Immi-
grants could hear sermons and go to confession in their own lan-

The Immigrant Church 95



guage. Four or five priests lived in the parish rectory, and they
were available at virtually any hour of the day or night. The
church itself was an imposing and beautiful building just down
the street, where people might stop in to say a quick prayer or
light a candle on their way home from work or the grocery store.
This is what it was like to be an American Catholic in the immi-
grant church.

Immigrant life was full of uncertainties: the physical hardship
and dangers of industrial labor, the economic ups and downs,
sometimes the hostility of better-established groups who resented
outsiders. Amid all that, the church was an anchor, stabilizing
things otherwise left adrift. The church also offered opportu-
nity. The sons and daughters of immigrants became priests and
nuns in numbers previously unimagined, and their vocations
gave them and their families advantages in this world as well as
the next one. They earned advanced degrees at a time when edu-
cation was still a luxury, and they achieved a kind of elite status in
the community. In the process, they embodied the church’s pres-
ence for lay Catholics.

Local parishes were busy because there were now cadres of reli-
gious men and women to plan and oversee them. Priests and
nuns lived among their people, as familiar as the cop on the beat
or the shopkeeper around the corner. Most important, they di-
rected the religious activities of the parish. Sunday morning Mass
was only the beginning. Other exercises embedded themselves
into the routines of immigrant Catholics: novenas, prayers for
specified causes conducted over nine successive days; parish mis-
sions, a week or two of intense preaching designed, like Protes-
tant revival meetings, to stir the fervor of the faithful; religious
processions through the neighborhood streets. Catholics’ partici-
pation in their religion grew to unprecedented levels in this rich
religious culture, wiping out the memory of earlier, more perilous
times. The church the immigrants made—in cooperation with
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the clergy, but also on their own—was distinct from that of both
earlier and later eras, and it had an enduring impact on American
Catholics.

The general story of immigration to America, like the particular
story of Catholic immigration, is often told using metaphors of
water. At first there was just a trickle. In the 1820s, when reliable
counting began, only about 140,000 foreign passengers debarked
in United States ports, and not all of them intended to stay.
Given that the total population in 1830 was about 13 million, the
arrivals represented a statistically insignificant number, barely 1
percent. Relative peace in Europe thereafter made crossing the
Atlantic a reasonably safe endeavor, and as changing economic
conditions on the old continent forced some to look for better
prospects in the new, the flow grew until it became a wave. By the
1840s, the trickle had become a tidal surge: more than 1.5 million
migrants in that decade, more than 2.5 million in the next one. In
some cities, this surge became a flood, frightening many with its
force and speed. Only about 2,000 immigrants had come into
Boston in 1820, but almost 110,000 arrived in 1850, nearly as
many people as lived there already. By 1850, 45 percent of the
population of New York City had been born abroad, and the
numbers only went higher thereafter.3

These immigrants came from a short list of countries, and Ire-
land stood at the head of that list. A persistent and destruc-
tive fungus was attacking the potato plants on which the island’s
agriculture depended, and the failure of successive annual crops
brought famine and destitution on a wide scale. British govern-
ment policy in the crisis, most historians now agree, made mat-
ters worse. Getting out was the only sensible course of action for
anyone who could scrape together the resources to do so. Almost
800,000 Irish moved to the United States in the 1840s, account-
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ing for almost half of all arrivals. They dwarfed the mere 30,000
from England and the only slightly larger number who came
across the border from Canada. Second to the Irish were migrants
from the still disunited German states, where times were not so
hard though still uncertain. More than 400,000 Germans moved
to America in the 1840s, five times as many as came from France
and thirty times more than those from all the Scandinavian coun-
tries combined. The nation’s total population jumped by roughly
35 percent in that decade, about a third of it accounted for by
new arrivals from abroad. Immigration had become central to
American life.4

Understandably, the pace slackened during the Civil War. As
soon as the conflict was over, however, immigration resumed, and
once again water was the governing metaphor. A new tide rose, as
immigrants came in still greater numbers, at a faster rate, and
from a wider range of places. The 1880s were typical. Altogether,
about 5.2 million people entered the United States in that decade,
a figure equal to 10 percent of the existing population. As be-
fore, Germany and Ireland led the list: 650,000 from Ireland,
1.5 million from Germany. But now, migrants from other parts
of Europe joined the flow: 300,000 from Italy; a comparable
number from various parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire;
265,000 from Russia and its territories, including Poland; more
than 600,000 from Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. For the first
time ever, noticeable numbers of Chinese (61,000) and other
Asians populated the western United States.5

In the face of this massive movement of peoples, those who
considered themselves native citizens—they were not really na-
tives, of course, but merely the descendants of earlier immi-
grants—began to wonder about the nation’s ability to absorb the
newcomers, who were accused of bringing crime, social prob-
lems, and political radicalism with them. An emerging “science”
of ethnic and racial classification began to distinguish “good” im-
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migrants, who might be encouraged to come, from “bad” ones,
who surely should not. Asians, for example, were presumed to be
undesirable, and legislation to exclude Chinese from American
shores first passed Congress in 1882; it was renewed every ten
years thereafter. Other groups, too, were suspect: eleven Italian
immigrants were lynched in New Orleans in 1891, a vigilante
punishment usually reserved for African Americans. Broad politi-
cal pressure built to restrict the number of migrants who could
enter the nation and the countries from which they could come.
These efforts culminated in legislation in the 1920s that effec-
tively closed the spigot on immigration by setting low annual
quotas, country by country.6

Not all nineteenth-century immigrants were Catholics, of
course. Many were not: Lutherans from Sweden, Jews from Rus-
sia and Poland, several denominations of Protestants from central
Europe, Buddhists and Confucians from Asia. The Irish, by con-
trast, were overwhelmingly Catholic, and their Catholicism was
of a particularly fervid kind. Partly in response to the terrors of
the famine, church leaders in Ireland had made a concerted effort
to turn previously lukewarm Irish Catholics into devout and reg-
ular churchgoers. Mass attendance rose to previously unknown
levels on the island, and other pious practices were introduced:
communal recitations of the rosary, devotions to various saints,
pilgrimages to holy sites. When these Irish immigrants set out
for America, they already had deeply ingrained religious habits.
Among Germans, Catholics came largely from Bavaria, while
those from elsewhere were mostly Protestants. German Catholics
had not experienced a revival as intense as that of the Irish,
but they had lived through the harsh policies of Bismarck, who
had declared Kulturkampf—“culture war”—against the church,
limiting the public role of the clergy and restricting Catholic
schools. Such persecutions made the German Catholics who fled
to America all the more likely to hold onto their faith. Levels of
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devotional intensity varied among the other immigrant groups—
it was generally higher among Poles and Lithuanians than among
Italians, for example—but Catholicism came in the trunks of im-
migrants along with their other prized possessions.7

“Immigrants” who were not really immigrants at all also at-
tracted notice in the nineteenth century: Native American and
Hispanic Catholics in the Southwest. Missionaries had come
with Spanish explorers and conquerors from the beginning, and
when these territories were absorbed by the United States in the
1840s, chains of missions ran up the Pacific Coast and crisscrossed
the inland reaches north of the Rio Grande. These missions were
sites for the conversion and “civilizing” of Indians, but the reli-
gion that flourished among the people was a hybrid of traditions.
Strict Spanish Catholicism blended with ancient folkways to pro-
duce a faith that was different from that of the eastern half of the
nation. Its practitioners probably had the best claim to the title of
“natives,” but church officials usually saw them as merely another
foreign group to be absorbed, no less than Bohemians or Slovaks.
For decades, these Catholics would remain marginal to the power
structures of the church in America, but they would nonetheless
contribute even greater ethnic variety to the immigrant church.8

With such a massive infusion of peoples, the Catholic popula-
tion of the United States jumped. The federal census rarely gath-
ered data about church membership (the separation of church
and state blocked detailed questioning on the subject), and local
parishes only occasionally found the time to stop and count their
members. Still, the pattern was easy to see. Catholics accounted
for only about 3 percent of the nation in 1830, but by 1850 that
number was already up to 8 percent. At the outbreak of the Civil
War, the Catholic Church had become the largest single religious
denomination in the country, though it was still outnumbered if
all the distinct Protestant churches were counted together. By the
end of the century, Catholics made up 18 percent of the popula-
tion, and the number rose to almost 21 percent in the 1920s. By
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then, Catholics numbered 16 million and constituted 38 percent
of all self-identified church members, according to one survey.
Baptists and Methodists, by comparison, amounted to less than
half that number, at about 7 million each. Presbyterians (more
than 2 million) and Episcopalians (just over 1 million), members
of the churches of the “establishment” in many places, lagged far
behind; Jewish congregations could count only about 360,000
members. The Catholic Church in the United States, a Catholic
sociologist wrote a decade later, “stands today a living exponent
of the parable of the mustard seed . . . this mustard seed has de-
veloped into a great tree.”9

The institutions of the church expanded to meet the needs of
these new members. In 1840, there had been seventeen dioceses
in the United States, each with its own bishop to supervise local
churches; a decade later, as the immigrant wave began to gather,
there were thirty of them. The church was following the popula-
tion west, but the fastest expansion was in the cities of the East
and Midwest, which were filling up with immigrants: by 1850,
there were new bishops for Buffalo, Pittsburgh, and Cleveland.
By 1880, the count would double again to sixty dioceses, needed
now in places like Fort Wayne, Indiana; Green Bay, Wisconsin;
and Little Rock, Arkansas. Fewer than five hundred priests served
the Catholic population in 1840, but by 1890 that number had
reached nearly nine thousand. In cities everywhere, Catholics
needed new parishes, a demand church leaders tried to satisfy as
quickly as they could. Detroit, for instance, had fifteen parishes
in 1880, twenty-nine by 1900, and eighty-nine when the flood-
gates of immigration closed in 1925. In the time it took for a
Catholic girl born in Detroit in 1880 to grow to adulthood, the
church around her had increased more than fivefold. For a child
born in St. Louis, the growth from infancy to middle age was
modest by comparison: the number of parish churches there had
only—only!—doubled during that time.10

Local parishes grew organically, almost genealogically, from
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one another. A parish was defined by a certain territory: any
Catholic living within that district, whose boundaries were pre-
cisely drawn, was expected to worship at that church. Pastors
guarded their territory as jealously as any feudal baron, and dis-
putes erupted in many places. Just before the First World War,
for example, churches in Cincinnati were plagued with persistent
arguments over which streets belonged to which parish. As a
church’s population increased, however, another parish would be
needed, perhaps at the opposite end of the neighborhood. The
decision to divide a congregation was largely a practical one.
Were there enough people to erect a second church building and
to support the clergy assigned to it? The priests of a parish re-
ceived a small salary (diocesan clergy did not take a vow of pov-
erty) which, together with their living expenses, came exclusively
from the people of that church rather than from central diocesan
funds. Thus a parish might grow very large before it could be
divided without imperiling the survival of either the original,
“mother” church or the new “daughter” parish. Ethnic differences
further complicated the process. Large numbers of non–English-
speaking parishioners were likely to press for a church of their
own. Only when they could support it would a new parish be
created. All Catholics speaking their language could attend that
church, regardless of where they lived. Thus there were two over-
lapping grids of parishes, one based on geography (called “territo-
rial” parishes), the other on language or ethnicity (“national” par-
ishes).11

The Bridgeport neighborhood of Chicago offers an example of
how this system worked. Bridgeport was only a little more than
one square mile bounded by the city’s famous stockyards and the
Chicago River. The first church there was Saint Bridget’s, which
opened in 1850 as the parish for the entire district. As the church’s
name suggests, the congregation consisted mostly of Irish immi-
grants, who were then flooding into Chicago. Saint Bridget’s was
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in the northwest corner of Bridgeport, however, and could not
accommodate the influx of people who settled elsewhere. Thus a
second territorial parish, Nativity of Our Lord, was opened in
1868 in the far southeast corner. By then, many Bohemians and
Germans were moving to the area. Few of them could understand
sermons in English, the vernacular language of Saint Bridget’s
and Nativity, and the Irish priests could not understand these pa-
rishioners when they came to confession. In response, two na-
tional parishes were formed: Saint John Nepomucene for Bohe-
mians in 1871, and Saint Anthony of Padua for Germans two
years later. A third territorial parish, again with mostly Irish con-
gregants, was added in 1875, but by the early 1880s there were
even more non–English-speakers in the neighborhood. Accord-
ingly, in 1883, a second German parish, Immaculate Conception,
was added, together with a church for Polish Catholics, Saint
Mary of Perpetual Help. By 1910, the process of dividing and di-
viding again had produced yet one more territorial parish and
three new national parishes, for German, Polish, and Lithuanian
Catholics, respectively—a total of eleven now, all within walking
distance of one another in the square mile that was Bridgeport.12

Lay people, who experienced Catholicism primarily in these local
churches, found it easy to identify the parish that was “theirs.”

Catholic institutional expansion in the immigrant church was
even more dramatically evident in the rapidly growing number of
religious sisters. The earlier, priestless church had also been a
sisterless church. Communities of nuns (officially called “women
religious”) had been common in Europe for centuries, but since
most had devoted themselves to cloistered prayer, apart from the
world, they had to rely on long-established endowments of land
and money for their support. Absent generations of bequests, it
was difficult to transfer that model of religious life to America.
With time, however, orders of nuns organized themselves and
spread widely. Some Carmelite sisters established the first con-
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vent in the United States at Port Tobacco, Maryland, in 1790,
and in Baltimore in 1808 Elizabeth Seton, a wealthy widow and
convert to Catholicism, formed a group calling themselves the
Sisters of Charity. Other sisterhoods followed, some through the
transplantation of European religious communities, others
through the efforts of American women who, like Seton, felt the
call to religious life. By the time immigrants began arriving, they
found several orders of nuns: Sisters of Notre Dame, Ursuline
Sisters, Dominicans, Franciscans, Sisters of the Child Jesus, Sis-
ters of the Holy Family, Sisters of the Good Shepherd, and many
more.13

With these new communities came an important redefinition
of the work that sisters did. No longer confining themselves to
prayer, they also assumed responsibility for works of charity and
education. In church law, sisters were considered lay people, and
it was thus perhaps natural for them to engage in various activi-
ties “in the world.” Seton’s Sisters of Charity, for example, staffed
schools and orphanages in several cities. Later, they and other
nuns also took on nursing roles. Each community of sisters had
its own internal governance procedures. Some were essentially in-
dependent, while others maintained ties to European religious
orders. However they were structured, the number of sisterhoods
and their membership grew in parallel with the American Catho-
lic population: there were about 900 sisters in 15 communities in
1840; nearly 50,000 in 170 orders by 1900; and almost 135,000
nuns in 300 different orders by 1930. Officially, the male clergy
were the leaders of the church and exercised all its powers; in
practice, female sisters exerted a greater impact on the Catholic
laity than did priests, if only because there were more of them. In
the mid-1830s, for example, the archbishop of Baltimore had 29
priests working in his parishes compared with 44 Sisters of Char-
ity as well as nuns from other communities. Nationwide by 1820,
nuns had come to outnumber priests; by the twentieth century,
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in many places sisters outnumbered priests by factors of five and
six to one.14 For the ordinary Catholic in the immigrant era, the
face of the church was most often a woman’s face.

Nowhere was the impact of sisters more apparent than in
church-related schools. Many orders focused on teaching, but the
Sisters of Saint Joseph may stand for all of them. The Congrega-
tion of Saint Joseph (called CSJs, for short), which traced its ori-
gins to seventeenth-century France, sent 6 women to the United
States in 1836. They settled just outside St. Louis, in a town they
named Carondelet after their French motherhouse. They ran a
boarding school for young ladies, accepted day students from the
parishes of the city, taught special classes for deaf children, and
even took in orphans. While most of the young women who
passed through their schools chose conventional lives of marriage
and family, some were themselves attracted to religious life; more
than 3,300 women joined the order between its founding and
1920. By then, the CSJs were among the largest group of teachers
in American parish schools. The Catholic bishops of the nation
had begun promoting the building of schools shortly after the
Civil War. “No parish is complete till it has schools adequate to
the needs of its children,” they wrote, “and the pastor and people
of such a parish should feel that they have not accomplished their
entire duty until the want is supplied.” This goal was never fully
achieved, but the pace at which schools opened was still stagger-
ing. Consider Milwaukee. There were 4,000 pupils in the schools
of 14 Milwaukee parishes in 1880, but by 1900 that number had
tripled to more than 13,000 in 28 schools; by 1920, enrollment
had almost doubled again to 25,000 students in 43 schools.15

Nuns also addressed the special needs of national parishes.
Certain sisterhoods flourished in each ethnic group, drawing
membership from immigrants and their daughters, and the
schools of national parishes depended on them: Felician Sisters in
Polish parishes, Sisters of the Presentation of Mary in French-Ca-
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nadian churches, and Franciscan Sisters in Italian parishes. Lay
teachers, male and female, were sometimes hired to cover special-
ized subjects, particularly in the higher grades, but this was a rare
occurrence: overwhelmingly, women religious were the workforce
on which all Catholic schools depended. Three Italian schools in
Pittsburgh in 1910, for example, had an enrollment of more than
five hundred pupils, who were taught by eleven sisters and one
lay person (not identified, but probably a woman). Instruction in
such schools was done in both the mother tongue and English.
At the Holy Trinity elementary school, attached to a church in
Chicago’s Polonia on the near northwest side, the catechism was
taught in Polish to students in grades one through eight. The sis-
ters also taught Polish reading and grammar to help make reli-
gious lessons intelligible to their pupils. They did not neglect
English spelling, reading, and grammar, however, and they always
taught arithmetic in English. Singing was bilingual so that the
children could learn both the folk songs of their old country and
the patriotic tunes of their new one.16

In that way, children were acculturated to their American sur-
roundings, particularly as one generation gave way to the next.
Critics worried that these parish schools perpetuated ethnic dis-
tinctions, but defenders were quick to point out that these insti-
tutions actually helped the process of Americanization. Precisely
because students were instructed in both of the languages they
heard every day (one at home, the other in public), a commen-
tator wrote, “the process of assimilation has gone on quietly,
smoothly, rapidly.” For some, this absorption into an English-
speaking world may even have been a little too successful. “Not
two boys out of twenty employ Polish in their conversation with
one another,” a Polish pastor noted shortly after the turn of the
century. Girls seemed to hold onto their parents’ language a little
longer, for reasons he could not explain, but as children grew
up, they gradually lost their fluency. After graduation from high
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school, the priest said, most students, male and female, largely
forgot whatever Polish they had learned. “The young man and
the young woman of twenty-two or three years do not devote an
hour a week to the reading of Polish books or papers, while
of writing in Polish there is practically none.” This loss of the
mother tongue had consequences, large and small. Ease in Eng-
lish undoubtedly helped these second-generation children get
ahead, but there was “a growing difficulty to find a young man or
young woman equipped with a sufficient knowledge of Polish to
assume the duties of recording secretary in our parish and na-
tional societies.”17 Minutes of meetings, once entirely in Polish or
the language of other parishes, made the transition to English.

Loss of language across the generations was accompanied by
fears that faith might be lost as well. Catholics were warned not
to be taken in by suggestions that all “true” Americans were Prot-
estants or by other enticements. Boston’s Catholic newspaper,
The Pilot, reported in 1913 that an Episcopal church had opened
in the Italian North End neighborhood of the city. It had been
decorated deliberately to look as much like a Catholic church as
possible, the paper’s editors complained, with the intention of
tricking unsuspecting immigrants into worshiping there. Even
the Unitarian Church, whose members were largely of the edu-
cated upper class, was opening a chapel for Italians, a move that
evoked a howl of derision: “Is it possible to imagine a Unitarian
Italian?”18

Some Catholic immigrants did convert to a Protestant church,
and they did so for many reasons. The Baptist owner of a shoe
factory in a small New England town brought in a preacher to
work among his employees, most of them Italians. These men
were not regular churchgoers, an observer wrote, and at first they
showed little interest in converting. “Since Mr. Evans was the
owner of the factory,” however, “and it was good to be looked
upon favorably by ‘the boss,’ they decided to attend” his Baptist
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chapel and to bring their wives and children along with them.
Even so, Catholic fears over what bishops called “leakage” were
overstated. A priest-sociologist studying the matter in 1925 an-
swered the question, “Has the immigrant kept the faith?” with an
unequivocal “yes.” There had indeed been some “defections,” he
said, but these were minimal and attributable only to “the weak-
ness of human nature.”19 Immigrants who came to America with
Catholicism in their religious baggage usually held onto it.

An observer of the flourishing immigrant churches and schools
might well have wondered how parishioners could afford to sup-
port them. “The ordinary parish is not well-to-do,” one priest
wrote in 1912, stating the obvious. “To keep up the church and its
equipment, and to pay off the debt, with the prospect, perhaps,
of necessary enlargement of the church in the future, or its re-
placement by a larger and finer structure”—all this was sufficient
“to tax the energies of the ablest and most zealous priest.” Most
parishioners stood on the lower rungs of society’s economic lad-
der. Early Maryland Catholics were often well off, but the church
of the immigrants was a church of the working class. Holy Rosary
parish, for example, located just north of downtown Denver, was
opened in 1918 for Slovenian Catholics, and its organizers in-
cluded a butcher, a shoemaker, a driver, three grocers, three labor-
ers, and a bartender.20

Even as immigrants strove to improve their lot, personal and
family finances were always close to the edge. Sickness or unem-
ployment could bring a sudden change of fortune to virtually any
family, and there was a thin line between getting by and disas-
ter. Children, particularly older sons, often had to leave school
sooner rather than later, so as to contribute to the welfare of the
family. Given such hardships, how had Catholics marshaled the
resources to build—literally—the immigrant church?

The secret to success lay in gathering a large number of small
donations. Modern fundraising campaigns of all kinds usually

108 the faithful



take the opposite approach, lining up a few big donors first, and
only then making an effort to get smaller contributions from a
wider circle of supporters. Catholic finances in the immigrant
church, by contrast, took their model from the story of the
widow’s mite in the Gospel of Saint Mark: the old woman who
sacrificed a tiny sum was more blessed than the showy hypocrites
who gave greater amounts that they would not miss. Encouraged
by the clergy to follow this example, most parishioners could
make only a small contribution to their church, but if they gave
it regularly, the total added up soon enough. “Who is there,”
the rector of the cathedral parish in Boston asked his people
in 1872, while raising money to put up a new building, “that can-
not contribute to the new Cathedral fifty cents a month?” In fact,
many of his parishioners probably found that sum too much,
but enough of them could spare it that the effort went ahead:
within five years, an enormous new church edifice had been com-
pleted.21 Bishops and pastors usually got the credit for marshaling
these limited resources, and their leadership was surely essential.
In the end, however, the money came from lay people.

Fundraising in American Catholic churches employed several
specific methods, and these changed over time. In the earliest
years, many parishes followed the pattern of Protestant churches
in selling or renting their pews. A parishioner (usually the head of
a household) paid a certain amount every year in one lump sum
and also pledged to contribute something each week. This enti-
tled the family to occupy a designated pew in the church, and
they were given an actual deed, documenting their legal right to
the space. Other parishioners had to stay out of that pew, even if
the owners were not present, and “trespassers” were regularly
warned. This system guaranteed the parish a regular income, but
it had its drawbacks. It tended, for example, to reinforce differ-
ences of social rank in a way that seemed at odds with the de-
mands of Christian fellowship. In South Carolina, Bishop John
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England had denounced the sale of pews as early as 1822, saying
that it created “a very painful and galling distinction . . . between
the rich and the poor, which causes pride and self-conceit in the
one, and mortification and shame in the other.” More practically,
this system was useless in any parish that lacked enough Catho-
lics who could afford the down payment or a predictable weekly
pledge. That, of course, was the case in most parishes. One
church in an immigrant neighborhood of Boston, first opened in
the 1840s, was even known popularly as “the Free Church,” pre-
cisely because it did not sell its pews. Although this practice was
unusual then, by the end of the century it was the norm.22

The sale of pews was replaced by a voluntary collection from
parishioners at every Sunday’s Mass. Lay ushers took up this col-
lection, most commonly right after the preaching of the sermon.
They passed wicker baskets on long poles through each pew suc-
cessively, row by row. This job was always supposed to be done by
lay men, never by the priest himself, apparently to preclude coer-
cion, though some priests did occasionally “pass the basket.” No
single contributor had to give very much, but collectively the
sums might be considerable, given the number of parishioners
who packed the pews. A Philadelphia newspaper sent report-
ers out one Sunday in January 1879 (a typical Sabbath, the pa-
per thought) to conduct an “actual count” of worshipers in the
churches of various denominations. Nineteen Catholic parishes
in the city had nearly 83,000 people at Mass that day: even if
the average donation was small, the total figure was impressive.
Better yet for Catholic pride, the paper reported that 130 Protes-
tant churches had had a combined attendance of only 42,000
that day: seven times as many churches for the Protestants, half as
many people.23

Sometimes two collections were taken at the same service,
the first for the regular support of the parish, the second for
some special charitable cause. Churches also conducted occa-
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sional fundraising fairs, especially as part of building campaigns.
Fairs for the cathedral in Boston, for instance, held in the half-
completed shell of the new building itself, ran over several weeks
in the fall of 1871 and again in 1874. Attendees could take a
chance on raffles, attend the concerts of parish choirs, and taste
the offerings of food tables, with goodies provided by the women
of the parish. The 1871 fair, open nightly from the end of October
until the beginning of December, took in close to $100,000 for
the construction project.24 Not every fair at every church was this
successful, but the method was widely copied in American Cath-
olic parishes.

By any measure, financial or otherwise, the expansion of the
Catholic Church in the United States during the immigrant era
was nothing short of remarkable. By the time immigration slowed
in the 1920s, the church, its institutions, and its people were vir-
tually everywhere. Clerical and lay Catholics alike took satisfac-
tion from what they had managed to build. “But,” the nation’s
bishops wrote in a general letter to the faithful in 1919, “what we
regard as far more important is the growth and manifestation of
an active religious spirit” among parishioners.25 The bishops were
right. American Catholics were not interested in buildings and
institutions alone; it was the substance of religion that attracted
and held their loyalty. The changed historical circumstances in
which they practiced their faith meant that they found new ways
to embody their “religious spirit.” In the process, they articulated
new ways of being Catholic in America.

Immigrants and their families lived their religion in the churches
they built. Earlier generations of American Catholics had gath-
ered in someone’s parlor or in small churches like the one the
Yankee visitor to Charleston considered “shabby.” Immigrants
now came to expect a substantial church building down the block
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or around the corner, a place to which they could have recourse
any time they wanted. The churchifying process, begun in the
age of the democratic republic, was completed in the immigrant
generations.

Architectural styles of American Catholic churches varied, but
there were some recurring favorites. Gothic and Romanesque de-
signs were most popular; the occasional Byzantine pile, though
exotic, might be put up; imitations of spare colonial meeting-
houses were rare but not unknown. The choice of one design
over another was usually a matter of local circumstance, and
rarely did a city or region have an artistic master plan. All churches
shared common features in creating the space, both physical and
mental, in which parishioners worshiped. Traditionally, the foot-
print of a church was supposed to be in the form of a cross, so
that the interior had a long aisle down the center, with a shorter
aisle intersecting it near the front, just before the altar. Churches
that were wide enough also had side aisles with seating on either
side of them. Most of the floor space was filled with open pews
that stretched from aisle to aisle. The box pews of some earlier
churches (enclosures with latching doors, designed to keep both
drafts and trespassers out) were abandoned quickly. Each pew
had a long kneeler at its occupants’ feet. Sometimes this kneeler
could be folded up and out of the way, but even when that was
possible, it was usually left down, since those attending Mass
spent much of the time on their knees.26

In front of all the pews was the area containing the altar,
known as the sanctuary, which stood one or two steps higher
than the main floor of the church. This area was set off by a low
railing about two and a half feet high, which served a double pur-
pose. Practically, parishioners knelt at it when receiving Comm-
union, and it was usually accompanied by a leather pad—“prefer-
ably green,” one authority suggested—to soften the impact on
the knees. Symbolically, this altar rail formed a barrier between
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the priests who were celebrating the Mass and the lay people who
were in attendance. The distinction was an important one. “The
sanctuary is cut off as a place specially sacred, and reserved to the
clergy, between whom and the laity there is a distinction of divine
origin,” one theologian wrote. Some lay people might tempo-
rarily enter the sanctuary (as altar boys or cleaners, for instance),
but they were exceptions. Whenever anyone did so, they were ad-
mitted “only out of necessity, and [were], for the purpose, tempo-
rarily regarded as clerics.”27 Most parishioners spent their entire
lives without ever entering this part of the church they attended
every week.

Against the back wall of the sanctuary was the main altar,
which was raised above the floor by another several steps, in part
so that those sitting far away could see it. The surface of the altar
was covered with a long linen runner atop which sat candles that
were lit only during services. In the middle was a boxlike struc-
ture called the tabernacle, usually with a locking door, in which
already-consecrated Eucharistic wafers were stored or “reserved.”
The extra wafers were used when the number of communicants
at Mass was larger than usual, or when priests needed to bring
Communion to the homebound sick and elderly. Because, ac-
cording to Catholic theology, these had been transformed into
the actual body of Christ, they were treated with particular rever-
ence. As a reminder that Jesus was, in this way, truly present, a
special candle, known as a sanctuary lamp, was placed off to one
side and kept constantly burning so long as there were hosts in
the tabernacle. Sometimes the sanctuary contained two smaller
altars, one at the head of each side aisle. These were used when
the crowd at a service was small—early-morning Mass on a week-
day, for example—or when a priest said Mass privately for him-
self.28

The rest of the interior was filled with objects that became so
familiar parishioners stopped noticing them. There were confes-
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sional boxes—sometimes two, sometimes four—either standing
out from the walls or built into them. These were the places
where lay people came anonymously to relate their sins to the
priest and to receive God’s forgiveness. Some churches had stat-
ues in the sanctuary and elsewhere, representing Jesus, Mary, or
one of the saints. The windows also depicted saints or biblical
scenes in stained glass, usually the product of special fundraising
efforts. The side walls contained the fourteen Stations of the
Cross, which depicted, either in bas relief or on canvas, scenes
from the crucifixion of Jesus. Inside the sanctuary, just behind the
altar rail, might be racks of small votive candles, which parishio-
ners could light after making a small donation. These constituted
a form of symbolic prayer, kept up as long as the candles burned,
for the spiritual intentions of the person who lit them. Over the
front door to the church was a choir loft, the usual location for
the organ, which in many Protestant churches was placed in the
sanctuary. Finally, the entire space might be replicated in the
basement of the church, beneath the main floor. Thus many par-
ishes had essentially two churches in which services could be
conducted simultaneously. There might be a separate Mass for
children downstairs while their parents worshiped upstairs, for
instance, or a Mass with preaching in a foreign language at the
same time as another one for English speakers. Particularly well
off parishes built a separate, adjacent chapel in lieu of a basement
church, but this was unusual.29

Two examples from literally thousands illustrate these princi-
ples of church design. Immaculate Conception in Burlington,
Vermont, was finished right after the Civil War. The church, with
both Irish and French-Canadian parishioners, was 175 feet long,
its crosslike transepts 100 feet wide. A brilliant bronze tabernacle
sat atop the marble altar, and on the wall above it were two rows
of paintings portraying the life of the Virgin Mary. The stained-
glass windows depicted the Ten Commandments on one side and
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elements of the Christian creed on the other. Halfway across the
country, Sacred Heart Church in Stearns County, Minnesota,
was built along similar lines. The third church building used
by its largely German parishioners, it opened in 1906 and was
nearly 200 feet long, easily accommodating the 1,200 members
of the parish. It had three marble altars at the front and statues
of Saint Francis and of Jesus himself. Carved Stations of the
Cross, each about four feet square, flanked the windows, the glass
in which depicted scenes from the Old and New Testaments.30

Not merely impressive architectural objects—though they were
that—churches such as these shaped the mental geography of
faith for the people sitting in the pews. Those people might not
understand all (or even most) of the symbolism around them, but
they knew from it that they were part of a religious tradition that
was long and deep.

The devotional practices conducted in these buildings grew in
number and variety in the immigrant church, but Sunday morn-
ing Mass remained at the center of parishioners’ worshiping lives.
Like the 83,000 Philadelphians who turned out that Sunday in
1879, Catholics nationwide made this the focus of their religious
activity. The Mass they attended was the same one that Catholics
of earlier eras would have recognized, but there were also some
differences. To begin with, the service was much more available
than ever before. Whereas churches had once been able to offer
only one or two Masses every Sunday, now they routinely held
half a dozen or maybe even more. A parish in New York City, vis-
ited by a reporter from the Atlantic Monthly on a cold Sunday in
December 1867, had Masses at 6:00, 7:00, 9:00, and 10:30, with
an additional service in the basement chapel at 9:30 for school
children. In the 1890s, half the churches in Baltimore had at least
four Masses every Sunday. A generation after that, Catholics in
Milwaukee in 1920 were faced with an embarrassment of riches.
Saint Adalbert’s, a Polish parish on the city’s near south side, had
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eight Masses each Sunday, every hour on the hour from five a.m.

until noon. (Every weekday it had four Masses, at half-hour in-
tervals between 7:00 and 8:30.) Across town, the Gesu church
had four Sunday Masses upstairs and three downstairs. Alto-
gether, Mass was said somewhere in the city of Milwaukee more
than 165 times every Sunday morning.31

Scheduling so many Masses was necessary to meet the de-
mands of the exploding population, but it was possible because
the number of priests was rising to unprecedented levels. For the
first time, the typical American parish had more than one priest
in residence. The transition happened quickly. In 1900, for exam-
ple, Cleveland had 36 parishes, 22 of them (61 percent) staffed by
a pastor who lived and worked alone. Unless he could secure the
help of a visiting clergyman, the parish could offer only the two
Masses the pastor was allowed to say himself. By 1925, however,
the number of parishes in Cleveland had grown to 89 (two and a
half times as many in twenty-five years), and 53 of those (60 per-
cent) were staffed by a pastor who had at least one assistant priest
living and working with him. Now the parish might offer four,
six, or even more Masses every Sunday. Brooklyn in 1925 had an
even greater concentration of clergy. The borough was home to
127 parish churches, 83 of them (65 percent) with two or more
curates in addition to the pastor.32 No longer priestless, American
Catholicism now had an abundance of priests, and this high-
lighted the shifting balance between clergy and laity. The priest
conducted religious worship; lay people knelt or sat and watched
him do it.

The appearance of the Mass also changed. “The gradual but
brilliant development of the ritual,” a New York priest wrote in
1905, heralded “a new era for divine worship.” This priest was a
bit over-enthusiastic, but an important change was under way in
how American Catholics experienced the Mass. “Marble altars of
artistic quality” replaced wooden altars in the “shabby” churches
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of an earlier era. “Decorated sanctuaries, well furnished, well-
heated churches and comfortable pews” were now the sites of reli-
gious practice. The change might even be apparent over the
course of a single lifetime. In 1824, Father John Timon had been
a young missionary, traveling rural Missouri in search of scattered
Catholics. It was he who claimed to have said Mass in “a pretty
large hog pen” cleaned out for the occasion. By the 1860s, Timon
was the bishop of Buffalo, New York, presiding in a massive new
cathedral church in the heart of the city. Timon was presumably
struck by the contrast, but his parishioners also had a new rela-
tionship to the church. In the past, priests came to them and said
Mass in their homes. Now priests had homes of their own, both
figurative (the church) and literal (the rectory), and lay people
went to them. What went on in church was recognizably differ-
ent from what went on elsewhere. Formality replaced informality,
and ceremonies “calculated to excite devotion and impress the
faithful with the awful grandeur of the holy sacrifice” became the
norm.33

Catholic parishes now paid closer attention to the “rubrics,”
the precise rules for celebrating Mass. The priest was assisted by
one or more altar boys between the ages of ten and sixteen. These
young helpers were chosen from among the boys—girls were not
permitted—in the parish school, recruited partly in the hope that
serving at the Mass would encourage them to think about be-
coming priests themselves. Their duties were both prayerful and
practical. They moved the missal book, from which the priest
read the service, from one place on the altar to another, and they
rang a little bell at the moment when the priest consecrated
the Eucharist. More important, they responded aloud to certain
prayers the priest said, speaking on behalf of the congregation,
which kept silent throughout. In order to recite these prayers, the
boys, who were of course not native speakers of Latin, had to be
drilled to memorize the appropriate responses and when to say
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them. Crib sheets were forbidden, and months of coaching in
“the manner of serving a priest at Mass” preceded a boy’s debut.
Altar boys learned from a kind of script. “When you see the
Priest spread his hands over the chalice,” the instructions said at
one point, “give warning, by the bell, of the Consecration which
is about to be made. Then holding the vestment with your left
hand, and having the bell in your right, ring during the elevation
of the host and of the chalice.” When the boys did their jobs well,
they enhanced the solemnity of the liturgy, not to mention the
pride of their parents. “Make them thoroughly good and pious,”
a seminary textbook advised in the 1890s, “and you will make
their mothers happy and edify the entire congregation.”34

The presence of these servers—“temporarily regarded” in ef-
fect as junior priests, as the expert on church design had noted,
and even dressed like the priest in liturgical garments—further
reinforced the difference between laity and clergy. Lay Catholics
might well conclude that a “distinction of divine origin” existed
between them, and it was easy for lay people to assume the role of
spectators at a ritual they attended but did not really participate
in, conducted in a language they did not understand. Prayer
books for the laity underlined this separation, providing prayers
and devotions that churchgoers could read instead of those of the
Mass. In 1876, in a departure from earlier missals, one volume in-
cluded a sixty-five-page collection of prayers to be said at Mass
but did not contain the text of the liturgy itself. The presumption
seemed to be that users would not (or perhaps would not want to
try to) keep abreast of what the priest was doing on the altar.

A few years later, the American Catholic bishops authorized a
standard prayer book for use throughout the country, and a Man-
ual of Prayers for the Use of the Catholic Laity, expressly designated
“The Official Prayer Book of the Catholic Church,” appeared in
1888. It was reissued, substantially unchanged, in 1916 and re-
mained in print until the 1950s. While this volume did provide
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the actual prayers of the Mass, they were almost lost amid a host
of other spiritual exercises. As the priest was reading the gospel of
the day to himself, for example, the manual’s users could read a
prayer about the Gospels generally: “All that is written of Thee,
O Jesus, in Thy Gospel is Truth itself . . . Give me, O God, grace
to practise [sic] what Thou commandest, and command what
Thou pleasest.”35

Such prayers furthered the impression that there was a kind of
spiritual division of labor at Mass: the priest did what he did, and
lay people did what they did, perhaps without much reference to
each other. Theological textbooks spoke of “the intimate union
which the priest enters into with the Divine Saviour,” but lay
people only “share[d] in the fruits of the Sacred Mystery,” one
step removed. It was the priest who “said” the Mass; the laity only
“heard” or “assisted” at it. Moreover, since the priest kept his back
to the congregation most of the time, it was easy to maintain the
separation. Even when they did turn to face the people, priests
were warned by their seminary professors not to make eye contact
with anyone in the congregation. Once again, the altar rail drew a
psychological as well as an architectural line. “It is very com-
mon,” one priest wrote in the 1920s, “for the laity to take very lit-
tle active part indeed in the official prayers and ceremonies of the
Church. Thus at holy Mass you will commonly find the congre-
gation engaged in all kinds of private devotions—recitation of
the Rosary, reading the so-called ‘devotions for Mass’ provided in
popular prayer books.”36

In this way, the Mass was a curious combination for lay peo-
ple. It was private prayer done in public, an individual exercise
that just happened to be carried out in the presence of other peo-
ple. The service itself was more widely available than ever before,
and yet it remained remote. Parishioners were there, but they
were passive, often absorbed in their own thoughts. Altar boys
rang a bell at the consecration of the Eucharist partly for this rea-
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son: it attracted the attention of the worshipers, however mo-
mentarily; after that, they could go back to what they were doing.
Some might simply lapse into inattention, of course, but those
who tried to be prayerful could do so without actually following
the liturgy.

The view that some of these alternative prayers took of the
spiritual condition of the laity was a dim one and only widened
the distinction between priests and lay people. Unworthiness
was a persistent theme. “I adore thee,” a prayer from 1876 said,
“confessing my own misery and nothingness.” Taking a spiritual
approach that historians have called a “purgative way,” many
prayers drove home the idea that sufferings in this life were justly
deserved punishments; enduring them without complaint helped
cleanse sinful souls, which needed as much help as they could get.
Sickness, like health, was a “gift,” one prayer said: “Let me burn
and be tormented here; spare me not here that thou mayest spare
me in eternity.” Even at Mass, participants were not allowed to
forget their faults. “O Almighty Lord of Heaven and earth,” the
official prayer manual had its users say at the start of the Mass,
“behold I, a wretched sinner, presume to appear before Thee this
day . . . I here confess, in the sight of the whole court of heaven
and of all Thy faithful, my innumerable treasons against Thy di-
vine majesty.”37 This language was considerably more graphic
than that of the prayer of confession the priest was saying in
Latin at the same time.

Evidence suggests that the laity absorbed much of this outlook
about themselves, and the low rate at which those attending Mass
went forward to take Communion is particularly telling. Conse-
crating and distributing the Eucharist was the whole point of
the liturgy, and American Catholics of an earlier age had often
hoped in vain for more regular access to the sacrament. This was
now possible, but Catholics in the immigrant church did not
usually avail themselves of the opportunity, largely because they
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feared “unworthy” reception. In Boston in May 1899, for exam-
ple, a priest in a large parish of Irish and German immigrants re-
ported that about seven hundred people were at his 7:45 Mass
one Sunday morning, and that exactly forty of them came to
Communion. The rest had apparently taken to heart the prayer
of one devotional manual, even if they had never read it: “Con-
scious of my infirmities and sins, I dare not now receive Thee sac-
ramentally . . . Come, therefore, O Lord, to me in spirit, and heal
my sinful soul.”38 This sort of “spiritual communion” had often
been a necessity for American Catholics in the priestless era.
Now, with priests and churches nearly everywhere, lay people
maintained this habit by choice.

Even without Communion, lay people were still expected to
be in church. “A Catholic who through his own fault misses Mass
on a Sunday,” a catechism said unequivocally, “commits a mortal
sin.” Mass attendance was also mandatory on certain other days
of the year. These were the so-called holy days of obligation. In
medieval times, the calendar had been full of such feasts, and
they later became a special target of reformers. In America, there
had been considerable variation from place to place. Some Amer-
ican dioceses celebrated as many as ten feast days, while others
observed as few as six. In 1884, the nation’s bishops settled on six
as the official number: Christmas; New Year’s Day (observed in
commemoration of the circumcision of Jesus); Ascension Thurs-
day (forty days after Easter, when Jesus rose into heaven); August
15 (celebrating the bodily assumption of the Virgin Mary into
heaven); November 1 (All Saints’ Day); and December 8 (honor-
ing the immaculate conception of Mary). On such days, churches
offered several Masses, scheduled for the convenience of working
parishioners. “Whenever a holyday [sic] of obligation happens to
fall on a week day,” an adviser to parish clergy wrote, “one Mass
ought to be said early in the morning (five or six o’clock) to give
parties that have to work a chance to assist.” In the 1920s, Saint
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Lawrence’s Church in Milwaukee held the first of its four regular
Sunday Masses at 6:00 and 7:30 a.m., but on holy days Masses
began half an hour earlier; Saint John’s Cathedral in that city had
a Mass at noon on holy days, presumably so that workers in the
city’s downtown could attend on their lunch hour.39 No statistics
tell us how faithfully Catholics went to Mass on holy days, but
rates of observance were apparently high. The absence of scolding
from priests on the subject seems to indicate that most parishio-
ners were indeed in their pews as expected.

Apart from weekly Mass, the religious practices of Ameri-
can Catholics expanded significantly in the era of the immi-
grant church. Sunday afternoon Vespers and Benediction were
still conducted in most churches, but as in the earlier period, at-
tendance was often thin, to the consternation of the clergy. “Peo-
ple who habitually stay away from Vespers for apparently no rea-
son,” one priest complained in 1897, “understand little what the
divine law demands of them . . . and can hardly lay any claim to
the name of good Catholics.” It was discouraging, he thought,
“where at Vespers you meet only the school children and a few
pious women.” As with morning Mass, those lay people who
did attend might be following the service or not, depending on
their inclination. “During this holy Rite,” the official manual of
prayers remarked, “the devout worshipper may either join in the
chant of the choir, or pour out his soul in aspirations of love, ado-
ration, gratitude, petition, or contrition.” Meanwhile, other de-
votions were proliferating: “occasional offices” (cycles of prayer to
be recited for special purposes); penitential psalms, recited in sor-
row for sin; meditations on the “seven words upon the cross” (the
utterances of the dying Jesus as recorded in the Gospels). A ser-
vice for the so-called churching of women after childbirth, “a pi-
ous and praiseworthy custom,” was available and included in the
prayer manual among the official sacraments of the church, even
though it was not one of them.40
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Two particular exercises gained popularity in the immigrant
church. The first used the Stations of the Cross on the church’s
walls. Tracing its origin to the twelfth century, this devotion of-
fered a kind of vicarious pilgrimage to the Holy Land by recreat-
ing the via dolorosa (“sorrowful way”) that Jesus had walked to his
crucifixion. There were fourteen scenes or “stations,” some of
which (such as Jesus’ trial before Pontius Pilate) had explicit
scriptural warrant, while others (his encounter with a woman
who wiped his bloody face) were rooted in popular tradition. A
parishioner could say the stations alone, walking the church aisles
and stopping to pray before each one. The images were usually
arranged with the first seven running down one wall and the re-
mainder coming back up the opposite wall. A larger congrega-
tion, assembled in the pews, might say them collectively, with
only the priest walking from station to station. Prayers were said
in front of each scene, beginning every time with the injunction,
“We adore Thee, O Christ, and we bless Thee,” to which parish-
ioners responded, “Because by Thy holy cross Thou hast re-
deemed the world.”41 The devotion could be practiced at any
time of the year, but it was especially common during Lent, since
it directed participants’ attention in a suitably penitential direc-
tion; many parishes also offered the stations every Friday, since it
was on a Friday that the events commemorated had occurred.

A less formal but more pervasive practice consisted of individ-
ual visits to the church, specifically to pray before the consecrated
Eucharistic wafers reserved in the tabernacle on the altar. Catho-
lic belief in the “real presence” of Christ in the elements of
Communion was the foundation of this custom. Few lay people
could probably have given a sophisticated account of the doctrine
of transubstantiation, the theological explanation for how the
bread and wine were transformed into the body and blood of
Christ. Nevertheless, their reverence for what was called, in this
context, “the Blessed Sacrament,” was constantly reinforced. Lit-
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tle acts of reverence were expected in the church and beyond its
walls. “Men and boys, in passing a church,” said a manual of
Catholic etiquette in the 1920s, “should tip their hat or cap.” Je-
sus was really there at all times—“I believe that thou art present
in the blessed Sacrament of the Altar,” one prayer began—and lay
people were encouraged literally to visit him.42

Devotional manuals offered some prayers that parishioners
might say, or they could simply engage in their own meditations
during these visits, which might last only a few minutes. In either
case, the encounter between the believer and God was direct and
personal, since, in the words of one prayer, Christ remained “with
them, day and night, in this Sacrament, full of mercy and of love,
expecting, inviting, and receiving all who come to visit.” With so
many churches in urban neighborhoods, the devout might stop
in at any time. Boston’s former mayor John F. Fitzgerald once
bragged that his daughter Rose, who married the young Joe Ken-
nedy in 1914 and became the matriarch of one of the nation’s pre-
mier political families, was particularly fond of this devotion.
“She never visits a place,” the old pol wrote to a churchman,
“that at some time of the day she does not find a church in
which to make a visit, and whoever happens to be with her goes
right along.”43 Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy was probably not an
“ordinary” Catholic in any sense of the term, but her habit of
Eucharistic visits was a common one, particularly among lay
women of her generation.

Saying the Stations of the Cross and visiting the Blessed Sacra-
ment were, like Sunday Mass, at once public and private activi-
ties. They required physical presence in the public space that was
the church, but they were also occasions for individual prayer. In
saying those prayers, Catholics of the immigrant era found some
new spiritual emphases, two of which are especially noteworthy:
devotion to the saints in general and devotion to Mary, the
mother of Jesus, in particular. Honoring holy men and women
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was an ancient practice that Catholics had preserved. Whereas
Protestants thought that praying to saints shaded the line be-
tween true worship and idolatry, Catholics viewed the saints both
as figures whose lives might be emulated and as heavenly interces-
sors who could lend support to prayers directed to God. The
saints had occupied a relatively minor place in the religious imag-
ination of earlier generations of American Catholics. Seldom did
missionary priests emphasize prayer to the saints as part of lay de-
votions. The instructions that Father John Cheverus gave the
Hanly family of Maine in the 1790s had encouraged Scripture
reading, but commemoration of the saints was not important
enough for him to mention. Cheverus would not have opposed
the idea; it just never occurred to him. By the immigrant era,
however, American Catholics were interacting with a large cast of
heavenly characters: apostles, martyrs, “doctors of the church”
(such as Augustine and Jerome), and many others, male and fe-
male, each of whom they invoked in litanies by name, with the
request, “Pray for us.” Many of these saintly figures were unfamil-
iar: it seems unlikely that the ordinary Catholic could have said
much about the life of Saints Agatha or Sylvester, for example,
both of whom were in the litanies. Still, the catechism explana-
tion that “when we pray to the saints we ask them to offer their
prayers to God for us” was increasingly persuasive to lay Catho-
lics, and saints assumed a more prominent place in their religious
world.44

Of all the saints, Mary was particularly powerful as an interces-
sor with her son, and the immigrant church saw a great flowering
of devotion to the Virgin, both in America and worldwide. Be-
ginning in the 1830s, there were periodic reports of her miracu-
lous appearances at various places in Europe, most notably to
a group of children at the village of Lourdes in southwestern
France in 1858. Here again, many Protestants thought Catho-
lic devotion to Mary approached the idolatrous, but American
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Catholic enthusiasm for the Blessed Virgin was everywhere in the
immigrant church. Amid the hardships of immigrant life, this
comforting mother figure had a powerfully reassuring appeal.
Hymnals for lay use promoted devotion to her. A volume from
1865, originally for Sunday school pupils in New York but soon
available nationwide, contained no fewer than twenty-two hymns
to Mary. Only six hymns in the entire book referred to any other
saints. The practice of naming newly established parishes also re-
flected a burst of devotion to Mary. By 1925, fully one-quarter (32
out of 127) of all the churches in Brooklyn bore a Marian title of
some kind: 1 Virgin Mary parish, 3 Saint Mary’s, and 20 Our
Lady’s (of Charity, of Guadalupe, of Perpetual Help, and so on).
The ratio was much the same—16 out of 57 parishes—in nearby
Queens, which even had a church named for Saints Joachim and
Anne, whom tradition (though not the Gospels) identified as
Mary’s parents. Only four parishes in Brooklyn and Queens com-
memorated Mary’s husband, Saint Joseph.45 Church names were
chosen by the clergy, of course, not the parishioners, but so many
parishes invoking the Virgin’s patronage reflected the laity’s ardor
for Mary.

Taken together, all these devotions, public and private, embod-
ied a distinctive religious worldview for immigrants and their
families. If the religion of earlier Catholics such as Charles
Carroll of Carrollton may be described as a rational, “Enlighten-
ment Catholicism,” the immigrant church had a different, more
emotional valence. In the saints and in Mary, American Catholics
found real people with whom they could identify and to whom
they could speak through prayer. In visits to the Blessed Sacra-
ment they had personal access to Christ himself, whom they
could approach whenever they wanted, to ask for favors, to ex-
press gratitude, or simply to adore. Through the Stations of the
Cross, they could recall the sufferings of Jesus to save mankind,
to save them. Lay people did not have to figure out the truths of
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religion for themselves; the church had already done that for
them. Catholicism, a sympathetic yet skeptical Protestant wrote
shortly after the Civil War, offered “cheerfulness, certainty, and
love—especially certainty! . . . A Catholic cannot doubt.” The
task for lay people was simply to give their assent to the de-
fined truths of faith and then to express that assent through regu-
lar religious practice. Attending Sunday Mass and saying some
prayers—those of the liturgy itself or others, it almost did not
matter which—defined one as a Catholic. Sitting amid the splen-
dor of a church, “always open, always in use, always cheering and
comforting,” was the way to direct one’s attention to higher
things.46 In ways that had once been impossible, Catholics con-
firmed their identity as churchgoers.

Supporting them in their faith was the growing sense that they
were part of something much larger than themselves. Immigrants
might be living in straitened and uncertain circumstances, but
they could be heartened by the large and enduring institution of
which they were a part. “Such edifices as St. Peter’s [in Rome],
the cathedrals of Milan and of Cologne,” a condescending Prot-
estant observed, were reassuring to the “lonely” or “insignificant”
priest in America who said Mass for “a few railroad laborers,”
even if none of them had ever seen those places. Knowing that
these cultural landmarks were “theirs” was enough. The Catho-
lic popular press reinforced these larger connections, circulating
news that showed just how widespread the church was. A list of
“Catholic Memoranda” for 1878 and 1879, for example, contained
news from far and wide to encourage this sense of connectedness
among lay Catholics: a new church was dedicated in Floresville,
Texas, in November 1878; a Lutheran minister and his wife in
Owatonna, Minnesota, converted to Catholicism a month later;
the cornerstone of a new school for Saint Vincent’s parish in New
Orleans was laid just after the new year; Michael Kelly, a promi-
nent lay man in Baltimore, died; and so on for eleven pages.47
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Only local Catholics knew anything of these events directly, but
by reading about them Catholics nationwide could know that the
church they saw around them was prospering everywhere.

Even so, it was their own parish church that held their alle-
giance. In this sense, all religion was local. The parish routines
were interwoven with the rest of life, and parishioners turned to
their church for all sorts of help, practical as well as spiritual. The
clergy were often social workers as much as intermediaries be-
tween the human and the divine. A priest in Boston recorded in
his diary what he considered a typical day’s activity in March
1900. He said early Mass one Thursday morning and worked on
his sermon for the following Sunday. Then, a succession of peo-
ple rang the rectory doorbell, seeking his help: “Mrs. S,” who had
a “meddlesome married step-daughter”; a young woman “who,
with her sister, has been under the evil influence of a married
man”; a young man “previously engaged, now engaged to an-
other, with prospect of trouble from #1”; another young man so
“excessively annoyed by scruples” that he found it difficult to ac-
cept God’s forgiveness after confession; a social worker from a
state agency whose clients were a “wife with two black eyes, hus-
band in jail, children in want.”

Priests might also be called out to parishioners’ homes, espe-
cially to anoint the dying. At a New York City parish in the
1860s, according to one estimate (perhaps exaggerated), priests
were called out for this purpose sixty-five times in one week, and
forty-five of those occasions had come between sunset and sun-
rise. On New Year’s Eve 1899 in Boston, a priest was rousted from
bed at 1:20 a.m. “in a blustering snow storm, wind very cold.” He
suspected (accurately, as it turned out) that the sick man in ques-
tion was merely drunk, but he went anyway. He did not return to
his rectory until 2:30 and did not get back to sleep until an hour
later. More often, parochial encounters demonstrated a genuine
attachment between lay people and their clergy. After the funeral
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of a parishioner who had lost an arm in an industrial accident
years before, this same priest concluded, “Larry’s corpus has fol-
lowed his long-lost arm, and we hope for him the joys of the
blessed. He was no saint, but he died well.”48 The assembled rela-
tives of “Larry,” like parishioners elsewhere, came to expect the
comforts their local church provided in good times and bad.

From any perspective, the Catholic Church of the immigrant
era was a rich and many-layered phenomenon—not just reli-
giously but culturally, sociologically, even anthropologically. It of-
fered a regular schedule of devotional services that provided the
most ordinary person—someone like “Larry” or “Mrs. S.”—with
a connection to God. It encouraged believers, through prayer, to
visit and talk with heavenly beings as readily as they would with
their neighbors. Such encounters were not symbolic; they were
real, and the reality of the supernatural for parishioners was pal-
pable. One lay man told his parish priest that he would not take a
sip of medicinal whiskey before he died, “as he did not want the
smell of it on him in the place where he was going.” A woman
who had bruised her face in a fall jokingly told the same priest
that she did not want to die “because she had always been a re-
spectable woman and it would kill her to go before her judge
[that is, God] with that black eye.”49 Such sentiments cannot be
dismissed with a condescending smirk. To do so would fail to
take account of the powerful hold that these religious ideas and
practices had on American Catholics in the immigrant church.

As immigrant Catholic religious life was flourishing in America,
significant changes in the church were under way in Europe. The
figure of Pope Pius IX hovers over this revival, and not merely be-
cause he served as pope from 1846 to 1878, longer than any other
man. On his election, Giovanni Mastai-Feretti had seemed the
herald of an about-face in papal policy. Openly critical of earlier

The Immigrant Church 129



efforts to align the church with reactionary political forces—even
his cats were liberals, another churchman complained—he estab-
lished a representative legislature for the Papal States and tried to
make peace with the gathering forces of Italian nationalism. He
even built the railroads his predecessor had so enthusiastically
condemned. Both Catholics and non-Catholics in the United
States took optimistic note of these developments. A great-grand-
son of Jonathan Edwards, the stern Puritan divine of the eigh-
teenth century, thought Pius “the man Heaven seemed to have
chosen to lead the human race out of the house of bondage,” an
opinion about any pope that would have horrified his formidable
ancestor. “God bless the Pope of Rome,” a newspaper in Wash-
ington, D.C., proclaimed in verse: “He hath looked forward
to the coming light:/ God bless him, ancient champion of the
right.” The paper’s editors knew that their largely Protestant read-
ers “may be startled to see verses to the Pope” in its pages, but
they were not alone in hoping that Pius would turn the church in
a new direction.50

Within two years, events had converted Pio Nono, as he was
affectionately called, from a cautious liberal to an unyielding con-
servative. Forced by mobs to flee Rome (disguised, it was falsely
reported, as a woman), he took refuge outside Naples and was re-
stored to power in 1850 only through the intervention of French
troops. The experience left him a changed man, determined to
resist any movement toward democracy as the first step toward
inevitable chaos and irreligion. Reasserting the power of the pa-
pacy within the church was part of this program. In 1854, Pius
proclaimed the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of Mary,
the assertion that the Virgin, like her son, had been conceived
without original sin. Popular belief in the Immaculate Concep-
tion was of ancient origin, but it had never been defined as an of-
ficial Catholic dogma. Just as important as the decree itself was
the way Pius issued it: on his own, without endorsement from
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any other authority. Just by doing it, he proved that he could.
Ten years later, he published a “syllabus of errors,” a list of eighty
propositions that he condemned as heretical. The last of these—
that “the Roman Pontiff can and should reconcile himself with
progress, liberalism, and recent civilization”—seemed an all-pur-
pose screed against modern life. Finally, in 1869 and 1870 he as-
sembled bishops from around the world at the Vatican to endorse
the infallibility of the pope, the dogma that formal statements by
a pope on matters of faith or morals were inerrant. That this
infallibility was rarely exercised—the only infallible statement
since, made in 1950, has been the dogma of the bodily Assump-
tion of Mary into heaven—was less significant than the insistence
that popes indeed had this power, given them directly by God.51

The high politics of church and state in Europe were far re-
moved from the world of immigrant Catholics in the United
States, but the expansive view of the pope and his role in the
church had real effects on them. The emergent papalism that
Archbishop Bedini had seen in the 1850s continued to grow
throughout the immigrant era. The climax came in 1870, when
Italian troops made a final, successful assault on Rome, unifying
the Italian nation, wiping out the Papal States, and forcing Pius
to take refuge in the Vatican, where he was a self-proclaimed
“prisoner.” American Catholics rallied to his cause. At mass meet-
ings in cities around the country they protested the “usurpa-
tion.” Five thousand Catholics marched through the streets of
Covington, Kentucky, to condemn “the invasion of the Papal
Dominions.” Defiant speeches were the order of the day. “We
have a great and holy duty,” an assembly of German Catholics in
Louisville resolved, “to defend our Holy Church [and] the visible
head of our Church on earth, the suffering Pius IX.” The fate of
the pope was the fate of the church everywhere. “The Catholics
of the world own every inch of ground in Rome,” a Catholic
newspaper in Rochester, New York, thundered; the rebellious
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Italians should give it back.52 The contest between the popes and
the Italian government would not be settled until 1929, when the
sovereignty of the Vatican City state was finally confirmed by
treaty. In the meantime, American Catholics lost few opportuni-
ties to show their solidarity with the papacy.

They supported the pope not merely with their words but also
with their money. Having lost his territory on the Italian penin-
sula and the taxes that came from it, Pius was in a precarious
financial position. Accordingly, in 1850 the church revived the
medieval practice of collecting the so-called Peter’s Pence. Catho-
lics around the world were asked to contribute a small amount to
the successor of Saint Peter, even so little as a single “pence.” En-
couraged by their priests, American Catholics became enthusias-
tic contributors to this cause, by means of an annual collec-
tion taken up in all parish churches every June. In the first year,
American parishes raised nearly $26,000 “for the relief of His
Holiness.” The major Catholic centers led the way—$6,200 from
New York City, $2,800 from Philadelphia—but even the pa-
rishioners in Galveston, Texas, managed to assemble $123.60.
Although it was rare, individual lay people sometimes sent con-
tributions on their own. A man named P. A. Murphy from Oak-
land, California, described simply as a “merchant,” sent $133 in
1874. Sometimes the pope’s needs trumped local causes. In the
summer of 1875, for instance, the newly appointed bishop of
Green Bay received a donation of two thousand French francs
from a Catholic group in Paris that was eager to support his mis-
sionary work in northern Wisconsin. Rather than use the money
himself, he immediately sent a check for the same amount to
Rome. The wisdom of such an action aside, it was a tangible
measure of commitment to the pope. Pio Nono and his succes-
sors came to rely on American contributions to this fund as the
decades went on.53

More than just a martyr on the international stage, the pope

132 the faithful



also became a regular presence in the religious lives of American
Catholics. The summary treatment accorded the papacy in earlier
catechisms was replaced by greater attention to the pope’s po-
sition within the church. “We must believe,” said the official
prayer manual of 1888, that “the Church is always One, in all its
members professing one faith, in one communion, under one
chief pastor, called the Pope.” Another catechism, an English-lan-
guage edition of a French original, published in 1871, seemed to
take a still broader view of the pope’s status. Even today, this vol-
ume taught, Christ continued to be present with the church pri-
marily through “the Holy Sacrament of the Altar,” but “He is also
present with his Church in the person of His Vicar, the Roman
Pontiff.” Going so far as to equate the pope with the Eucharist
was possibly heretical, but such sentiments found a willing audi-
ence among American Catholics. “God Bless Our Pope” was only
one of the hymns that parochial school children in New York
were taught to sing. Other references to the papacy appeared in
their music books, including one song that ended with the cou-
plet: “Then we’ll cling to the Priest, and we’ll cling to the Pope;/
We’ll cling to Christ’s Vicar, for Christ is our hope.”54

The pope’s role in Catholic prayer life also expanded, particu-
larly through a new emphasis on indulgences. Church teaching
on this subject had been controversial at least since the time of
Martin Luther, three hundred years before. The Catholic posi-
tion, first developed around the ninth century, was that the good
works of believers built up a “treasury of merit” on which others
could draw, both for their own benefit and for that of deceased
relatives and friends. In particular, credit for these good works
could be applied to the souls of the dead in purgatory, the place
in the afterlife where, Catholics believed, those destined for heaven
underwent purification from their sins. The contents of the trea-
sury could also be used by the living to reduce the time they
themselves would have to spend in purgatory after they died.
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Churchmen of the middle ages had taken this notion and de-
veloped an elaborate mathematical system of indulgences, with
prayers and actions assigned precise values. Fasting when not re-
quired, for instance, might be the equivalent of doing public pen-
ance for a year; a fervent prayer might yield the same benefit. It
was the apparent exactness of this system, together with the cus-
tom of securing a not-entirely-voluntary monetary contribution
in exchange for the indulgence, that had outraged Luther and
other reformers.55

Although indulgences had remained part of Catholic belief,
they had never occupied a very prominent place in the religious
imagination of American Catholics. Indulgences went unmen-
tioned in early recommendations for lay devotion, and prayer
books rarely included them. Richard Challoner’s Garden of the
Soul, so popular with Catholics in the priestless era, included
but a single reference to the subject. Moreover, winning that
indulgence was a complicated and difficult matter, requiring per-
sistence. In addition to reciting acts of faith, hope, and charity
every day for a month—missing a day required starting over—
the believer had to go to confession and Communion during
that month and then say prayers “for peace and concord among
Christian Princes, for the extirpation of heresy, and the exaltation
of the Catholic Church.” Shorter devout “aspirations and ejacula-
tions” (“Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner,” for example) were
worth saying, Challoner insisted, but merely for their own sake,
not because they carried a specified spiritual credit. John Carroll’s
catechism of 1798 had explained succinctly what an indulgence
was—“a releasing of temporal punishment which often remains
due to sin”—but it was silent on whether Catholics could, or
should even try to, accumulate these benefits.56

In the immigrant church, however, indulgences took on a new
importance directly connected to the pope. Pius IX had ordered
that all the grants of indulgence that popes had declared over the
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centuries be codified, and the result was an official compilation
called the Raccoltà (the word means “collection” in Italian), pub-
lished in 1877; a year later, it was available in English and other
languages. “What a gain,” said the Jesuit translators who pre-
pared the American edition at their seminary in Woodstock,
Maryland, “if, by making use of the proper prayers, we add to
their intrinsic merit the rich treasures of indulgences attached to
them by the Sovereign Pontiffs.” Although the Raccoltà included
earlier indulgences, the majority of those listed in its 450 pages
came from recent decrees by Pio Nono himself. In 1876, for ex-
ample, he declared that a visit to a church for prayer before the
Blessed Sacrament carried an indulgence of three hundred days:
the recipient had done the equivalent of that much penance. Re-
citing the prayers of any one of twenty different novenas also car-
ried three hundred days of benefit; under certain circumstances,
these could merit what was called a plenary indulgence, the total
elimination of the punishment for sin. Even making the sign of
the cross, one of the most common religious acts of lay Catholics,
who began and ended any formal prayer this way, carried an in-
dulgence of fifty days, according to yet another of Pius’s decrees.57

Few parishioners probably followed the advice of the Raccoltà’s
editors that they use the volume as a prayer book. Catholics did
not say any of these prayers merely because they were indul-
genced, and they seldom paused, in effect, to read the footnotes
to see which pope had granted which benefit. Still, awareness of
indulgences spread because devotional manuals for the laity now
listed them exactly. Praying before a crucifix carried a plenary in-
dulgence if it was done after going to confession and receiving
Communion; praying for the dead yielded one hundred days of
benefit; reciting a litany in honor of Saint Joseph earned three
hundred days. Reading the Bible for fifteen minutes also merited
three hundred days, “provided that the edition of the Gospel has
been approved by legitimate [that is, Catholic] authority.” Saying
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the rosary had a complicated set of indulgences attached to it. In-
dividuals benefited from saying it alone, but if a group of parish-
ioners said the rosary together, they earned a plenary indulgence
on the last Sunday of every month. They also had to “visit a
church or public oratory, and pray there, for some time, for the
intention of His Holiness.”58 It was easy for this system to be-
come a caricature of itself, and it was also easy for non-Catholics
to dismiss it as rank superstition. Most Catholics came to take
the indulgenced prayers for granted, however, and in so doing
they confirmed the role of the pope in regulating church life. It
was his authority that established these indulgences, and they tac-
itly endorsed that power when they prayed.

The pope’s authority was also on public display in parish
churches each week, particularly after 1886, when Pio Nono’s suc-
cessor, Leo XIII (pope from 1878 to 1903), ordered that certain
prayers be said by the congregation after Mass. When the priest
concluded the formal liturgy in Latin, he came to the foot of the
altar steps and led the people in reciting these so-called Leonine
Prayers in the vernacular. They consisted of the Hail Mary (said
three times), the traditional “Hail, Holy Queen” prayer (also ad-
dressed to Mary), and then two prayers of Leo’s own composi-
tion. One of these implored God “for the conversion of sin-
ners, and for the liberty and exaltation of our holy mother the
Church”; the other asked Michael the Archangel to “defend us
in battle” and to “be our safeguard against the wickedness and
snares of the devil.”59 In the 1930s, another pope ordered that
these prayers be recited specifically for the conversion of commu-
nist Russia, and they remained a part of regular Sunday practice
in American Catholic parishes until the 1960s. For lay people, the
prayers became as much a part of the ritual as the Mass itself—
perhaps even more so, since these were the only prayers they
themselves actually said aloud. The laity might not have noticed
how these papally mandated prayers became part of their reli-
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gious practice, but this direct involvement of the pope in the
prayer life of ordinary American Catholics had been unknown in
earlier ages.

Catholics attending their local church might also see a human
embodiment of the pope’s expanded role in a new category of
priest that appeared in the immigrant church: the monsignor.
The word, meaning simply “My Lord,” had been common in Eu-
rope for centuries. By the time of Pius IX and Leo XIII, however,
it was an honorific specifically granted by popes to recognize and
reward certain parish priests. It was also a means of creating a
kind of fictional court around the pope, whose real aristocracy
had been dispersed with the collapse of the Papal States. Now, a
new papal nobility was constructed imaginatively. A local bishop
would petition Rome to have a priest granted the title of monsi-
gnor. Priests honored in this way were “elevated” to one of three
ranks: a papal chamberlain, a domestic prelate, or a protho-
notary apostolic. These titles had meant something in the medi-
eval church, but they now entailed no responsibilities: there were
no duties, but there were honors. The priest so distinguished was
entitled to sign his name, not with the simple “Reverend,” but
with “Right Reverend”; he was addressed not merely as “Father”
but as “Monsignor.” He could also wear distinctive clothing.
While most priests wore a simple black cassock—in 1884, Ameri-
can bishops had for the first time mandated that priests wear the
cassock and so-called Roman collar—a monsignor could adorn
his cassock with crimson buttons and piping; during official cere-
monies, he was entitled to wear a cassock that was entirely crim-
son, top to bottom. The document raising a priest to the rank of
monsignor ran in the name of the pope himself: it was a personal
honor granted by the leader of the worldwide church.60

The creation of a corps of monsignors offered bishops a way to
reward priests who had done well. A pastor who had built up a
large parish, for example, or opened a successful school deserved
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some recognition, and petitioning Rome to make this priest a
monsignor was a tangible expression of appreciation. Most fre-
quently, local pastors won the honor, though bishops also sought
it for their closest administrative aides. Of course, the distinction
was valuable only if it was not used too often, and bishops seem
to have targeted about 15 percent of their pastors for this reward.
By 1925, ten of the eighty-one parishes in Pittsburgh were led by a
monsignor, and these were the pastors of the older and larger
churches in various neighborhoods. The same rough percentage
was apparent in other Catholic centers, too: eleven of seventy-
two parishes in Buffalo had monsignors, as did eleven of eighty-
nine in Detroit.61 The honor attached to the clergyman himself,
but his parishioners shared in the reflected glory. If their pastor
was a monsignor, it meant that the leader of the church world-
wide had acknowledged theirs as a particularly noteworthy par-
ish. They could take pride that their pastor—and, by extension,
they themselves—had been singled out for recognition that came
from the pope himself.

Celebrating their pastor’s designation as a monsignor, contrib-
uting to Peter’s Pence, reciting prayers to which popes had at-
tached special benefits, taking the pontiff ’s side in his political
distress—in all these ways, American Catholics in the immigrant
church tightened the bonds of attachment between themselves
and the bishop of Rome. They might be on the bottom rungs of
society’s ladder, but they were connected nonetheless to this sig-
nificant international figure. An earlier generation of Catholics in
the United States had paid little attention to the man at the top
of their hierarchy. By the opening of the twentieth century, a
reinvigorated papacy was exerting greater influence within the
church, and Catholics welcomed it. John Carroll had once specu-
lated on how the church might survive without a pope; now the
power of the papacy was no longer in question. John Cheverus
had denied that papal infallibility was a part of Catholic doctrine;
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now it had been officially declared, a guarantee of the “certainty”
that the Atlantic Monthly correspondent had recognized. Ameri-
can Catholics became accustomed to following the pope’s every
lead, making his spiritual emphases their own. Fewer than ten
Catholic churches in the country had been named “Immaculate
Conception” in 1850, for example; by 1860, just six years after
Pio Nono had unilaterally defined that dogma, it was easier to
count the cities that did not have a parish with that name than
those that did, including the cathedrals in Portland, Maine; Al-
bany, New York; and Mobile, Alabama. “We turn Romeward,”
an American churchman said in 1901, “as naturally . . . as the nee-
dle seeks the North.”62 It had not always been so, but by then his
was an accurate gauge of a new enthusiasm.

In addition to gaining a greater sense of themselves as members
of the worldwide church, Catholics in the immigrant era also
deepened their sense of being Americans. They faced both new
challenges and new opportunities to demonstrate their attach-
ment to their country. Nativist anti-Catholicism came and went
in cycles, roughly parallel to the successive waves of immigration
between the 1840s and the 1920s. Lurid antipopery literature
always found some market, and the “escaped-nun” saga never
seemed to get old with a portion of the American book-buying
public. The pope’s temporal misfortunes cheered many. Margaret
Fuller, a transcendentalist and friend of Emerson’s, wrote simply
from Rome in 1850 that “the Roman Catholic religion must go.”
The spiritual authority of the church was incompatible with con-
temporary life, she thought: “the influence of the clergy is too
perverting, too foreign to every hope of advancement and
health.” After the destruction of the Papal States twenty years
later, a small town newspaper in New Hampshire was exultant.
“The great scandal of the ages is wiped out, and the deeds of vio-
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lence, blood and shame, enacted by an ecclesiastical prince, are to
be known no more except in history,” it editorialized. “That’s
something.”63

Despite its persistence, the high-water mark for nativism came
early, in the 1850s, with spectacular but short-lived political suc-
cess. A new political party—its members were popularly called
Know Nothings, because they supposedly promised to say that
they “knew nothing” when asked about it—swept state and local
elections in 1854. The party seemed everywhere triumphant, from
Delaware and Maryland to Tennessee and Kentucky, and even to
the new state of California. The Know Nothing platform in-
cluded such planks as immigration restriction and lengthening
the waiting period before naturalized citizens could vote. A child
born in the United States had to wait twenty-one years before
voting, they argued; why shouldn’t a naturalized immigrant, even
if an adult, have to wait that long? The greatest victory came in
Massachusetts, where the governor and all but two of the state’s
four hundred legislators were Know Nothings. But the move-
ment burned out quickly, partly because the Know Nothings
overplayed their hand. A “nunnery committee” in Massachusetts,
charged with inspecting Catholic convents, attracted more atten-
tion for padding its expense accounts and for its chairman, who
was discovered in a hotel room with a woman who was not his
wife. More important, the deepening crisis of the 1850s over slav-
ery made that issue, rather than immigration, the central concern
for the nation.

By 1856 Know-Nothing-ism as a political movement was dead.
Anti-immigrant hostility reappeared occasionally thereafter, but
without much impact. An American Protective Association was
formed in 1887 to “protect” the country from foreigners, and in
the 1920s a reinvigorated Ku Klux Klan, temporarily more hostile
to Catholics and Jews than to African Americans, achieved brief
political success in Indiana and elsewhere. The Oregon legislature
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attempted to outlaw Catholic schools in 1922, but the law was
overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court three years later.64

In response, American Catholics took every chance to prove
that they were loyal citizens. War provided several good opportu-
nities for doing so. Catholics fought on both sides in the Civil
War, and there were Catholic heroes for North and South.
Thomas Francis Meagher, an immigrant, organized one of several
“Irish Regiments” for the Union and served under the irascible
William Tecumseh Sherman, a baptized (though nonpracticing)
Catholic whose son later became a Jesuit priest. The Confederacy
claimed the flamboyant General Pierre G. T. Beauregard from
Louisiana and Stephen Mallory from Florida, the rebel secretary
of the navy whose sons attended Georgetown College. Several of
the co-conspirators of John Wilkes Booth in the plot to assassi-
nate Abraham Lincoln were Catholics, a fact that nativists offered
as proof of Catholic treachery but that received little attention in
the aftermath of the shocking event. More helpfully, about eight
hundred Catholic nuns served as nurses in military hospitals for
both armies, and they were celebrated after the war in sentimen-
tal poetry as “angels of the battlefield.”65

The Spanish-American War was an even better occasion for
Catholics to show that they were Americans first, since the enemy
was a Catholic country. The “splendid little war,” as Secretary of
State John Hay famously called it, did not last very long (April–
August 1898), but some attributed great significance to it. The
conflict was, an American priest wrote, a “question of all that is
old & vile & mean & rotten & cruel & false in Europe against all
[that] is free & noble & open & true & humane in America.”
Some lay people were wary of the drift toward imperialism—a
“folly and danger,” the editors of one Catholic newspaper called
it—but once the war was under way they climbed aboard the pa-
triotic bandwagon. “The flag is unfurled,” another paper editori-
alized, “the sword is drawn, and every American patriot, whatever
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his race or his faith, will stand resolutely by the government at
Washington.” In the same way, Catholics—even German Ameri-
cans—supported America’s cause in the First World War, de-
spite carping from President Woodrow Wilson that “hyphenated
Americans” were unreliable. The bilingual newspaper of a Ger-
man Catholic parish in Boston, for example, proudly listed the
names of soldiers and sailors and published letters home from
men at the front. The nativist argument had long been that
Catholics had divided allegiances and that they would always
put fealty to their church ahead of attachment to their country.
Heeding the call to serve gave Catholics the opportunity to show
that they were as patriotic as anyone else.66

In peacetime, too, Catholics wove themselves into the Ameri-
can fabric, and politics proved an effective means of doing so.
Steadily growing numbers gave them real voting power, especially
in the Democratic Party. In city after city, Catholics were put-
ting “one of their own” into nearly every available office, a devel-
opment not universally welcomed. “Among the cities led cap-
tive by Irishmen and their sons,” a dismayed reformer wrote in
1894, equating Irish and Catholics, were the obvious ones (New
York, Boston, and Chicago) but also places like Kansas City and
Omaha. Why, even in Salt Lake City the chief police detective
was a man named Donovan. Virtually every city had its own ex-
ample of the prototypical Catholic political boss, loved by his
supporters and reviled by “good-government” opponents: Rich-
ard Croker, the leader of New York’s Tammany Hall in the 1880s;
James Michael Curley, who held a succession of offices in Boston
a generation later; Johnny Powers, whose name accurately de-
scribed his influence as a Chicago alderman; Edward Butler, head
of “the Combine” that controlled St. Louis; and a succession of
mayors in San Francisco named Buckley, Phelan, and McCarthy.
Hard-nosed politics combined with conventional religiosity in
most of these leaders. Frank Hague, the mayor of Jersey City for
thirty years after 1917, who had proclaimed, disarmingly, “I am
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the law,” was a conspicuously observant Catholic. He was a regu-
lar in his local parish church, at least when he was not at one of
the houses that graft had bought him at the shore or in Palm
Beach.67

Elsewhere, more respectable Catholics demonstrated a com-
mitment to American public life. The labor movement counted
large numbers of Catholics among its ranks. These lay people
happily greeted an encyclical letter from Pope Leo XIII in 1891
defending the rights of workers to organize and to press for a liv-
ing wage. Catholic membership steered many unions away from
more radical organizers, including the secularized Mary Har-
ris (“Mother”) Jones of the Industrial Workers of the World,
whose brother was a priest. In culture, Catholic writers began to
win recognition beyond their own people. In 1890, John Boyle
O’Reilly, an immigrant poet and essayist, delivered an epic poem
at the dedication of a new memorial at Plymouth Rock, that
quintessential American icon. Some Catholics joined others in
pressing for social reforms. Catholic “T.A.” (total abstinence) so-
cieties made common cause with such unlikely allies as the evan-
gelical Women’s Christian Temperance Union in battling a prob-
lem many thought especially rife in immigrant neighborhoods.
In professional sports, Catholics became heroes to the public at
large. James J. (“Gentleman Jim”) Corbett, the boxing champion,
was a fine Catholic gentleman outside the ring, while Connie
Mack (real name: Cornelius McGillicuddy), manager of the Phil-
adelphia Athletics baseball team, was aggressively pious, never
missing Sunday Mass himself and often dragging unsuspecting
members of the team along with him. George Herman (“Babe”)
Ruth did not live an entirely edifying adult life, but he had been
raised in a Catholic orphanage in Baltimore, and the archbishop
of New York presided at his funeral. Among the first genuine ce-
lebrities of national culture, these public figures helped make
Catholics appear just as American as anybody else.68

For all their advances, however, American Catholics still had
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reason to conclude that their story had not been an entirely suc-
cessful one. By 1924, they had lost the battle over immigration re-
striction when Congress enacted a rigid quota system, capping
the total number of annual immigrants and apportioning them
country by country. Worse, they felt a collective sense of insult
when Governor Al Smith of New York, the son of Irish immi-
grants and the first Catholic to run as the presidential candidate
of a major political party, was humiliated in the election of 1928.
The campaign had been an ugly one, and while many factors
contributed to Smith’s defeat—he was a confirmed “wet” amid
the still widespread support for Prohibition—his religion had
been the unavoidable issue. His decisive loss (60 percent to 40
percent in the popular vote; 444 to 87 in the electoral college)
seemed at the time to foreclose the possibility that a Catholic
could ever attain the nation’s highest office.69

But American Catholics were not, as one priest wrote in the af-
termath of the election, about to “wither up and blow away.”70

They had achieved too much in the immigrant era, and they
would continue to flourish in the coming years. They would also
find a new rallying cry for their role in both church and society,
one that seemed to emphasize the role of lay people. This was the
cry of “Catholic Action,” and it would be the hallmark of the
next age of the Catholic Church in the United States.
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4

The Church of Catholic Action

Dorothy Day spent more than her share of time in jail. Drawn
from her youth to radical causes, she was caught up in protests
and frequently found herself in a cell, either awaiting trial or serv-
ing a sentence upon conviction. One of the first of these occa-
sions came in 1917, when she was barely twenty and was ar-
rested while protesting for women’s suffrage in front of the White
House. Well into old age, she was still at it. Throughout the late
1950s, she was arrested in New York City every summer for refus-
ing to participate in practice air raid drills that were supposed to
prepare the populace to survive a nuclear attack. In between, she
had undergone a dramatic religious conversion, abandoning so-
cialist politics and a bohemian lifestyle for a deep commitment to
the Catholic Church. It had been an improbable choice, but it
was one she made wholeheartedly.

Together with a French émigré named Peter Maurin, a mysti-
cal self-declared philosopher, Day attracted an informal band of
followers who called themselves the Catholic Workers. Taking in
deadly earnest the biblical injunction to feed the hungry and tend
the sick, they opened “houses of hospitality,” first in New York
and then around the country, to serve the poor, the homeless, the



addicted, the unemployed, and anyone else in need. But their ap-
proach was not that of professional social workers who coolly
served “clients.” Rather, Catholic Workers lived among those
they helped as members of the same family. Such work required
an unqualified commitment, but Day continued to inspire peo-
ple, young and old, to make it until her death in 1980—and even
afterward.1

The Catholic Worker Movement was unusual in its intensity,
but it was far from unique in American Catholicism during the
first half of the twentieth century. Other groups of lay peo-
ple, both radical and apolitical, organized themselves so as to
make the church’s work their own. A Catholic Rural Life Move-
ment promoted back-to-the-land programs and sought to im-
prove farm conditions during the dust-bowl years of the Great
Depression. The Association of Catholic Trade Unionists coordi-
nated the work of Catholics in organized labor. The Catholic
Youth Organization spread in local parishes, and parents formed
their own societies for lay men and lay women. All these groups
saw themselves as playing their own particular role in promoting
what was called Catholic Action. That phrase had been used in
many contexts before, but it took on new life once Pope Pius XI
(1922–1939) spoke of it approvingly in 1931 as the “participation
of the laity in the apostolate of the hierarchy.”

According to the tenets of Catholic Action, the church was
best understood not merely as a religious institution concerned
with the other-worldly salvation of individual souls; it was also a
this-worldly organization whose members had the responsibil-
ity to apply its teachings in the social, economic, and political
spheres of life. That duty fell to lay people no less than to bish-
ops, priests, and sisters. The laity would be guided by the hierar-
chy, it was understood, but the church’s work had to be theirs,
too. That understanding provided the energy for lay people in
the church of Catholic Action.2
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Lay Catholics in America had been organizing themselves into
associations almost from the beginning. Most often these had
been devotional in character, emphasizing prayer and the spiri-
tual benefits of membership. Such groups, a seminary professor
told soon-to-be-ordained priests, encouraged parishioners to be
“mindful of their [religious] obligations,” and they also served as
a “bulwark” against the attractions of secular social clubs.3 Catho-
lic Action built on these earlier organizational efforts but also dif-
fered from them in several important respects. Whereas devo-
tional societies promoted the religious welfare of the individual
member, Catholic Action groups were more deliberately collec-
tive in their intent. The benefits they sought were societal as
much as they were personal. In the process, they encouraged
members to look beyond their own parish and neighborhood.
Work in the local community was fine, but some problems were
too big to be addressed only on the parochial level. Compre-
hensive solutions were needed to persistent, systemic problems.
Moreover, Catholic Action groups drew on the deep American
urge for reform. Many Protestant churches were pursuing what
they called the Social Gospel, and Catholic Action was an expres-
sion of that impulse in the Roman Church. Like their Protestant
counterparts, these Catholics were moving away from a stoic ac-
ceptance of the way things were to a more deliberate effort to
make them better. Individuals were still required to pray, but
prayer had to be followed by sustained work in the world. When
they came together under the figurative banner of Catholic Ac-
tion, these Catholics defined a new era for their church.

The work of Catholic Action also began to shift the balance
between lay people and the clergy. Even as the immigrant church
had successfully reinforced denominational commitment, it had
also introduced a new passivity into the laity. Precisely because
the institutions and personnel of the church were so readily avail-
able in the immigrant era, lay people could rely on them to do
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the work of the church and to sustain their own faith. The laity
need not wrestle personally with the truths of religion or its con-
sequences. The church had already done that for them, and they
simply had to give their assent through routine religious practice.
What is more, many immigrant Catholics were struggling finan-
cially, and they had little time or energy for the luxury of personal
theological reflection. Catholic Action called them to a different
standard: they were now expected to study the church’s teaching
and then put it into practice. Attending Mass on Sunday and ful-
filling their other religious duties were necessary but not suf-
ficient. The clergy might be the ones to issue this new call, but
the laity’s own initiative would be no less important. In the pro-
cess, the active, involved laity of earlier ages would begin to re-
turn to American Catholicism.

Broad movements of Catholic Action could not have succeeded
absent the tradition of parish-based associations that had prolifer-
ated in the immigrant church. American Catholic lay people
picked up the organizational habit close to home before applying
it on a wider scale.

Women’s groups had long been staples of local church life.
Since women were presumed to bear the primary responsibility
for transmitting the faith to the next generation, priests were ea-
ger to see them develop regular devotional practices. Prayers of-
ten focused on Mary, particularly through devotion to the rosary.
Rosary sodalities attracted large numbers, partly because they
gave women otherwise absorbed in the duties of home and family
a chance to get out for an evening. The women’s group at a parish
in Boston at the turn of the twentieth century drew almost 400
members to its Tuesday-night meetings. On one occasion, right
after Christmas, a priest of the parish was disappointed when
only 314 women turned out, a number that had, he thought, “not
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recovered from [the] holiday season.” The women of a parish
might also form an altar society, charged mainly with cleaning
and decorating the church sanctuary. The altar society at a parish
in Kalamazoo, Michigan, met on the evening of the first Friday
of every month, recited the rosary, celebrated Benediction of the
Blessed Sacrament, and then collected ten cents from each mem-
ber to adorn the church. “Flowers of many kinds,” the group’s
membership certificate reminded them, “contribute to the beauty
of the church.”4

Most priests believed that it was relatively easy to organize the
women of a parish because, as one said, “the female sex has a nat-
ural tendency towards religion and is inclined to works of piety.”
Men, by contrast, were thought to be both more difficult and
more important to organize. “No class of people deserve more at-
tention and care on the part of the parish priest,” a seminary text-
book advised, “for no class is exposed to greater danger regarding
faith and morals.” Nearly everywhere, pastors reported persistent
but not always successful attempts to form sodalities for their
male parishioners. “They prefer, unfortunately, to organize them-
selves in worldly associations,” the long-time pastor of a church
in Oswego, New York, lamented. “They are quite ready to form
debating clubs, literary societies, lyceums; quite ready to orga-
nize brass bands, and drum corps, become firemen or soldiers
for dress parade, but are unwilling to become humble, faithful
sodalists. They begin with alacrity, but they do not persevere.
What a pity!” Some parishes formed mutual benefit societies that
offered low-cost disability insurance as an inducement to devo-
tional practice, but membership still waxed and waned unpre-
dictably.5

After some experimentation with different approaches, two
parish-based organizations for men proved to be particularly pop-
ular. The first was the Holy Name Society. Claiming a genealogy
back to the thirteenth century, the association was in fact a more
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recent phenomenon. A group bearing that name had been estab-
lished at a church in Marion County, Kentucky, as early as 1808,
and a larger society was formed at a parish in New York City
right after the Civil War. Its steady growth came fifty years later, a
product of the energies of a Dominican priest named Charles
Hyacinth McKenna, an Irish immigrant to Wisconsin. In 1900
he was given responsibility for promoting the society around the
country, and he did so with abandon. By the time of his death in
1917, there were almost 1,800 branches in American Catholic par-
ishes, and the number grew steadily until mid-century. By pro-
viding a devotional and social outlet for the men of a parish, the
society hoped to ensure that they would be “kept to their reli-
gious practices, and the laity associated largely with the clergy in
the work of the church.”6

The society’s purpose was to encourage obedience to what was,
according to the Catholic numbering, the Second Command-
ment, which forbade taking the Lord’s name in vain. The group
campaigned against “blasphemy, profanity, and obscene speech.”
At every meeting, members recited the Holy Name Pledge, prom-
ising to resist their own temptations to curse and “to give good
example” by encouraging similar restraint in others. Every mem-
ber received a small button depicting Jesus as an innocent child,
which he was to wear on the lapel of his coat as “a constant re-
minder of [his] membership in the Society and a challenge to
remain faithful and active”; it was also a form of witness to non-
members. Notions of manliness were never very far beneath the
surface of the society, and the not-so-subtle message was that a
man could still be a man even if he did not swear or tell dirty
jokes. The society also reinforced ideas about respectability. The
group was entirely egalitarian, leaders pointed out, “drawing its
members from all classes of men,” but there was a clear implica-
tion that foul language was something a man left behind as he
climbed the ladders of economic and social success. “Any com-
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munity may measure its spiritual value by the piety of its men,”
said one Holy Name handbook. “The American parish is no ex-
ception. It needs spirituality, especially of that masculine type
which the Society has been promoting.”7

By the 1920s, the Holy Name Society was the most common
organization for lay men in American Catholic parishes. Even
school children were drafted as recruiting agents. One priest had
each student in his school’s penmanship classes write a postcard,
addressed to Dad, urging him to attend the next meeting or to
become a member if he was not already. Meetings were held
monthly, always on Sunday mornings. Women could meet dur-
ing the week, but priests thought it unlikely that men would
come to church on any day other than Sunday. As a practical
matter, a pastor pointed out, meeting on a weeknight would re-
quire working men to change into nicer clothes, “which many
dislike to do after a hard day’s work.” According to a typical
schedule, the men gathered at the parish school and marched
into the church, where they sat together at the 8:00 a.m. Mass. By
9:00 they were back at the school or in the church hall. After an
opening prayer, the president asked everyone to turn to the man
next to him, introduce himself, and exchange hearty handshakes.
Next, a simple breakfast was served: sausages (even, perhaps, hot
dogs!), sweet rolls, coffee cake, “and plenty of good coffee with
cream and sugar [which] will always satisfy a hungry man.” After
a short business meeting, a speaker, “to talk only 15 or 20 min-
utes,” was introduced. Suggested topics included family life, the
foreign missions, or recent papal statements. Staging short de-
bates was permissible, so long as the subject matter was not too
controversial. There might be singing or other entertainment: if
the latter was provided, officers were enjoined to “be sure it’s
clean.” By 10:30 the meeting was over, with the pastor coming in
to offer some concluding words and a blessing.8

The group had a slogan—“Every man a Holy Name man!”—
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and this goal was very nearly realized in parishes across the coun-
try. In and around Cincinnati, for example, the number of chap-
ters grew from zero to more than seventy in less than twenty
years. Saint Antoninus’s parish, in the Covedale section of the
city, even had two thriving societies, one for single men, the other
for married men, though this distinction was rare elsewhere. In
Detroit in the 1930s, Holy Name membership was counted at
100,000, and officials estimated that at least 75,000 members
and their sons had participated one week on “Father and Son
Sunday.” In some places, the society was active even before the
parish church itself was built. At Saint Anthony’s parish in Den-
ver right after the Second World War, the Holy Name men met
at a local dry cleaner’s for nearly a year and a half before they
managed to finish construction of their church.9

The society had become a mass movement, and members liked
to demonstrate this by assembling groups from local parishes
for marches through the public streets. The men of Cincinnati
were particularly attached to this form of “good example.” In
1934, their parade consisted of 35 marching bands and 45,000
men from more than 100 parishes, snaking through the city and
concluding with a prayer rally in Crosley Field, home of the
Cincinnati Reds baseball team. The society also held national
demonstrations, including a massive convention in Washington,
D.C., in September 1924. On the Sunday that climaxed the four-
day event, Holy Name men from around the country lined up
at the foot of Capitol Hill for open-air Masses, which were of-
fered every half hour from 5:30 a.m. until noon. Then, in a steady
drizzle, they marched down Pennsylvania Avenue and gathered
around the Washington Monument—all 106,284 of them, ac-
cording to an improbably precise count. Although overtly non-
partisan, the event nevertheless showed off Catholic political
strength. The marchers were treated to an uncharacteristically
long speech from President Calvin Coolidge—it was only six
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weeks before election day—and a year later the Ku Klux Klan felt
compelled to stage a counterparade of its own in the capital, lest
Catholics go unchallenged in the streets.10

The second popular organization that attracted men in local
parishes was the Saint Vincent de Paul Society. This sodality
shared the Holy Name desire to promote individual religious fer-
vor, but it also had more expressly social service goals. Taking
its name from a seventeenth-century French priest known for
his charitable works, this group was for those who wanted to
help the poor. The first local branch (or “conference”) had been
formed in St. Louis in 1845 by Bryan Mullanphy, mayor of the
city and son of the man thought to be Missouri’s first millionaire.
With a membership of more than one hundred, it relied on “visi-
tors,” whose task was to “ascertain the particular cases in the
neighborhood of their respective Parishes requiring immediate at-
tention and assistance.” This was done through personal contact
with the needy; the Saint Vincent de Paul men literally walked
around their neighborhoods in search of those in need. “The dis-
bursements by this conference,” an early report explained, “are
generally made in groceries, clothing, and fuel. In extraordinary
cases of sickness, cash is sometimes allowed; and occasionally the
burial expenses of poor deceased persons are paid.” The society
provided aid without regard to the religion of the recipients.
“This conference,” said another early group, “never makes in-
quiry either into the birthplace or religious faith of those who ap-
ply for assistance. Its members are ever ready to afford instruction
and information to those willing to receive them; but they studi-
ously abstain from thrusting either upon anyone.” The only cri-
terion for receiving assistance was “that the proposed objects of
their charity are really needy.”11

From its midwestern foundation, the Saint Vincent de Paul
Society spread to parishes around the country, and it relied on
small financial donations for support. The group at the parish
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of the Cathedral of the Madeleine in Salt Lake City, just up
the street from the Mormon temple, installed poor boxes at the
church’s front door, a common practice elsewhere as well. Most
members, who were known as “Vincentians,” came from the
working class. Some were not far removed from the need for as-
sistance themselves, and this added urgency to their work. The
members of an early St. Louis parish conference included a team-
ster, a drayman, a livery stable attendant, and a “lime-burner”;
the first conference formed at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in New
York City had several small shopkeepers, a printer, two tailors,
and at least three students. By 1900, there were more than 700 lo-
cal conferences nationwide, claiming at least 12,500 members.
The roster of a parish conference overlapped with that of other
groups, but not entirely. Most Vincent de Paul members were
probably members of the Holy Name Society, for example, but
not all Holy Name men were Vincentians. Whereas the one
group required only a monthly meeting, the work of the other
was more intense: weekly meetings, visiting the homes of those in
need, providing assistance when appropriate, and (the harder
task) sometimes refusing it. Not every parishioner was cut out for
this kind of thing.12

Vincentians believed, however, that theirs was a religious work
no less than a charitable one. Anyone might help the poor from
purely humanitarian motives, but they were performing what the
catechism called “the corporal and spiritual works of mercy.” One
would expect to find priests and nuns engaging in such activity, a
chaplain pointed out, but it was praiseworthy that “laymen living
in the world, men engrossed with mundane affairs, men occupied
with problems of commerce, trade, industry, [and] the rearing of
their own families should embrace a quasi-religious vocation.”
Vincentian meetings included prayer and other devotions over-
seen by a priest of the parish, and the men were submissive to his
authority. “We will always remember that we are only laymen,” a
1924 guide said, measuring the distance between members and
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the clergy with the word “only” and promising to “follow with re-
spect the course which the ecclesiastical superiors think proper.”13

The Saint Vincent de Paul Society thus combined lay initiative
with deference to the clergy, always in balance. Later Catholic Ac-
tion movements would shift more directly toward the former.

Children no less than their parents enlisted in parish organiza-
tions supervised by the clergy. Girls could join the Children of
Mary, a junior version of the rosary sodalities to which their
mothers belonged, and altar boys, while not constituting an asso-
ciation as such, developed their own sense of camaraderie. By far
the largest parish group, however, was the Catholic Youth Orga-
nization (CYO). The organizing genius behind it was a Chicago
priest named Bernard Sheil, who rose through the administrative
ranks to the position of auxiliary bishop. In 1930, he began to de-
vote his energies to the “problem of youth” in the hopes of sav-
ing young people (at first, mostly boys) from the evil influences
around them. Athletics offered the key, he thought: if parish lads
could be formed into sports teams, they would be less likely to
get into trouble. Sheil thought boxing particularly useful in this
regard—he would run a checkers tournament if it attracted more
participants, he told a critic—and he promoted citywide boxing
matches under the CYO banner. Basketball, baseball, and other
teams, for girls as well as boys, soon followed, together with
marching bands and drum corps. In the 1940s and 1950s, CYO
groups were promoting citizenship education and public-speak-
ing contests, and they were holding strictly supervised dances.
While rigorously nonpolitical, the CYO might, like the Holy
Name Society, demonstrate the Catholic presence on the public
stage. An eight-hour parade of 80,000 CYO members pointedly
marched through Boston in October 1948, just a month before
voters faced a referendum ballot question to liberalize the birth
control laws in Massachusetts; the measure went down to crush-
ing defeat.14

Like the Catholic Youth Organization, the Knights of Colum-
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bus had both local branches and a national coordinating office.
First organized in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1882, the “K of
C,” as it was familiarly known, grew rapidly. Within twenty
years, there were chapters in every state in the Union, several Ca-
nadian provinces, and even in the Philippines. The K of C met
several needs at once. The American Catholic hierarchy had long
worried about what they called “secret societies,” like the Masons,
and had forbidden Catholics to join them. The all-male knights,
together with their affiliates for women (the Daughters of Isabella
and the Catholic Daughters of America), offered an alternative,
providing the social connections of a fraternal organization with
none of the potential dangers to the faith of members. The group
placed itself under the patronage of Christopher Columbus, a
hero who was both Catholic and American. The K of C thus be-
came a vehicle for Catholics to demonstrate that they could be
loyal to church and country at the same time. Local councils
chose names associated with the explorer (“Pinta” and “San Salva-
dor,” for instance) or names with a patriotic resonance (“Wash-
ington” and “Bunker Hill”). Protestant elites might well claim
descent from passengers on the Mayflower in 1620, but they
seemed like parvenus and upstarts in comparison with the Catho-
lics who had come on the Santa Maria two centuries before
that.15

The Knights of Columbus was first and foremost a mutual
benefit society that provided life and health insurance to mem-
bers as an incentive for joining. Very quickly, however, it ex-
panded its scope. By the time of the First World War, with
a membership of more than 300,000, it had taken on the role
of an antidefamation league for Catholics, ready to challenge
slurs against the church. Patrick Henry Callahan, a leader of the
knights in Kentucky, chaired a Commission on Religious Preju-
dices, established “to study the causes, investigate conditions,
and suggest remedies for the religious prejudice that has been
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manifest through press and rostrum.” More visibly, the knights
worked with Catholics in the armed forces, at first during bor-
der skirmishes with Mexico and later with American troops in
Europe. K of C “huts” offered refreshment and entertainment
to soldiers in the field—“Everyone Welcome, Everything Free,”
their banners proclaimed—and knights joined with the Salvation
Army and other groups in giving soldiers a taste of home. In later
decades, they funded scholarships for veterans, evening schools
for self-advancement, and employment bureaus, and they became
outspoken critics of communism at home and abroad. By the
middle of the twentieth century, there were more than a million
members of the K of C in close to a thousand local councils, all
affiliated with the national office in New Haven.16

Other knights also did a kind of symbolic battle for the faith,
and they were often organized along ethnic lines. The K of C,
though open to men of any background, was dominated by Irish
Americans, and this prompted other nationalities to form their
own cohorts. The Knights of Saint George was founded at a Ger-
man parish in Pittsburgh, and members gave special attention
to raising money to educate German-speaking seminarians. The
Knights of Lithuania, first assembled from immigrants in Law-
rence, Massachusetts, promoted traditional music and dance as
well as religious practice. The Knights of Saint Mary of Czech-
stochowa drew members from Polish parishes in Connecticut and
elsewhere. For African-American Catholics, never very numer-
ous, the Knights of Saint Peter Claver grew from an organization
at a parish in Mobile, Alabama. Claver himself had been a Span-
ish missionary to Colombia in the seventeenth century, and his
humanitarian work with slaves had made him a hero to later
black Catholics who were themselves only a generation or two re-
moved from slavery. In many places, North and South, blacks
had been effectively blocked from joining groups like the Knights
of Columbus: the K of C in Cleveland, for example, was not
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finally integrated until 1956. The Knights of Saint Peter Claver
provided the mutual aid and social benefits denied its members
elsewhere.17 Alexis de Tocqueville had noted long before that
Americans were incorrigible “joiners,” and Catholic Americans
were as enthusiastic in this regard as their fellow citizens.

None of these organizations was, strictly speaking, an expres-
sion of Catholic Action as the phrase was popularized in the
1930s. Nevertheless, they were significant precursors to that move-
ment, which could not have taken root without them. Although
always supervised by the clergy, they provided the foundation for
a broadening view of the responsibilities of lay people, allowing
the laity to “participate” in the church’s work, as Pius XI had
hoped. These societies demonstrated that religion was not merely
a Sunday thing; it might also be a Tuesday or a Friday night
thing. They encouraged Catholics to connect religious practice to
other dimensions of their lives, such as aiding the poor or offer-
ing comfort to troops far from home. They even, in some cases,
baptized boxing.

Thus accustomed to linking their faith to the rest of life,
American Catholic lay people could begin to seek still broader
applications. They could, for instance, start to think not only
about helping the poor directly but also about reforming the
structures of society that seemed to perpetuate poverty and other
social ills. Once in the habit of forming groups for purposes of
prayer, lay people took the short step to wider involvement. If
parish devotional sodalities aimed at getting parishioners to change
themselves—to stop cursing, for example, or to pray more de-
voutly—Catholic Action encouraged them to think about chang-
ing society, too.

The poor will always be with us, as Jesus himself had noted, but
by the early twentieth century, Americans widely recognized the
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need to address the nation’s problems systematically, in part be-
cause the problems had come to seem so formidable. Poverty and
crime, the harsh conditions of industrial labor, questions of child
welfare, and other issues demanded attention. Personal and local
efforts, however commendable, were inadequate to the task. Po-
litical Progressives and Protestant Social Gospelers were calling
for structural reform, and Catholics began to speak this language,
too. “We are determined,” a priest from Cleveland told a lay
gathering in 1909, “to approach these problems not only in an in-
dividual way, but by organization.”18 Catholics, he thought, had
special reasons to work for fundamental change. After all, some
social problems hit them hardest and first. Many of them lived in
the older, decaying city neighborhoods most in need of revitaliza-
tion. They toiled in unsafe factories, and in many cases their chil-
dren had to leave school to help support the family. Aiding those
in need would always be a religious duty, but efforts such as those
of the Saint Vincent de Paul Society were unavoidably piecemeal.
Might not more basic reforms, more collective effort and “organi-
zation,” attack the root causes of all these ills?

Catholics had other reasons for wanting to organize their own
reform efforts, including the fear that political and social radi-
cals might capture the reform agenda and woo Catholics away
from their church. When the extremist Industrial Workers of
the World (known as the IWW or “Wobblies”) made headway
among the largely Catholic textile laborers of Lawrence, Massa-
chusetts, in the “Bread and Roses” strike of 1912, for example, the
need to keep reform within proper bounds seemed obvious to
many churchmen. The case of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo
Vanzetti, a cause célèbre in the 1920s, raised a similar specter. The
two Italian anarchists “ought” to have been Catholics, church
leaders believed. “There is a very real danger,” one priest wrote,
“that large masses of our workingmen will, before many years
have gone by . . . look upon the Church as indifferent to human
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rights and careful only about the rights of property.” A church-
sanctioned reform program would demonstrate that working for
change did not require abandoning one’s faith. After all, one
bishop said, “The poor belong to us.”19

Desire to join the reform project was growing, and social prog-
ress within the Catholic community was helping to make it possi-
ble. The American Catholic population held steady at roughly 16
percent of the nation between the two world wars, but more im-
portant, Catholics were beginning to take their place in the mid-
dle class. Education, particularly higher education, had been cru-
cial to this process. By the 1930s, there were about 70 Catholic
colleges and universities in the United States, all preparing gradu-
ates for careers that would have been unthinkable for their immi-
grant parents. At the beginning of the century, less than 5 percent
of the graduates of the all-male College of the Holy Cross in
Worcester, Massachusetts, run by the Jesuit order, had wound up
in management positions; by the 1940s, nearly 30 percent were
going into business, and another 25 percent were going into law
or medicine. It was the same with the men who graduated from
the Jesuits’ Loyola College in Baltimore. Among 2,200 living
alumni surveyed in 1952 there were 180 doctors, 115 accountants,
80 engineers, and almost 900 businessmen in firms large and
small.

Graduates of women’s colleges made occupational progress more
slowly, in part because of differing societal expectations about
women and work. The president of Manhattanville College, di-
rected by Religious of the Sacred Heart, observed in 1942 that
most of the alumnae at her school were marrying shortly after
graduation, but that “a second group, smaller by far but keen,
ambitious, and with wide outlook,” were pursuing careers as doc-
tors, lawyers, and teachers.20 All these “keen” Catholic profession-
als, with their “wide outlook,” were ready to tackle social prob-
lems.
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As the troop work of the Knights of Columbus had demon-
strated, the First World War marked a turning point by showing
the impact that coordinated efforts could have. The country’s
bishops formed the National Catholic War Council “to unify the
energies of the whole Catholic body and direct them toward the
American purpose.” When peace returned, the council was re-
named the National Catholic Welfare Conference (NCWC). It
had permanent structures to continue the collaboration, with a
general secretary and several administrative departments, head-
quartered in the nation’s capital. Two NCWC agencies, those de-
voted to social action and lay activities, proved especially ener-
getic. John A. Ryan, a priest from Minnesota who taught at
Catholic University in Washington, headed the former, and he
drafted a detailed plan for “social reconstruction” that the bishops
endorsed as their own. The plan supported workers’ rights to a
living wage, social security insurance, restrictions on child labor,
and an expanded program of affordable housing.21

The lay department of the NCWC was equally active, par-
ticularly in aiding the work of local Catholic organizations for
women. Here the spark was Agnes Regan, a retired schoolteacher
from California who was appointed in 1920 to oversee formation
of the National Council of Catholic Women. The year before,
ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, granting women the
right to vote, suggested new, more active roles for women. Under
Regan’s guidance, the council focused much of its effort on pro-
moting women in social work. It ran an employment agency for
social workers and also started a training school of social service,
which soon became a professional school affiliated with Catholic
University. Perhaps more important was Regan’s monitoring of
state and federal legislation. She was an active lobbyist for the re-
striction of child labor, for instance. Across the board, the bene-
fits of expanding the work of women’s organizations seemed obvi-
ous. “We have no desire to interfere with any existing activities,”
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a speaker said at an early meeting of the women’s council. In-
stead, the goal was “to unify, to coordinate, all these various
splendid efforts,” giving “national scope to the works which now
often languish because they are restricted to this or that particular
quarter.” Within two years, more than a thousand local groups
had affiliated with the National Council of Catholic Women.22

Organizations established by the hierarchy were fine, but
groups formed by lay people themselves were more significant
signs of the emerging spirit of Catholic Action. The Catholic
Workers were the most widely recognized example of this lay ini-
tiative. Dorothy Day had lived an eventful life before startling her
friends in 1926 by becoming a Catholic. A few years later, she and
Peter Maurin began publishing a monthly newspaper, The Catho-
lic Worker. They chose the title deliberately, taking the name of
the Communist Party’s Daily Worker and transforming it into
something else. The paper’s first appearance on May 1, 1933—
May Day, the great workers’ holiday—further underlined the
point. Others quickly gathered around the austere but charis-
matic pair in their houses of hospitality, which combined the
features of traditional settlement houses with those of religious
communes. Residents maintained an active life of prayer and
reflection, guided by Maurin’s approach to the philosophy of
Christian “personalism.” He outlined a plan of self-examination
and discussion known as the “clarification of thought,” a process
that was more or less constant among Catholic Workers. The
movement also opened farming communities, grandly titled “ag-
ronomic universities,” first on Staten Island, New York, then up-
state, then elsewhere. These yielded produce for Worker soup
kitchens, but, more important, they were attempts to recreate the
traditional monastic ideal that fused prayer and manual labor.23

Membership in the Catholic Worker Movement was never
very large and always somewhat fluid, but its impact was consid-
erable. The newspaper had a nationwide circulation of more than
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100,000. Most readers would never visit a house of hospitality
themselves, but they were inspired by the intense personal com-
mitment the Workers were making. Many among the clergy were
cautious at first, troubled by the radical tone and, during the Sec-
ond World War, by Day’s insistent and absolute pacifism. New
York’s powerful Cardinal Francis Spellman had a pointed run-in
with Day in 1949, when she picketed his residence on behalf of
the gravediggers in Catholic cemeteries who were trying to form
a union. Catholic prelates were not accustomed to being picketed
by their own people, and once again, Day was arrested for her
trouble. But her example was hard to ignore; it might even be a
“literal interpretation of the Gospels,” one supporter thought.24

Not everyone could make such a radical commitment, but they
could recognize it as a kind of ideal to which they might aspire.
Most important, the Catholic Workers were lay people. Priests
occasionally visited for Mass, prayer, and their own “clarification
of thought,” but the houses of hospitality were always run by and
for lay Catholics. Thus they represented the new model of lay ac-
tion.

Maurin’s agronomic universities were never the success he hoped
them to be, but other groups turned their attention to the needs
of those who lived on the land. This interest was somewhat unex-
pected, for Catholics were overwhelmingly concentrated in the
nation’s cities. Still, the decline of the family farm, together with
the problems of soil exhaustion and uncertain markets during the
Depression years of the 1930s, led some Catholics to explore the
contribution they might make. Spurred by a priest from Granger,
Iowa, the National Catholic Rural Life Conference (NCRLC)
was formed. Some conference statements sounded considerably
more radical than those usually coming from church sources.
“The industrialization of agriculture,” an early guidebook thun-
dered, “permits machines to plow under the farm families . . . the
very culture on which America has grown to greatness. This reck-
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less destruction which our system of unbridled free enterprise has
made possible must be stopped.” Farmers organized numerous
committees in their widely scattered parishes, establishing coop-
eratives and credit unions. “Cooperation is merely the free opera-
tion of the Golden Rule in our economy,” one NCRLC brochure
said, a nice religious alternative to “unbridled free enterprise.” In
the 1930s, between 5,000 and 10,000 rural Catholics (mostly lay
people, with a few priests) were attending the conference’s annual
national convention; in the 1940s, attendance hovered between
20,000 and 30,000.25

Another rural movement, conducted by and for women,
emerged in the 1940s at the Grail community, a farm in Love-
land, Ohio, just outside Cincinnati. Modeled after an association
in the Netherlands, the Grail attracted well-educated women to a
simple life of prayer and work as preparation for their even-
tual return to “the world.” Grail was to be “a countercultural
oasis,” one founder said, well before that adjective achieved cur-
rency. Members did not take the religious vows of nuns, but they
followed a daily monastic schedule combining farm labor with
study and personal reflection in “the spirit of total dedication to
God.” Emphasizing “woman’s spiritual mission and its practical
consequences for her role in the social order,” the group in-
sisted on integrating religion with all aspects of one’s personality.
“Christianity,” members said, “is a way of life, not a matter of
Mass on Sunday and living like everyone else the rest of the
week.” In particular, Grail members stressed the arts as an area
where women could make a distinctive contribution. Their tastes
were eclectic, from learning Gregorian chant to adapting folk
music for use in the Mass. Some specialized in weaving and ce-
ramics, making church vestments, banners, and chalices in a
style that contrasted with more traditional forms. They designed
prayer services that incorporated modern dance. The mere fact
that lay women were doing all these things gave the movement a
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vigor that was infectious. These were all, one participant said,
“normal, attractive girls living on principle and being utterly
wholehearted about it.”26 Their numbers were always small (only
a few dozen in residence at any one time), but the Grail move-
ment proved a significant precursor to later efforts to forge a link
between Catholicism and the emerging feminism of the mid-
twentieth century.

Most Catholic lay men and women lived and worked in the
nation’s industrialized cities, and it was thus natural that Catho-
lic Action should find outlets there. Catholics had long formed
the core of union membership. As early as 1902, parishioners in
Cincinnati took up a collection for the relief of striking workers;
a decade later, when the city’s streetcar workers (80 percent of
whom were Catholics) went out on strike, local pastors helped
mediate a settlement. In Detroit, Catholics filled the ranks of the
United Auto Workers throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Many
parishes opened “labor schools,” weeknight programs in which
lay people studied Rerum Novarum, the papal encyclical of 1891
that had endorsed workers’ rights to a fair wage and to collective
bargaining. In Pittsburgh, Philip Murray, a near-daily communi-
cant, was the principal force behind the powerful United Steel
Workers Union and went on to head the Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CIO). He found support among the local clergy.
Father James Cox, pastor of a parish in the city’s Strip District,
organized a march of the unemployed on Washington, and Mon-
signor Charles Owen Rice, a close friend of Murray’s, became an
unofficial chaplain to the CIO.

“Labor priests” such as these and the Jesuit John Corridan in
New York City were such familiar figures that they were even
memorialized on film. Father Pete Barry, played by Karl Malden
in On the Waterfront (1953), inspired dockworkers, including
Marlon Brando’s Terry Molloy, to organize to protect their inter-
ests. Not everyone approved of such activism. The head of the
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Chevrolet division of General Motors told a churchman in De-
troit in 1940 that priestly blessings at union meetings helped
sustain “the position that Labor has been willfully abused and im-
posed upon by Management.” Such a view was not “construc-
tive,” he complained. But John Brophy, yet another Catholic
who succeeded Murray as president of the CIO, disagreed. It was
not enough, he thought, for union members to say, “I am a Cath-
olic and I know the principles of Catholic social justice”; instead,
“we must get into the fight.”27

The same inclination that was prompting other Catholic Ac-
tion programs quickly found expression in organized labor with
the formation of the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists
(ACTU). The name was an accurate description: it was not a
Catholic union as such, but an organization for individual Cath-
olics who were also union members. Its founder was John C.
Cort, who had converted to Catholicism while an undergraduate
at Harvard. In February 1937, he and a dozen friends from the
Catholic Worker house on Mott Street in Manhattan resolved “to
bring to Catholic workingmen and women a knowledge of the
social teaching of the Catholic Church.” That spring, they threw
their support behind striking saleswomen at Woolworth’s depart-
ment store, and they garnered public attention by picketing the
home of the socialite (and Woolworth heiress) Barbara Hutton.
Defenders of Hutton pointed to the millions she gave to charity,
but Cort and his companions fired back with a quotation from
Pope Pius XI: “Workers are not to receive as alms what is their
due in justice.” By the 1940s, ACTU was running 150 labor
schools in parishes around the country, every year graduating
more than 5,000 men and women who were determined to apply
Catholic principles to the cause of labor.28 The association gradu-
ally fell apart in the 1970s, the victim of dramatic declines in
union membership nationwide. While it flourished, however, it
mobilized lay Catholics in a movement that combined their work-
ing and religious lives.
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Proponents of Catholic Action were not so successful when it
came to racial injustice. The number of African Americans who
were Catholics remained small, far outstripped by white Euro-
pean immigrants and their children. In 1920, blacks numbered
only about 200,000 in a Catholic population of 18 million, mak-
ing them a “minority within a minority.” Everywhere across the
South, the legal segregation that applied to drinking fountains,
hotels, and buses also applied in parish churches and schools.
Blacks sat separately in church and usually had to wait until
white parishioners had received Communion at Sunday Mass be-
fore they could approach the altar. In the North, the de facto
segregation of urban housing patterns achieved much the same
effect. Some cities had distinct parishes for black Catholics, mod-
eled on the “national” parishes of other ethnic groups, but these
were ambiguous institutions. They provided black parishioners
with churches of their own, but they also perpetuated separation
of the races, which many Catholics were coming to see as inimi-
cal to the message of the Gospels.29

In response, some Catholics scattered across the country
formed groups to confront racial issues. In New York City, the Je-
suit writer and editor John LaFarge, son of the painter of the
same name, took the lead in establishing the Catholic Interracial
Council in 1934. Six hundred lay people, black and white, at-
tended an organizational meeting in Town Hall that spring, vow-
ing “to promote in every practicable way relations between the
races based on Christian principles.” Biweekly meetings attracted
far smaller numbers but sponsored a range of speakers, including
representatives of the National Urban League and other civil
rights organizations. The group’s membership was overwhelm-
ingly white, and ironically, its energy undercut earlier efforts on
the part of black Catholics to organize on their own. Still, with
personal action rather than public forms of protest marking their
approach, such groups helped prepare Catholics for participation
in the civil rights movement of the 1950s.
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College students were particularly avid supporters of racial tol-
erance. One group at Manhattanville College resolved “to be
courteous and kind to every colored person . . . not to speak
slightingly or use nick names which tend to humiliate . . . to rec-
ognize that the Negro shares my membership in the Mystical
Body of Christ . . . to engage actively in some form of Catholic
Action looking to the betterment” of black citizens. Such lan-
guage seems quaint and even insulting today, but it provided a
basis for the previously unthinkable. Students, black and white,
from the four Catholic colleges in New Orleans, for instance,
held regular interracial gatherings in the late 1940s and early
1950s, to the dismay of many of their parents.30

Catholic Action groups working for “social reconstruction”
generally clustered on the left side of the political spectrum. It
was no coincidence that while Catholic Workers and others were
promoting the interests of the poor and the working class, Catho-
lic voters nationwide had assumed a central place in the grand co-
alition that was the New Deal Democratic Party. But others
found their religious ideals taking them in a different political di-
rection, and none was more influential than the Michigan priest
Father Charles Coughlin. Canadian by birth, Coughlin (he pro-
nounced it “Cog-lin”) was pastor of the Shrine of the Little
Flower in Royal Oak, a suburb of Detroit, and he turned in the
mid-1920s to the new medium of radio to raise funds for a new
church. He had an ideal voice for radio—deep, round, and mel-
low—and soon his Sunday-afternoon sermons were syndicated to
a national audience. It was said that, with every radio tuned in to
his program at the same time, one could hear Coughlin’s voice in
the very air, simply by walking down the street of any Catholic
neighborhood. He cited church teachings as the solution to the
nation’s economic woes, and in 1932 he made no secret of his sup-
port for the candidacy of Franklin Roosevelt. Almost immedi-
ately after the election, however, Coughlin turned against Roose-
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velt and the emerging policies of the New Deal. He saw the
slowness of recovery in increasingly conspiratorial terms, and he
latched onto arcane details of monetary policy as the key to ex-
plaining the troubled economy. This led him into a virulent anti-
Semitism—“international Jewish bankers” were the real culprits,
he concluded—and he formed his own political party, the Na-
tional Union for Social Justice, hoping to win the White House
in 1936.31

Coughlin’s movement has not generally been seen as an expres-
sion of Catholic Action, but it shared many characteristics with
the other groups claiming that mantle. The priest cited papal
statements regularly, and he added the natural law philosophy of
Thomas Aquinas often enough to lend further support. His crit-
ics insisted that Coughlin did not really understand the church
teachings to which he alluded—“the people clamor for action,”
the liberal lay magazine Commonweal editorialized, but those
“who have studied least are listened to most.” Nonetheless, his
followers saw themselves as engaging in a form of Catholic Ac-
tion. They, too, were applying religious principles to political and
economic life, even if they came to different conclusions about
how best to do so. In practical terms, the political platform of
Coughlin’s union was a hodge-podge, drawing on the “share-our-
wealth” demagoguery of Louisiana’s flamboyant Huey Long and
other bizarre schemes. Coughlin tapped an obscure congressman
from North Dakota to run for president on this ticket, and in
spite of the radio preacher’s vast audience, the Union Party candi-
date was swamped in the Roosevelt reelection landslide. Catho-
lic listeners tuned in every week, but they still voted for FDR.
Thereafter, Coughlin’s popularity fell off sharply, and he became
increasingly marginalized as a political and religious crank. He
was finally forced off the air in 1942.32

Clergy and lay people alike applied the cry for Catholic Action
to culture no less than to politics. In particular, bringing church
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principles to bear on the emerging mass media seemed a sud-
denly urgent task: motion pictures offered what one priest called
“Catholic Action’s big opportunity.” The vividness with which
films could portray morally questionable activity—love triangles,
suggestive dancing and speech, disrespect for authority—worried
many. The movie industry had adopted a self-censoring pro-
duction code, but church leaders judged this insufficient. Some
Catholic newspapers began to rate movies on the basis of their
moral content, and soon a more systematic effort was under way.
The nation’s bishops established a Legion of Decency, and the la-
ity signed on enthusiastically. Fifty thousand Catholics filled a
stadium in Cleveland in June 1934 to vow their opposition to “in-
decent” movies, and that September 70,000 parochial school
children marched through Chicago carrying banners with such
slogans as “Admission to an indecent film is an admission to
hell.” By the end of the year, almost 9 million Catholics across
the country had taken the legion’s pledge, administered annually
thereafter in parish churches on one of the Sundays just before
Christmas: “I condemn all indecent and immoral motion pic-
tures, and those which glorify crime and criminals . . . I acknowl-
edge my obligation to form a right conscience about pictures
that are dangerous to my moral life. I pledge myself to remain
away from them. I promise, further, to stay away altogether from
places of amusement which show them as a matter of policy.”33

The threat of Catholic boycotts was a powerful one, and some-
times it was backed up by direct action. A movie house in Sayville,
Long Island, was showing Belle of the Nineties, starring Mae West,
until a priest from the local parish showed up and stood outside,
examining the faces of those who bought tickets to see if any of
his parishioners were among them. Attendance dropped off im-
mediately, and the manager closed the picture down. In 1935, the
legion opened a national office in New York City and oversaw an
elaborate system, run mostly by lay women, of rating films. One
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hundred volunteers from the Federation of Catholic Alumnae, an
organization for graduates of Catholic women’s colleges, viewed
newly released films and assessed their content, assigning letter
grades from A (“morally unobjectionable”), through several
grades of A-minus (“morally unobjectionable in part”), to C (“con-
demned”). The legion office trained them and monitored their
work: one new volunteer was reprimanded when she rated as un-
objectionable a movie in which a man divorced his wife to marry
someone else. The ratings were published in diocesan newspa-
pers, and sometimes priests announced the grades of movies play-
ing in local theaters from the pulpit on Sunday mornings.

Some non-Catholics objected to this blunt exercise of Catholic
power, but many Protestant churches praised the legion. The
Federal Council of Churches, representing the nation’s mainline
Protestant denominations, thanked Catholics for their “aggressive
position” on the subject, even though the council was otherwise
wary of Catholic “aggression.” For their part, Catholics who were
enthusiastic about the effort to clean up the movies had no doubt
about what they were doing. One priest called it a “newly-begun
fight for the Kingdom of Christ,” while a lay man told the editor
of America magazine that it was “a real bit of Catholic Action.”34

Catholic Action groups proliferated around particular inter-
ests, but the finest expression of the impulse was an effort to or-
ganize Catholics literally where they lived: in their own homes.
The Christian Family Movement (CFM) was built on the idea
that the health of society depended on the happiness of individ-
ual families. Catholic families had the duty to improve society,
starting in their own immediate surroundings. The movement
took its inspiration and its method from Joseph Cardijn, a Bel-
gian priest who promoted Catholic Action in Europe. He had di-
rected a movement called Jeunesse Ouvriere Chretienne (Young
Christian Workers), and this prompted some recent Catholic
college graduates to form a parallel organization in the United
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States. This workers’ group was never large, but the CFM suc-
cessfully adopted the “social inquiry” method Cardijn had articu-
lated, encapsulated in the slogan “Observe, Judge, Act.” Each
“cell” of CFM members—no more than six couples was the rec-
ommended number—met regularly in one another’s homes and,
after reflecting on a passage from the Bible, turned to a pressing
issue in daily life. “Members bring in facts about some aspect of
their lives, judge these facts in the light of Christian principles,
and take some kind of action to bring what is more closely in
line with what ought to be,” said one early guide. “This inquiry
method—observe, judge, act—produces more than a series of
good deeds. More important, it shapes good Christians.”35

An official handbook, For Happier Families (known, from its
distinctive cover, as “the little yellow book”), helped CFM cells
get started. It suggested topics for the first few meetings: wel-
coming newcomers to the neighborhood; questions pertaining
to children; the role of the family in the life of the parish; the re-
lationship between husband and wife. Once participants had
worked their way through these topics, they would have mastered
the technique and could then go on to explore their own particu-
lar concerns. The yellow book also spelled out precisely how
the social inquiry method worked. During the consideration of
neighborliness, for instance, the “observe” portion of the discus-
sion asked the group to analyze their own street or block: “Give
examples of how you and others became acquainted with neigh-
bors . . . Give examples of recent opportunities you and others
have had which you could have used as a way of getting to know
a certain neighbor better.” Then the focus shifted to “judge”:
“How well do you have to know people to know their needs? . . .
If Christ lived in your neighborhood would He be pleased with
the way people know each other?” Finally, it was time to act: “In-
vite a neighbor to your house or to a parish function . . . Ask one
of your neighbors to do something for you. (This has been found
an effective way of getting to know people.)”
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The CFM approach combined the theological with the reso-
lutely mundane: members were asked to reflect on what Jesus
himself might have thought, but the result could be something as
ordinary as asking a neighbor to watch the kids during a quick er-
rand. Here was Catholic Action that only lay people could per-
form, and getting to the “action” was always essential. “If no ac-
tion is taken,” an advisory to CFM leaders pointed out, “the
group has become a discussion group.” Discussions were fine,
“but when a CFM group discusses only, there is something dis-
honest about the meeting. In effect, they are telling themselves
that they have faced up to an un-Christian situation when in ac-
tuality they ran for cover.”36

The CFM was not for either men or women alone but for cou-
ples. This in itself was valuable, members thought. One of its
“happy by-products” was that, “because they are doing more
things together, [couples] draw together in a deeper, more mature
love.” Two couples in particular were responsible for the move-
ment’s early success and rapid expansion: Pat and Patty Crowley
of Chicago, and Burnett and Helene Bauer of South Bend, Indi-
ana. Hearing of others who shared their interest, these four con-
vened about sixty participants, together with a dozen priests, at a
retreat house outside Chicago in June 1949 and established a na-
tional organization. The Crowleys were elected co-chairs, a posi-
tion they held until 1970. Annual conventions followed, and
these grew to impressive proportions, though not without some
difficulties. One early meeting was held at a monastery: appar-
ently, no one had realized that men and women were not allowed
to stay in the same room at this facility, thereby undercutting the
closeness of husband and wife that the movement sought to pro-
mote. Growing pains aside, the CFM spread quickly. By 1955,
more than 300 cities had at least one cell. San Francisco and Den-
ver had enrolled more than 500 couples each—the group always
counted its membership in couples—Toledo had more than 300,
Los Angeles about 250. Total membership nationwide stood at
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16,000 couples that year, and it was twice that number only two
years later.37

Although the CFM always had priestly advisers, it was an orga-
nization of lay people. Chaplains were warned to speak as little as
possible at cell meetings. The movement thus gave clear articula-
tion to the ideal, common to all Catholic Action efforts, of direct
lay “participation” in the work of the church. “We seek first of all
to have Christian principles dominate every phase of our personal
living,” a Catholic Action text for college students said in 1935,
“and then to bring those principles into all the ramifications of
life about us.”38 Whenever couples in the Christian Family Move-
ment, or those who lived in a Catholic Worker house, or Catho-
lics who joined their fellow trade unionists, or farmers who relied
on the programs of the Catholic Rural Life Conference—when-
ever any of these people came back to their groups’ programs
again and again, they made a tighter connection between their re-
ligious and their secular lives. They had become Catholic Action
Catholics—Catholics not only when they were in church but also
when they were on the picket line or in the field or even cooking
the family dinner. Studying church teaching on their own, not
just hearing about it in sermons, was their responsibility. Here
was a more encompassing way of being a lay Catholic.

Enthusiasts of Catholic Action were thus “reawakening to the
fact that laymen are not only in the Church but that they, too, are
the Church.” Such thinking had the potential to redefine the re-
lationship between clergy and laity, between a priest and the
members of his parish. Priests, one CFM chaplain wrote, “must
respect the autonomy of the layman in his proper field of respon-
sibility. And it is the laity who are responsible in the domestic
area—the area of the family. The clergy in this context are assis-
tants.” If carried to its logical conclusion, language of this kind
risked undercutting the traditional patterns of authority in the
church. The idea that a pastor might be the “assistant” to mem-
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bers of his congregation was a potentially problematic one: not
since the days of parish trustees had such a relationship been sug-
gested. Accordingly, Catholic Action statements often stressed
the importance of following the clergy’s lead. When a Catholic
Action text spoke of “the laity’s helping the Hierarchy,” perhaps
only a keen-eyed reader would have noticed that “Hierarchy” was
capitalized and “laity” was not. The subliminal point was made
nonetheless, and others were more explicit about it. “The laity,”
one priest told the board of the National Council of Catholic
Women in 1934, “serve, of course, under the Bishops . . . Every
diocese is ruled by its own Bishop. The Church is made up of
Bishops, of priests—and the priests depend upon the Bishops for
the exercise of their priestly power—and the laity.” The bishop
was “the power through whom all life comes to the diocese.” In
this view, lower-case laity were “of course” subject to upper-case
Bishops, whose position was defined by “rule” and “power.”

Catholic Action participants did not overtly challenge such
notions, and the deference usually accorded the clergy was ob-
served by lay participants. At the same time, however, the possi-
bility was opened that lay people might sometimes take the lead.
“Laymen are not second class members of the Body of Christ,”
the CFM national newsletter said bluntly in 1957.39 The full im-
plications of that outlook would become apparent in the 1960s,
in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council, but the rhetoric
and programs of Catholic Action helped prepare the way for the
return of an active laity.

Even as Catholic Action urged lay people toward an effort to
bring the church’s message to the world, it also encouraged them
to assume greater responsibility for their own spiritual lives. The
first half of the twentieth century saw a flowering of religious
practice among Catholics. Many, no doubt, were attending to
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their religious duties without much thought, but others were
learning to cultivate a spiritual approach that was markedly per-
sonal, even as it conformed to the outward demands of the
church. Catholic Action meant lay action in church as well as
outside it.

Accurate measures of church attendance by American Catho-
lics have always been hard to come by. Parishes never kept sys-
tematic track of those who came to Mass every week or those
who were less regular; nor did pastors reliably “count the house”
from Sunday to Sunday. Anecdotal observations reported consis-
tently high levels of practice. In 1957, the pastor of Saint Nicholas
of Tollentine parish on Chicago’s southwest side (known fondly
as “Saint Nick’s”) reported that his church could hold 1,100 wor-
shipers and that all the seats were taken for Sunday Mass “every
hour on the hour,” from six a.m. until noon. A Philadelphia
priest asserted flatly that “the average Catholic of this period at-
tended Mass every Sunday,” without feeling the need either to
identify who these “average” Catholics were or to bother count-
ing them.40

A systematic study of parish Mass attendance was prepared in
1951 by Joseph Fichter, a Jesuit sociologist at Loyola University in
New Orleans. Fichter and his students had spent the entire previ-
ous year studying Mater Dolorosa (“Mother of Sorrows”) parish
in the city’s Carrollton neighborhood, and they confirmed that
faithful Mass attendance was “one of the identifiable characteris-
tics of Catholic behavior.” The parish—for whites only in the
segregated city—had half a dozen Masses every Sunday, hourly
between 6:00 and 10:00 A.M., with a final service at 11:30. Aver-
age numbers ranged from about 350 at the first Mass to nearly
900 at the last. Unusual events might affect the count on any
given Sunday. Only 140, less than half the normal number,
showed up for 6:00 Mass one Sunday in January when the city
awoke to find icicles on the trees, a rare and daunting sight in
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New Orleans. Attendance also varied according to age group.
Those over sixty were most faithful: 91 percent of them attended
weekly. Parishioners in their thirties were less regular, but they
came at a still-commendable 69 percent. For the year, average
weekly attendance at all Masses stood at roughly two-thirds
(3,500 of 5,300) of the parishioners over the age of seven, though
it might reach as high as 85 percent, as it did on Easter Sunday.

From any perspective, these levels of religious practice were
impressive. Nationwide, average attendance for all denomina-
tions, including Catholics, in the years after World War II never
quite reached half—it hit 49 percent twice, according to Gallup
Poll surveys: in 1955 and again in 1958—though in some churches
it was considerably lower. Episcopalians, for example, were falling
through the 20 percent bracket in this period, and heading lower
still. Catholics in the United States were also attending church at
a rate far higher than their relatives in Europe, where the percent-
age was plunging into single digits.41

The sacraments were the principal points of contact between
American Catholics and their church, and lay religious practice
came to center on two of them: Communion and confession.
The Eucharist was, in a sense, the whole point of every Catho-
lic Mass. Unlike many Protestant churches, which offered only
“morning prayer” on some Sundays of the year, Catholics had
Communion every week. At the climax of the liturgy, the priest
said over the bread and wine the prescribed prayers that trans-
formed them into the body and blood of Christ, ate and drank
himself, and then distributed the bread, placing a small round
wafer on the tongue of each recipient. (Catholic lay people had
not consumed any of the wine since ancient times, a point of
contention during the Reformation, when Protestants began to
insist that the sacrament be distributed “under both species.”)
This was an opportunity for every person to commune with God,
for Catholic theology insisted on the Real Presence of Christ in
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the sacrament. The elements of the Eucharist were not merely
symbolic or metaphorical: Christ was really there in them.42

As a result of the churchifying process of earlier eras, American
Catholics in the first half of the twentieth century had ready ac-
cess to Communion. At every Sunday Mass, lay people had the
opportunity to partake of the Eucharist, though they could do so
only once on any single day. Most Catholics in this period, how-
ever, were reluctant to come forward to receive Communion at
the point in the service when it was distributed to them. The
long traditions of “purgative” prayer, emphasizing their unwor-
thiness, served as a brake. Since the gap between the goodness of
God and the sinfulness of ordinary men and women was so great,
it seemed a bit presumptuous to approach so solemn an event too
frequently. Better that they reserve Communion for special occa-
sions, when they could be thoroughly prepared. Purely human
considerations reinforced the hesitancy. “The communicant must
be humble and modest in his exterior bearing,” one priest had
written, “avoiding vanity in dress and manner,” with hands and
face “carefully washed,” and maintaining decorum. “The com-
municant does not rush up from his place to the railing, but he
slowly walks up to it, the hands joined and the eyes cast down.”
Women, another priest warned in 1929, should take their gloves
off and avoid “indecent or offensive fashions”; pastors, he said,
should not hesitate to refuse the sacrament to those who failed to
comply. By the 1950s, still another priest was noting the life-
long practice of his own grandfather. This man walked to his
neighborhood church for Mass every week, and yet he received
Communion only twice a year: once on Christmas and again on
Easter. Taking the sacrament more often than that was thought
an act of particular piety, probably best not attempted.43

In the church of Catholic Action, however, priests encouraged
their parishioners toward more frequent Communion, and these
urgings gradually changed lay practice. At the beginning of the
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century, Pope Pius X had declared that Catholics should receive
Communion often, even daily if they could. Getting parishio-
ners to go to Communion once a week seemed a more realistic
goal, and pastors in America began to tell their people that they
should cultivate this habit. Receiving Communion at Mass was
not obligatory, a priest wrote in a national Catholic magazine in
1949, responding to an inquiry sent in by a parishioner from
Sayre, Pennsylvania, but “to omit Holy Communion without
good reason is indefensible self-deprivation.”44

Fichter’s study of Mater Dolorosa in New Orleans showed that
these clerical promptings were having some effect, though rates
of Communion fluctuated throughout the year. February was a
slack time, for instance—in part, the sociologist thought, because
that was the “social season,” and parishioners who had been out
late on Saturday night tended not to come forward on Sunday
morning. Variations aside, the average number of hosts distrib-
uted at all the Sunday Masses in the parish was only about 500.
Given that average weekly attendance was 3,500, only 14 percent
of the people seem to have acquired the habit of Communion ev-
ery Sunday. For others, monthly reception was the standard, with
a more encouraging rate of nearly half. Young adults were most
likely to have adopted the monthly routine (41 percent of parish-
ioners in their twenties), while those over age sixty held to a lower
frequency: only 25 percent of them were monthly communicants.
School children had the highest rate of all (71 percent), perhaps as
a result of enforced reception at the hands of parents and the sis-
ters in the parish school.45

Those intending to receive Communion faced some obstacles,
not least the regulations governing what was called the Eucharistic
fast. Anyone approaching the Communion rail was required to
abstain from eating or drinking anything, including water, from
midnight the night before. This reminder of the solemnity of the
act “helps preserve a respectful attitude,” said the Catholic Digest,
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a popular magazine for the laity, in 1945. Thus most people had
to receive the Eucharist early in the morning, simply because few
could put off breakfast until later. The fast was strictly enforced
but, significantly, not through any action of the clergy, who had
no way of knowing who might have broken it. Rather, it was lay
people themselves who internalized the requirement and their re-
sponsibility to meet it.

Stories of near misses were legion, often centering on a child
who almost took a drink of water before church. Even in extreme
cases, the law was the law. “Albert,” the boy in a 1942 grade
school catechism story, broke his fast one Sunday, though he in-
sisted that he had not done so deliberately. “That is too bad,” his
father replied, “but you can not go to Holy Communion today.”
This parent, however fictional, and his real-life counterparts were
equally at ease with their role as the religious enforcers in their
families. “Even the smallest morsel of food that reaches the stom-
ach” broke the fast, a guide to Catholic practice had said in 1929,
and this absoluteness prompted some lay people to seek painfully
precise advice from experts about what constituted “food.” Medi-
cine was permitted, for example, but at least one authority drew a
distinction between pills taken with water (permissible) and those
taken with a cup of coffee (impermissible). Nurses and night-
shift workers during wartime might receive special dispensations,
but these exceptions only reinforced the more general rule for ev-
eryone else.46 A papal decree of 1957 relaxed the fast—only three
hours before Communion for food and drink, with water permit-
ted anytime—and this helped improve the rate at which people
received the Eucharist.

Attitudes toward reception of the Eucharist by children also
changed, focusing particularly on a child’s first experience, “a
landmark in the life of a Catholic,” one priest wrote. Church cus-
tom had long decreed that children should first receive Comm-
union when they reached the “age of discretion,” that is, when
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they were able to tell right from wrong. Authorities disagreed,
however, on precisely what that age was. American bishops had
set a window of no earlier than ten and no later than fourteen,
but within that pastors were free to determine the best time in
their individual circumstances. As with increased frequency of
Communion, change in this matter was initiated at the top. Pope
Pius X declared in 1910 that children as young as seven be admit-
ted to the Eucharist, and thereafter it became common for Amer-
ican parishes to schedule First Communion for those in the sec-
ond grade, usually at a special Sunday Mass in the spring. Lined
up according to height, the children were shown how to hold
their hands prayerfully, how to march forward at the appropriate
time, and what the penalties were for whispering or fooling with
their friends. Teachers presided over repeated rehearsals to ensure
that everything went as planned on the great day. Parents em-
braced the whole idea, and by the 1940s and 1950s, they had
built an elaborate ritual of childhood around First Communion.
Boys were attired in what was probably their first suit of formal
clothes, and girls, appearing as “little brides,” wore lacy white
dresses and veils. Priests and sisters warned against excess in such
fashions, but this was often a losing battle.47 After their First
Communion, children could fall into the patterns of their own
families when it came to the frequency of Communion.

Reception of the Eucharist was closely tied to the second im-
portant sacrament for American Catholics in this era: confession,
known officially as the sacrament of penance. Anyone planning
to take Communion at Mass was expected to have gone to con-
fession beforehand, and very recently at that. Commonly, those
receiving the Eucharist on Sunday morning confessed the day be-
fore, and parishes everywhere built their schedules on this pre-
sumption, with several hours set aside on Saturday afternoon and
evening. At Saint Benedict’s, a church in Highland Park, Michi-
gan, in 1949, for example, priests heard confessions every Satur-
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day from 3:00 to 6:00 in the afternoon and again from 7:30 to
9:30. The parish even specified an hour (11:00 until noon) on
Saturday morning when children could confess, thereby getting
them out of the way of adults later in the day. Additional hours
were also provided before important feasts, like Christmas or
Easter. A parish in suburban Boston in the 1940s was not alone in
having regular Saturday hours for confession, but during Lent at
least one priest was also available every weekday morning be-
tween 8:30 and 9:00. Although it was rare, confessions might
even be heard on Sundays. The parish clergy devoted so much
time to hearing confessions because lay people came in such large
numbers. Fichter calculated that nearly 70 percent of the parish-
ioners at Mater Dolorosa in New Orleans were in the habit of go-
ing to confession at least once a month.48

Even more clearly than with Communion, lay people made
fully their own the church’s teachings on confession, assuming
the task of enforcing its requirements on themselves. The sacra-
ment turned on the detailed Catholic theology of sin, which
could be classified according to several overlapping categories.
There was original sin (the sin of Adam and Eve, passed on to all
their descendants) and actual sin (specific transgressions against
God and neighbor). There were venial sins (such as speaking an-
grily to one’s children or disobeying one’s parents) and mortal
sins (grave offenses which, left unforgiven, severed one’s connec-
tion to God altogether and sent the sinner immediately to hell at
death). There were sins of commission (bad things done deliber-
ately) and sins of omission (good deeds neglected). From their
earliest childhood, lay Catholics became fluent in speaking this
theological language and in applying it to themselves. They knew
how to identify and describe their sins, though they might some-
times have to seek advice from the clergy. Priests were always
ready to provide the right answer to inquiring penitents, either in
the confessional itself or in the pages of Catholic periodicals. In
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1942, for example, at a time when Catholics were warned never to
attend Protestant religious services, a man who had tuned in to a
non-Catholic program on the radio was told that if he had lis-
tened only out of curiosity, his sin was venial; if he had intended
“to take part in some way in the service,” he had committed a
mortal sin. Women’s use of cosmetics might be a mortal sin if
done “for the purpose of enticing or encouraging others to sins of
impurity,” another priest had ruled in 1935. If worn out of “van-
ity,” makeup was merely a venial sin, and if used “to hide a defect
in one’s appearance,” it was no sin at all.49

Catholics applied these concepts in a standardized procedure
when they went to confession. First, they were expected to call to
mind their sins and the number of times they had committed
each one. This was known as the examination of conscience, and
it demanded that sinners be honest with themselves in confront-
ing what they had done and why it was wrong. Next, they had to
“excite contrition” for these actions—that is, to feel sorry for hav-
ing done them—but it was crucial that they feel sorry for the
right reason. Sorrow motivated merely by fear of God’s punish-
ment (“imperfect contrition”) was sufficient, but it was better to
strive for “perfect” contrition, motivated by recognition that sin
offended God, who deserved better from his people. Once this
inner conversation had been completed, parishioners one by one
entered the confessional box, where the priest sat in darkness be-
hind a screen. They whispered their sins so that those waiting
outside could not overhear. The priest might ask a few questions
if the nature of the offenses was unclear—priests were routinely
admonished to keep any questioning to a minimum—and then
he said the prayer of forgiveness and assigned a penance. This
usually involved the recitation of a few prayers, which the parish-
ioner could do after leaving the box and before heading home.
The penance was understood both as a punishment for the enu-
merated sins and as a way of expressing sorrow. It might also as-
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sist with developing in the sinner what was called the “firm pur-
pose of amendment,” an effort to avoid committing the same sins
in the future. The whole business did not take very long—Fichter
calculated that, from start to finish, a penitent might spend as lit-
tle as fifteen minutes in church for this purpose, depending on
the crowd—but the effect was to wipe clean the sinner’s slate. Pa-
rishioners were thus purified in anticipation of Communion, but
more generally they were also reassured that God, acting through
the priest, had forgiven them.50

For lay people, confession was the most personal of all church
rituals, not least because it was conducted in their own vernacular
language; only the priest’s absolution was in Latin. Moreover, the
real work of the sacrament went on inside their own heads, and it
required them to apply the teaching of the church to what they
themselves had done. Sin was everywhere—or, more precisely, it
might be anywhere, and they always had to be on watch for it.
Popular guides to help with the examination of conscience speci-
fied just how pervasive it was. One booklet from the 1940s identi-
fied 367 common sins (220 were mortal, 147 were venial): failing
to pray when tempted to sin; performing religious duties “in a
distracted, impersonal, halfhearted manner”; being “miserly or
grudging in alms giving”; “taking delight in impure thoughts”;
“snubbing people or being sarcastic”; and on and on. Many peni-
tents fell into an unthinking confessional routine, describing the
same sins over and over, but even so, this was a moral world of
the utmost seriousness. Lay Catholics had perhaps dozens of op-
portunities, every single day, to send themselves to hell for all
eternity, and that would be a frightening prospect indeed with-
out the remedy that the sacrament offered. Confession reminded
them of their own responsibility for what they had done: no
blaming someone else, no claiming mitigating circumstances, no
hoping that secret sins could be kept secret. Confession was like a
court proceeding, sermons and textbooks explained, and the pen-
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itent was both the defendant and the prosecutor. The only reason
for being there was to plead guilty.51 The confessional was where
they owned up to what they had done wrong and acknowledged
their need to do better. If they did that, they had a hope of salva-
tion; if not, they knew the consequences. Either way, they were
the ones accountable for their own moral standing.

Personal responsibility was also evident in other aspects of lay
prayer life in the church of Catholic Action. Priests could show
them the path to prayer, but lay people were the ones who had to
walk it. The catalog of standard prayers was both ancient and ex-
tensive, and generations of parents had taught them to their chil-
dren. The “big three” were familiar to most Catholics literally
for as long as they could remember: the Our Father—Catho-
lics seldom called this “The Lord’s Prayer,” which they consid-
ered a Protestant designation—the Hail Mary, and the short
Glory Be (“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the
Holy Ghost, as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be,
world without end. Amen.”). They also learned the Apostles’
Creed, a briefer version of the summary of faith that the priest
said at Mass; a second prayer to the Virgin Mary, which began
“Hail, Holy Queen”; and a short Act of Contrition (“O my God,
I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee . . .”), which they
could use in confession and at other times as well. There were
Acts of Faith, Hope, and Charity, together with prayers to be said
before and after meals and prayers for early in the morning, dedi-
cating the day to God’s purposes. Individuals found their own
favorites among all these, and saying them quickly became ha-
bitual.52

To many non-Catholics—and, indeed, to some Catholics
themselves—recitation of these prescribed prayers seemed like
a mindless rote. The criticism had some validity. So ingrained
were the words that Catholics could say their prayers, silently or
aloud, with minimal attention. Lay people increasingly heard the
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church’s message, however, that they should attempt to pray in
ways that had personal meaning for them. “May we use our own
words in praying to God?” asked a child’s catechism from the
1940s. The answer was yes: “We may use our own words in pray-
ing to God, and it is well to do so.”

Catholics with particular concerns could tailor their prayer by
appealing to specific saints. As in the immigrant church, the Vir-
gin Mary still led the list, but there were dozens of other holy fig-
ures whom one might approach. Saint Anthony helped in finding
household items (keys, quite often) that had been lost; Saint
Lucy, a martyr said to have been tortured by having her eyes
plucked out, now cured eye diseases; Saint Joseph, the earthly
father of Jesus, might help with real estate transactions. Most fa-
mous of all was Saint Jude, an invented figure who was declared
the patron saint of otherwise “hopeless causes.” From a shrine in
Chicago beginning in the 1920s, priests managed a nationwide
network of devotions to Jude, whose aid was sought especially by
women facing marital problems, the unemployment of spouses,
and other troubles. Nearly every profession had its own patron
saint, too: doctors (Saint Luke), lawyers (Thomas More), secre-
taries (Genesius), and even housewives (Saint Anne, the mother
of Mary). Saints provided individualized points of contact be-
tween ordinary believers and powerful inhabitants of the heav-
enly realm, and the relationships were close ones. “Everybody
seems to know him,” one priest wrote in 1930 of Anthony, “the
People’s Saint,” and this established a personal connection. “Wher-
ever and whenever you find devotion to him in a flourishing con-
dition, you will also find that he is generous in answering the
people’s prayers.”53

Whether repeating traditional formulas or expressing their own
thoughts in their own words, Catholics were confident that pray-
ing had real consequences. Prayers were not just empty words,
mumbled unconsciously and sent off into an uncomprehending
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universe. Rather, they placed the believer in the midst of what
one scholar has called “a divine economy which encompassed
things visible and invisible, Earth and Heaven, humanity and
God.” What Catholics said and did in prayer had tangible out-
comes. In 1937, one devotee of Mary reported an unexpected pay
raise after attending a parish novena in her honor. In 1953, a nurse
prayed to Saint Jude after her father had been injured in a car ac-
cident and no medical treatment had helped. The man’s recovery
took more than a year, but his daughter was sure that the turning
point had come the moment she talked to Jude.54

Personal stories like these filled the Catholic press, but prayers
could also be enlisted on behalf of larger causes. Father Patrick
Peyton, an Irish immigrant priest in Scranton, Pennsylvania, be-
gan a fabulously successful Family Rosary Crusade in 1942, hop-
ing to counteract divorce and juvenile delinquency by insisting
that “the family that prays together stays together.” Peyton made
effective use of the radio, and later of television, in encouraging
families to gather regularly in their own homes to recite the ro-
sary. Peyton himself led the prayers over the air, and those who
tuned in across the country prayed along with him and with one
another. Beyond any personal benefits, these prayers might even
play a geopolitical role, especially as a weapon against “godless
communism,” on the march after the Second World War. With
communists poised to win in Italian national elections in 1948,
for example, Peyton urged his crusaders to direct their prayers to-
ward preventing that outcome—and it seemed to work: commu-
nist gains at the polls fell off sharply in favor of the Christian
Democrats, a largely Catholic party. For others, too, prayer was
a weapon in the Cold War. In September 1959, when Nikita
Khrushchev, the Soviet premier, visited the United Nations, more
than 20,000 Catholics in Boston stood around the Bunker Hill
Monument, which commemorated a battle of the American Rev-
olution, to pray the rosary, asking God to frustrate the Russian’s
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wicked schemes.55 Catholics such as these prayed because they
were convinced that their prayers had real effects. They them-
selves might just be housewives or office workers, but their ability
to pray gave them an important role in truly cosmic events. The
triumph of good and the defeat of evil depended, to no small de-
gree, on them.

New ways of promoting this personal approach to Catholic
prayer also developed, and few were more popular than the lay
retreat. It had long been customary for priests and sisters to make
an annual retreat, withdrawing from their usual surroundings for
a week or two of reflection and prayer, under the guidance of an
experienced spiritual director. The church of Catholic Action
promoted the idea that lay people, too, might profit from this
kind of exercise. “When soldiers retreat,” one lay man wrote in
1953, after returning from his first such experience, “they retire or-
derly [sic] and intact to stronger positions in order to reorganize
their strength for a new assault. Similarly, when a man makes a
[religious] retreat, he withdraws from the workaday, playaday
world. He ‘retires’ for a few days in order to recoup his spiritual
powers for a new advance.” Few lay people could devote an entire
week to this purpose, however, so retreat masters created a week-
end program that typically lasted from the dinner hour on Friday
until Sunday afternoon. “The retreat’s success or failure,” the en-
thusiastic first-timer said, “is our own to decide; by attention and
cooperation we can gain immense spiritual grace, by deficiency in
these respects we may forfeit the abundant good available to us.”
Throughout, the participants listened to talks (often called “con-
ferences”) by the clergy, engaged in such devotional exercises as
praying the rosary or the Stations of the Cross, attended Mass
and went to confession, and also had time for private reflection or
individual consultation with a priest on any matter that might be
troubling them.56

The number of retreats increased exponentially. Members of
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parish sodalities and Holy Name societies could go off to a retreat
house for a “weekend with God,” and in many parishes this be-
came an annual event. The broad democracy of it all was part of
the appeal. An early account noted that the participants one
weekend included “three lawyers, two bricklayers, three carpen-
ters, a school principal, nine business men,” and many others.
Retreat houses opened in nearly every state, and though they
were staffed by the clergy, lay people often took the initiative. In
1922, a Laymen’s Weekend Retreat League opened a house in
Malvern, Pennsylvania, that was so successful it was soon con-
ducting retreats for two separate groups every weekend.

Retreats for particular clientele also became popular. A Matt
Talbot Retreat League, for instance, named for an Irish tem-
perance reformer, was organized in Morristown, New Jersey, in
1943, combining a religious program with the twelve-step recov-
ery method of Alcoholics Anonymous. At about the same time, a
convent of sisters in Philadelphia began offering retreats for mar-
ried couples in the process of adopting children. By the 1960s,
there were more than one hundred retreat houses for men and
more than seventy-five for women—except for members of the
Christian Family Movement, retreats were usually segregated by
sex—across the country, most of them filled every weekend. In
1961, a Jesuit even published a manual for a “do-it-yourself ” re-
treat, with guided meditations for those who wanted to make a
retreat but could not; those who had attended one and wanted to
sustain that level of religious intensity; or “husbands and wives
who would like to make a retreat at home, either together or in-
dividually.”57

Regardless of their format, retreats promoted a spiritual ap-
proach that theologians called “interiority,” and this marked the
religious outlook of lay people in the age of Catholic Action.
What went on spiritually inside each of them was what mattered.
The churchifying process of the previous century had successfully
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turned them into regular churchgoers, and that was no small ac-
complishment. They were in the habit of going through the ex-
pected motions of religious practice. But now concern arose that
too many were only going through the motions. Yes, they were at-
tending Mass regularly, but were they really “attending” in the
sense of paying attention? The effort to build up interior religious
sentiments was a counterweight to the possibility that many lay
people were just fulfilling their obligations. Like the retreatant
who said that the weekend’s success was “our own to decide,” lay
people were encouraged to nurture their own religious life. “It is
not the listening or the reading that does you the most good” on
a retreat, another observer said; “the important thing is the think-
ing over what you have heard or read . . . That is the really valu-
able part of the retreat: the work you do for yourself.”58 To be
sure, not every parishioner wanted to make this kind of effort. In-
creasingly, however, lay people were urged to aspire to that stan-
dard. By going on retreat, by talking with individual saints about
matters large and small, by examining their consciences and ac-
tions in confession, by communing directly with God more fre-
quently—in all these ways, lay people in the church of Catholic
Action worked at personalizing their faith. It was work they did
for themselves.

When individuals prayed or received the sacraments, they saw
themselves as joining their actions to those of other Catholics
around the country and around the world. They were part of
these larger communities, both real and imagined. They were
united to one another and, in a particular way, to the pope. The
age of Catholic Action saw a tightening of the bonds between
American Catholics and the head of their church in Rome. In
contrast to earlier generations, most of them now knew a good
deal about the pope, and his authority meant something to them.
It was, after all, a pope who had popularized the term “Catho-
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lic Action” in the first place, and whenever Americans affiliated
themselves with that broad program, they were following his
lead. That members of the ACTU could instinctively quote a pa-
pal statement in the middle of a labor strike, for instance, signi-
fied that the pope had come to occupy a prominent place in the
mental universe of American Catholics.

Mass communications made it newly possible for the pope to
reach into American Catholic homes over the radio. In February
1931, Pius XI broadcast a message to the world for the first time,
joined by the inventor of the wireless, Guglielmo Marconi, now
a member of the Italian senate. American Catholics gathered
around their sets to hear the pope’s words—translated into Eng-
lish, since he spoke in Italian—and they marveled at the immedi-
acy of it all. An observer in Salt Lake City enthusiastically re-
ported the “clear reception in Utah.” At the end of the broadcast,
when Pius imparted his blessing, many listeners knelt in the
street around the stores where those without radios at home had
gathered to listen. As with President Roosevelt’s fireside chats a
few years later, the impact was direct. Imagine: there they were,
half a world away in places like Salt Lake City, and the pope was
speaking directly to them. Other media attention to the papacy
followed, evident in the news coverage given to the visit of Cardi-
nal Eugenio Pacelli to the United States in the fall of 1936. Pacelli
was the Vatican secretary of state, the second most powerful posi-
tion in the church, and he was widely recognized as heir apparent
to the current pontiff; indeed, he would be elected pope three
years later, taking the name Pius XII. Although later a controver-
sial figure for his actions (or inactions) during the Second World
War and the Holocaust, he was greeted as a first-rank celebrity
during his American tour. Flying from New York to California
and back, he stopped in a dozen cities, lunched with Roosevelt
just two days after the president’s easy reelection, and was greeted
by crowds of Catholics eager to catch a glimpse of him.59

The pope (or at least a future pope) not only came to see
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Americans; increasingly, they traveled to Rome to see him. Pil-
grimages to the Eternal City had once been possible only for
the wealthy, but the improving economic position of Ameri-
can Catholics put devotional travel within reach for many. The
tourism industry tapped into this market, offering affordable
packages, and thousands of Catholics signed up. Nineteen fifty
proved an especially busy year. It was a “Holy Year,” a jubilee that
popes since the middle ages had been declaring every quarter-
century, and pilgrims earned special blessings by visiting churches
in Rome. Americans avidly participated. One of the largest
groups—more than five hundred men and women from thirty-
three states—sailed in February, accompanied by New York’s Car-
dinal Francis Spellman, a personal friend of Pius XII. Once in
Rome, they took part in official ceremonies and then had a per-
sonal audience with the pope. The usually austere Pius seemed
particularly happy to see them. He joked with the crowd, and
when an eighty-year-old pilgrim asked him to bless a replica of
the white papal skull cap the man had bought as a souvenir, the
pope took his own cap off and traded it with him: “You take
mine and I’ll take yours,” he said.

Tour groups vied with one another for closeness to the pope. A
pilgrim from Los Angeles was proud that his party had had “a fa-
vored place to the left of the throne.” By the end of the Holy
Year, dozens of pilgrimage groups had come from America, their
appeal enhanced because they mixed relaxation with piety: the
New York party, for instance, stopped on the way home for sev-
eral days at Nice on the French Riviera. More important, Ameri-
can Catholics took the opportunity to reaffirm their connection
to the papacy and its historic role. In seeing the pontiff, one pil-
grim exclaimed later, “one sees not one Pope but the last Pope in
an unbroken chain of Popes stretching back into the mists of
time, beyond the Renaissance into the Middle Ages, and still
back into the Dark Ages, to the Catacombs, to Imperial Rome it-
self—to St. Peter.”60
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That thousands of Catholics could afford such pilgrimages
demonstrated that they were cementing their position in the
middle class. In that way, as in others, Catholics had become ever
more like other Americans—at least other white Americans—and
the Second World War marked a turning point. Although Catho-
lics could be found among isolationists and pacifists, most threw
themselves ardently behind the war effort in the aftermath of
Pearl Harbor. Somewhere between 25 and 35 percent of all mem-
bers of the armed forces were Catholics, according to one esti-
mate, and more than 3,000 priests signed up to serve as army,
navy, and air corps chaplains. Comparing their own service to
that of Christ, who, in the words of a special soldier’s prayer,
wrested “from the hands of the dictator, Hate, Thy Father’s pil-
fered empire on earth,” these Catholics shared with their fellow
citizens the experience of war and its aftermath. On returning
home, they eagerly took advantage of the G. I. Bill, swelling the
enrollment of Catholic colleges and securing places in the white-
collar workforce. Changing circumstances fueled changing expec-
tations. “These guys whose grandfathers used to want to be cap-
tain of the ward,” one slightly dismayed Catholic politician told
the reporter Theodore H. White, “now all want to be president of
the country club.”61

For many Catholics, figurative movement up the economic
ladder was accompanied by literal movement out of crowded
city neighborhoods and into the suburbs. Housing construction
skyrocketed, and the infrastructure of the church boomed right
along with it. Parishes and schools multiplied in the suburban
ring of every major Catholic center. Long Island, New York, for
example, had just under 300 parishes in 1945, 214 of them in
Brooklyn and Queens, the remainder scattered the length of the
island. By 1960, a scant fifteen years later, the number of parishes
in the two city boroughs remained the same, but the number on
the rest of the island had jumped from 81 to 114, and a sepa-
rate diocese with its own bishop had been created to oversee
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them. There were new churches in places that had not even ex-
isted at the end of the war. Levittown, one of the developments
that made homeownership possible for returning veterans, sprang
from nothing, and by 1960 it had a parish with five priests in resi-
dence; three years later, it opened an elementary school that en-
rolled 600 children. It was the same on the opposite side of the
country. Anaheim, California, just south of Los Angeles, had one
parish in 1945, but three of them in 1960; Van Nuys, in the San
Fernando Valley, had a single parish in 1945, but four of them in
1960, and three of these had schools with a total of 2,300 pupils.
In 1957, one priest noted, more Catholics moved to the sub-
urbs than had immigrated to America from Ireland in all of the
1890s.62 That estimate may or may not have been accurate, but
the trend was undeniable.

Suburbanization had many effects on the entire population,
and one of these was a muting of religious differences. Overt
anti-Catholicism generally ceased to be respectable as people of
all faiths mixed together as never before, living next door to one
another, joining the same boy and girl scout troops or the Rotary
Club. The sociologist Will Herberg argued in the mid-1950s that
even as they identified with one of the three major religious tradi-
tions (Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish), Americans had come to
think of the “American Way of Life” as their fundamental faith,
one in which commonalities outweighed distinctions. Herberg’s
thesis was controversial, at the time and later, but he had none-
theless captured something essential. Those once inclined to stand
on denominational distinctions, he claimed, were now more
likely to mute them, saying, “After all, we’re all Americans.”63

Anti-Catholicism was not entirely dead, as demonstrated by
the meteoric career of Paul Blanshard. A former Congregational
minister who became a lawyer (and an atheist), Blanshard hit
the best-seller list in 1949 with his book American Freedom and
Catholic Power, which described an irrepressible “conflict between
Catholic hierarchical power and American institutions.” Even
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as Catholics were apparently assimilating into American life, he
said, their hierarchy remained “fundamentally Roman in its spirit,”
always looking for ways to extend its “autocratic moral monar-
chy.” By influencing law and public policy in such areas as di-
vorce, censorship, and birth control, the church had nothing less
than an all-encompassing “Catholic plan for America.” The plot
began, Blanshard insisted, with an assault on basic liberties, and
it would be capped by repeal of the First Amendment to the
Constitution and an outright ban on non-Catholic religious
practice.64 For all the passion of his argument, however, not to
mention the success of his book (six printings in as many months),
Blanshard’s impact was marginal. His ideas touched few who
were not already convinced. Most Americans had difficulty pic-
turing those nice Catholics who lived next door, whose kids
played with theirs, as crafty fifth columnists, intent on helping
the pope conquer America.

In fact, Catholics had come to play larger roles in American
public life. On the political stage, a Catholic senator from Wis-
consin, Joseph McCarthy, led the fight against supposed commu-
nist infiltration. Early in his career, McCarthy had recognized the
mileage he could get from making himself the country’s most re-
lentless adversary of the “red menace.” Before reaction set in
against his steadily wilder charges and irresponsible methods,
McCarthy was a hero to many, regardless of their faith. The
Catholic hierarchy supported him energetically. Since the Soviets
had occupied the countries of Eastern Europe, many with tradi-
tionally Catholic populations, bishops and priests praised Mc-
Carthy for fighting the enemies of God as well as those of the
United States. The Catholic laity was cooler toward the senator.
To be sure, he seemed to be on the right side of things in oppos-
ing the communists. Unlike most of them, however, he was a Re-
publican, and thus he always faced opposition from the solidly
Catholic, solidly Democratic labor vote. Still, that a Catholic was
leading the charge against America’s foe in the Cold War was not
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lost on observers. Contrary to the old nativist stereotype of Cath-
olics as subverters of American freedom, they now seemed its
stoutest defenders. To be a Catholic, the political scientist and fu-
ture senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan said, was “prima facie evi-
dence of loyalty. Harvard men were to be checked [for tinges of
red]; Fordham men would do the checking.”65 Blanshard had
tried to insist that the Vatican and the Kremlin were equally to-
talitarian and equally sinister, but to most Americans, that equa-
tion seemed absurd on its face.

In the realm of popular culture, too, Catholics were in the
American mainstream. One of their bishops, Fulton Sheen, even
emerged as an unlikely television star. Originally from downstate
Illinois, Sheen had earned degrees in philosophy and taught at
Catholic University in Washington. He first appeared on the
weekly Catholic Hour radio program in the 1930s, and with the
emergence of television after the war it was immediately clear
that he and that medium were made for each other. His new pro-
gram, Life Is Worth Living, was broadcast on Tuesday evenings,
first on the Dumont Network and then on ABC. Assigned a
deadly timeslot opposite Milton Berle’s apparently unbeatable
Texaco Comedy Hour, Sheen quickly triumphed over “Uncle
Miltie” in the ratings, earning him the nickname “Uncle Fultie.”
Not only Catholics tuned in; at one point, his audience was mea-
sured at thirty million, and in 1957 he won an Emmy. For half an
hour every week, Sheen appeared in his impressive ecclesiastical
robes and used his smooth, well-modulated voice to discuss the
concerns of modern life: love of God, love of neighbor, find-
ing peace amid the hectic pace of contemporary society. He at-
tracted some celebrity converts to the church—including Clare
Booth Luce and Henry Ford II—but unlike Father Peyton, he
never prayed or discussed specific Catholic doctrines. Instead, he
echoed the nondenominational and agreeably inspirational mes-
sages of such Protestant and Jewish preachers as Norman Vincent
Peale, whose Power of Positive Thinking (1952) sold two million
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copies, and Joshua Loth Liebman, whose Peace of Mind (1946)
was nearly as popular. Sheen’s point was simple: life was indeed
worth living if one turned attention periodically to higher things.
For Americans who had put their “faith in faith,” Sheen’s message
did not require adherence to Catholicism.66

Proof of the changed climate for American Catholics came in
1960, when, for the first time in thirty years, a Catholic mounted
a serious effort to win the presidency. The defeat of Al Smith in
1928 had been interpreted to mean that Catholicism was an iron-
clad disqualification from that office, but a young senator from
Massachusetts sought the nomination anyway. John Kennedy
and his campaign skillfully maneuvered public opinion, slowly
reinforcing the idea that excluding Catholics from the White
House was unacceptable bigotry. The West Virginia primary in
May was a turning point. Kennedy’s support was solid, but be-
cause the state had a miniscule Catholic population, his cam-
paign presented it as a decisive test. When he handily defeated
Minnesota’s Hubert Humphrey, the religious issue began to re-
cede. Kennedy himself delivered the final blow in an address to
the Greater Houston Ministerial Association, a gathering of three
hundred Protestant ministers, in September. “I am not the Cath-
olic candidate for President,” Kennedy said; “I am the Demo-
cratic Party’s candidate for President, who happens also to be a
Catholic. I do not speak for my church on public matters—and
the church does not speak for me.” Should he ever face an issue
in which his official duties and his conscience were at odds, he
said, he would resign the presidency, and this was enough to sat-
isfy the skeptics. His election two months later settled the mat-
ter.67 When Kennedy was inaugurated on a cold January day in
1961, the opening prayer was delivered for the first time in history
by a Catholic prelate, Kennedy family friend Cardinal Richard
Cushing of Boston. By then, even that seemed hardly worthy of
remark.

One of their own moving into the White House gave Ameri-
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can Catholics a sign that they were accepted by a wider culture
once disposed toward suspicion of them. That event may also be
seen as a fitting capstone to the church of Catholic Action. Ken-
nedy rejected the notion that he had any duty to implement
church programs in public policy. In fact, he actively opposed
some of them, resisting all efforts to provide public funds to paro-
chial schools, for example. He also, as one of his aides said later,
“wore his Catholicism lightly”: he attended Sunday Mass regu-
larly but revealed few other signs of religious practice. Even so, he
seemed a model of the new kind of active, engaged lay person,
embodying the self-confidence of American Catholics at mid-
century. They were a people comfortable with both their religion
and their country, with their Catholicism and their American-
ness. More and more of them had “made it,” and they believed
that they were in control of their own destinies. In church, they
were feeling some of that same confidence. Lay people were warm-
ing to the idea that they bore a share of responsibility for their
spiritual welfare, just as they were in charge of other aspects of
their lives. A previous generation might have had to rely passively
on the church and its hierarchy. These confident Catholics did
not question the important role the institutional church played;
indeed, by demanding so many new parishes and schools, they
sought to guarantee that the church would always be readily
available to them. But they were also ready to expand their own
scope. In Catholic Action, inside and outside the church, they
would be the ones who acted.

For American Catholics watching on television as a fellow
Catholic was inaugurated as president, it was easy to conclude
that the future was bright, but also that it would be more or less a
continuation of the past. Their future would be more of the
same—better in so many ways, with more of everything, but still
fundamentally the same. And then, everything seemed to change.
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5

The Church of Vatican II

Patricia Caron Crowley was always called Patty, perhaps so as not
to confuse her with her husband, whose name was Pat. The
Crowleys, who married in 1937, raised five children of their own
and, over the years, cared for nearly fifty foster children in their
home outside Chicago. They founded the Christian Family Move-
ment in 1949, and a little more than a decade later they, together
with Catholics everywhere, were caught up in the sudden and
profound changes of the Second Vatican Council. Pope John
XXIII had surprised nearly everyone by calling bishops from
around the world to an “ecumenical” council in Rome. This
would be the first time in nearly a century that such a gathering
had been held, and only the second council since the 1500s. Its
work, the pope had said, would be aggiornamento, a conveniently
vague Italian word usually translated as “updating.” The council
initiated dramatic changes in Catholic religious practice, most of
which were on display at Mass every Sunday morning. It also
changed the formulation of some important Catholic doctrines,
including the governing metaphor for the church itself. Once de-
fined as the “Mystical Body of Christ,” an image many Catholics
found difficult to visualize, the church was now better under-



stood as the “People of God.” The shift to this fundamentally
democratic imagery was full of significance. Catholics like the
Crowleys were told insistently that they were the church—not (or
not only) the pope, the bishops, the priests, and the sisters, but
they themselves. More to the point, the Crowleys and other
American Catholics actually believed it.1

The implications of this new vision became intensely personal
for Patty and Pat in 1964, when they were appointed to a special
commission chosen by Pope John’s successor, Paul VI, to study
the controversial subject of birth control and advise the pope on
whether the church’s position should be changed. Official teach-
ing maintained a distinction between so-called natural means of
family planning (such as periodic abstinence), which were per-
missible for Catholics, and “artificial” means (chemical and phys-
ical methods of contraception), which were not. Pressure had
been building to modify that view and to join other Christian
churches in allowing married couples to decide whether and how
to limit the size of their families. The newly available birth con-
trol pill only heightened the demand for change. The pope’s
study group had initially consisted only of priests and theolo-
gians, but the Crowleys were made members so as to include
the perspective of married couples. The commission met several
times over the next two years, and a majority quickly came to fa-
vor a revision of the church’s stance.

During the deliberations, one incident encapsulated all the
changes that had come to the church with the Second Vatican
Council. Father Marcelino Zalba, a formidable Spanish Jesuit,
was insisting one day that the church’s policy simply could not be
changed. To do so would call into question the validity of the ear-
lier teaching and thereby undermine all church authority. If the
condemnation of artificial contraception had been wrong, he
asked, “what, then, with the millions we have sent to hell” for
disobeying it? Buoyed by confidence in the new understanding of
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the church and her role in it, Patty Crowley blurted out: “Father
Zalba, do you really believe God has carried out all your orders?”2

It was apparent in that one moment how much had changed.
Fifty years earlier—perhaps even five years earlier—a lay woman
would not have dared to speak to a priest in that way. That Patty
Crowley felt capable of doing so was a measure of what it was like
to be an American Catholic in the church of Vatican II.

The Second Vatican Council had convened in October 1962,
and by the time it adjourned in December 1965, the church in the
United States, as elsewhere in the world, was a very different in-
stitution. At the start, officials of the Roman curia, the bureau-
cratic agencies of the modern papacy, hoped to limit its scope,
but their resistance was overcome, and church leaders headed out
in unexpected directions. In four separate sessions, each lasting
for two months in the fall of the successive years, the council
drafted, debated, and approved a flow of documents. There were
statements on the church’s responsibility to address contempo-
rary social and economic problems, on the role of the laity, on re-
ligious liberty, on relations with non-Catholics and non-Chris-
tians, and on a host of other topics. These documents of “Vatican
II,” as the gathering was commonly called, were translated from
their original Latin in the hope, the first American edition said,
of prompting widespread discussion. Perhaps just as surprising,
for the first time in nearly two thousand years, a church council
had ended without condemning anything as heretical; that alone
seemed to indicate that something new was happening.

For American Catholics, these changes signaled the opening of
a distinct new age. Many lay people came to describe themselves
as “Vatican II Catholics,” a designation that marked their move-
ment beyond the religious world of their parents and grandpar-
ents. Some drew an analogy to growing up. The church of Cath-
olic Action had been their adolescence, but they were adults now.
One of the council’s documents had addressed what it called “the
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church in the modern world.” That was a church in which Amer-
ican Catholics were ready to live.

When Giovanni Roncalli was elected pope in October 1958 fol-
lowing the death of Pius XII, who had reigned for twenty event-
ful years, little was expected of him. He was already seventy-seven
years old, and most people thought that he would be just another
of the many “caretaker” popes the centuries had seen, a man who
would fill the office for a time but would leave little mark on it.
After a career in the Vatican diplomatic corps, Roncalli had been
made the patriarch of Venice as a prelude to retirement, and he
was a compromise choice as pope. He had the uncomplicated
faith of his peasant parents, and he was easy-going and engaging.
Asked on one occasion how many people worked at the Vatican,
he is said to have replied, “About half of them.” He was the
twenty-third pope to take the name John, and he quickly showed
that he would not sit quietly on the chair of Saint Peter. Less
than three months after his election, he abruptly issued his order
for the historic gathering of the world’s three thousand bishops.
“This holy old boy doesn’t realize what a hornet’s nest he’s stirring
up,” one cynical Vatican insider remarked. John’s reign would be
brief. He died five years later in the summer of 1963, after only a
single session of his council, but he set in motion some monu-
mental changes.3

The council opened amid the splendor of Saint Peter’s Basilica
on October 11, 1962, and one of its first topics was a remaking of
the rituals of the church, particularly the Mass. “Restoration” of
the liturgy was essential, the bishops declared, striking a theme
that would recur in all their deliberations. Generations of cus-
toms had accumulated in worship, and these now obscured as
much as they enlightened. The bishops understood the work of
reform as a restoration of earlier, presumably purer ways, rather
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than the invention of new ones. Their goal, in particular, was
“full, conscious, and active” participation by lay people in church
ceremonies, such as had been practiced in ancient times. The
Mass as a spectacle that the laity merely watched was unsatis-
factory; a reformed Mass, “distinguished by a noble simplicity
. . . unencumbered by useless repetitions” of prayers, and well
“within the powers of comprehension” of those in attendance,
was to take its place. Latin would remain the universal language
of the church, but the translation of some or all of the Mass
would undoubtedly be “of great advantage to the people.” Other
sacraments, too, were to be reformed and translated, so that those
participating in them could have a clearer sense of the meaning of
these ritual actions.4

Since the days of John Carroll and his unrealized hopes for a
vernacular translation of the Mass, American Catholics had rarely
faced these questions. Sunday worship had always been con-
ducted in Latin and, as far as they knew, always would be. By the
early twentieth century, however, a few American priests had
been encouraging parishioners to take a more active role. Cen-
tered primarily in the Midwest, this liturgical movement pro-
moted what members called a “dialogue Mass,” in which the en-
tire congregation said aloud the Latin responses to the priest’s
prayers. Ordinary Catholics had not been clamoring for such
participation, and some lay people were hesitant. “I felt as though
we were interfering with the altar boys,” said one man in Chi-
cago, attending a dialogue Mass for the first time. “I felt I
shouldn’t be doing this.” The clerical backers of the movement
pressed on, however, and they experimented with other modifica-
tions as well. A lay commentator might join the priest in the
sanctuary, for example, to explain to the congregation what was
going on at various points in the service. Members of the liturgi-
cal movement also recommended that the people in the pews
sing along with the choir, and new hymns, easier to sing than
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complex Gregorian chants, were introduced. Although it was
never very widespread and always remained an elite, “top-down”
effort by a small core of committed priests, the liturgical move-
ment nonetheless laid the groundwork for the broader changes
mandated by the Vatican Council.5

What was widely known as “the new Mass” came to American
Catholic parishes in several phases between 1964 and 1969. The
most significant step was probably the first one, taken on Novem-
ber 29, 1964, the Sunday after Thanksgiving. Parishioners sitting
in their places that morning knew something was different from
the moment the Mass began. The week before, the priest and al-
tar boys had entered in silence; now everyone was expected to
sing at least two verses of a processional hymn. The scriptural
passages for the day were read aloud in the vernacular, either by
the priest or by a lay lector. The priest, standing behind a new al-
tar set up in the middle of the sanctuary, still said some prayers in
Latin, but the people were encouraged to recite others along with
him, again in their own language. A few familiar parts of the ser-
vice were eliminated altogether: the reading of a second gospel
passage at the end of Mass, for example, was done away with.
“The Mass is over,” one priest explained abruptly, “and the Gos-
pel has already been proclaimed.” The prayers for the conversion
of Russia also disappeared: “redundant and not very effective,”
the same priest called them. The distribution of Communion
was now different. In the past, the priest had repeated a prayer in
Latin as he worked his way along the line of parishioners kneeling
at the altar. He now paused in front of each parishioner, in
many places standing rather than kneeling, held up the Comm-
union host so they could look at it, and said, “Corpus Christi”
(“the Body of Christ”), to which the communicant responded,
“Amen.” In a few months this, too, would be said in English, and
the altar rail itself would be gone.6

Other changes followed rapidly over the next several years—so
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quickly, in fact, that many lay people wondered whether it was
worth the effort of trying to keep up. “I would not invest very
heavily in a missal at the present time,” one priest advised a wor-
ried parishioner. In some parts of the service, the priest could
choose among several possible prayers rather than saying the
same one every week. A passage from the Old Testament was
added to the usual New Testament epistle and gospel readings in
1969, “since the Church sees all the aspirations of the ancient He-
brews fulfilled in Christ.” Priests were required always to give a
short homily—not a traditional sermon (which might address
any topic), but rather a reflection on the specific scriptural pas-
sages that the people had just heard. Moreover, participation of
the laity also required parishioners to move about. An offertory
procession was instituted, in which members of the congregation
carried the bread and wine from the middle of the church up to
the altar before the consecration of these “gifts” as the Eucharist.
A “Kiss of Peace” was also introduced: just before Communion,
parishioners were asked to turn to one another and exchange “a
sign of peace and love, according to local custom.” In most
American parishes, this amounted to an awkward and sometimes
perfunctory handshake. Taken together, all these modifications
meant that lay people had more to do at Mass than formerly.
“There is no time for idle dreaming,” one priest concluded.7

When Catholics might go to Mass was also changing. Beyond
the traditional Sunday-morning hours, some churches began to
experiment with Masses later that afternoon or evening. A more
dramatic change came when the church authorized Sunday Mass
on Saturday. These “anticipation” or “vigil” masses had originally
been approved for use in missionary countries, where a priest
could not reliably predict when he might arrive in a given locality
to say Mass. Amid the general enthusiasm for reform, the practice
spread to the United States as well. The Mass for Sunday might
be said as early as the late afternoon (usually defined as 4 p.m. or

The Church of Vatican II 205



after) of the preceding Saturday, and Catholics attending at that
time fulfilled their weekly obligation. Drawing the parallel to the
Jewish Sabbath, theologians explained that the “liturgical day” al-
ways began with sundown the day before. Few lay people had
ever heard of the notion of a “liturgical day,” but they got used to
the new schedule. Soon, it was a rare American Catholic parish
that did not have at least one Saturday anticipation Mass. The
fifty-six churches in Houston, for example, offered Mass about
three hundred times every Sunday in 1969, a year before vigils
were approved. A decade later, every parish (increased now to
sixty-eight in number) had at least one Mass on Saturday as
well—a handful had two—bringing the total number of Masses
in the city every weekend closer to four hundred. In Pittsburgh,
by 1990 fully one-quarter of all Sunday Masses were offered on
Saturday.8

Not everyone thought this was a good idea. Extending the
time when Catholics could go to Mass put too much empha-
sis on the negative consequences of their not going, one pastor
thought, and this encouraged what he called a “get-it-over-with”
mentality. Would it not be better for parishioners to attend the
weekly liturgy because they wanted to, rather than because they
hoped to get their spiritual ticket punched at a more convenient
time? He also worried about a slippery slope of “permissiveness,”
an attitude that said, in effect, “if you can’t get people to fulfill an
obligation, change the obligation. Make it easier.” Some clergy-
men also worried that offering Mass a day early would lead to a
general de-sacralizing of Sunday, reducing the traditional day of
rest to just another day. Larger social forces were obviously at
work here, but the impact on Catholics was particularly notice-
able. “I have some doubts” about Saturday Mass, one bishop said
in March 1969, “since it means a real change in the practice of
worship among our people.” He gave in only two months later
and approved the idea: parishes in towns bordering another state
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where anticipating Sunday was permitted had been losing at-
tendance. Within a short time, most priests were confirming
the popularity of these services, especially among older parish-
ioners.9

Whether on Saturday afternoon or Sunday morning, priests
now said the Mass in a loud, clear voice, facing the congregation,
and this practice raised questions that had never come up before.
Seminary training had traditionally emphasized attention to the
“rubrics” of the service, the gestures and movements of the priest,
which had been prescribed in minute detail. When the priest
held his hands in a prayerful position, one rubric had specified,
“the fingers of each hand are extended against the fingers of the
other hand. It is incorrect to interlock the fingers or to cup them
together.” Suddenly, some gestures seemed curious. In drinking
the Eucharistic wine, for example, the priest had held a small
plate (called a paten) up to his throat. This was “not a very ele-
gant gesture,” a priest from New Jersey pointed out—fine, per-
haps, so long as his back was turned, but awkward now because
the congregation could see him doing it. “Normally when drink-
ing,” he went on, “we do not pick up a plate and hold it under
our chin. To do so would be the height of bad manners.” There
were other problems as well. The altar had always had a cross on
it; no matter how small this cross was, it now blocked the people’s
line of sight and thus “defeated the purpose” of saying Mass fac-
ing them. A seminary professor in Denver wondered what to tell
his soon-to-be-ordained students about this and other things.
What about the size and shape of altar cloths? Was it really all
right to use one “which does not extend over the sides and does
not reach the floor?” These seemed like “small points,” he ac-
knowledged, but since they had once been so precisely regu-
lated it was not immediately apparent how to make adjustments.
No wonder some Catholics found the whole thing bewilder-
ing. “Will someone please explain the ‘why’ behind the liturgical
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changes,” an exasperated parishioner asked a priest in Davenport,
Iowa. “Why? Why? Why?”10

Frustration might have been expected, given that preparation
for these changes had been uneven. Some places embraced them
enthusiastically. Churches in Superior, Wisconsin, had begun us-
ing the new liturgy as early as June 1964, several months ahead of
the official starting date. Other dioceses had held training pro-
grams for priests and laity alike. Almost seven hundred lay men
from parishes surrounding New Ulm, in southwestern Minne-
sota, went through six training sessions to prepare them to be
readers at Mass. In other places, however, the liturgical gears had
shifted without much warning. A pastor in New Jersey was curt
in letting his people know that a new experience of Mass was on
the way. “As some of you are probably aware,” he announced
from the pulpit, “there will begin next Sunday the implementa-
tion of a series of changes in the Mass . . . We realize that this will
be difficult for many of you, but realize that this is the will of the
Holy Father, the Vatican Council, and his Excellency [that is, the
local bishop], and we know we can count on your fine coopera-
tion just as we have so many times in the past.” That was that.

Some resistance to change came from the clergy themselves.
“The introduction of the new rite is not a matter of choice,” the
archbishop of Boston sternly reminded his priests; “it is ordered
by the Holy See and must be carefully implemented in all the
churches and chapels of the archdiocese.” The archbishop of St.
Paul, Minnesota, sent a gentler letter to the priests in his jurisdic-
tion, but he made it clear that he would not tolerate “endless pro-
crastination and surely not . . . outright obstruction.”11

In general, Catholics favored the new Mass. “The Latin is pret-
tier,” one woman conceded, but “I’d like to see more English
used.” An eighth-grader agreed: “I wish the whole Mass could be
in English.” Soon enough, it would be. The church discontinued
all Latin by 1969, and for some Catholics that change could not

208 the faithful



come too quickly. The transition was dragging, a man told an in-
terviewer outside his parish church. “Why don’t they do it and
get it over with, instead of a little at a time?” he wanted to know.
“I think we’re intelligent enough to do it. Let’s face the changes
and make them.” A parishioner in Massachusetts thought the
new liturgy was “just great, but I do hope we can get together on
the kneeling, sitting, Latin and English responses. It seems that
all churches do it a little different from one another.” He was
right, but maybe that was not a bad thing. A guide for parish
clergy spoke approvingly of “opening the way for each parish to
take on its own character in liturgical expression”: what had once
been uniform practice could now vary from place to place. Even
little things, however, assumed large importance. One man wrote
a long letter to his diocesan newspaper, explaining why he found
being told to say “ay-men” rather than “ah-men” objectionable.
Some were shocked at the conclusion of the service to hear the
priest say, in English now, “Go, the Mass is ended,” to which they
were expected to reply, “Thanks be to God,” a statement that
might be misinterpreted to imply that they had not been entirely
happy about being there in the first place. A reluctant pastor in
Minnesota alluded to the common story that John XXIII had de-
scribed the Vatican Council’s work as “opening up the windows”
of the church, but, he said, “when a window is open, there is a
danger of extremely valuable things being blown away.”12

Only a few systematic studies of the new Mass were under-
taken, and these showed broad support among American lay peo-
ple. In 1966 U.S. Catholic, a magazine designed for a middle-class
audience, found some regional variation but widespread approval.
A parish in Durand, Wisconsin, reported having so many men
volunteer as readers that each was needed only once every five
weeks. The parishioners at a church in Chicago favored congre-
gational hymn-singing by 54 to 14 percent, and seven out of eight
of them preferred to have the priest face them during Mass.
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Churchgoers in Sierra Madre, California, actually took a vote and
confirmed their approval of priests who were “distinct and rea-
sonably slow” in leading the service. Standing for Communion
was taking hold a little more slowly, with just 21 percent of the
nation’s parishes adopting the practice, but a priest in Nebraska
made a virtue of necessity in this. His parishioners were reluctant
to receive Communion standing, but after a broken leg reduced
his mobility, they found that they liked the new format. To be
sure, problems remained. For one thing, the English translations
in use left much to be desired. Many people felt that these had
been “done in a hurry,” while others criticized them for being ei-
ther too stilted or too informal. Using eager high school students
as lectors was problematic, notably on those occasions when the
scriptural passage of the day spoke of lust and other graphic sins.
Even so, a priest in Illinois concluded, “whatever the lay people
are permitted to do, we not only allow them, but encourage, and
they respond wonderfully.”13

In subtle but important ways, the new structure of weekly
worship changed the dynamic in American Catholic parishes, es-
pecially that between lay people and their priests. “An exclusive
identification of the Church with the clergy is misleading,” a
priest in Chicago wrote in 1965, and the new Mass conveyed the
“true image of the Church, priest and people working together.”
The man who had insisted that the laity was “intelligent enough”
to accept liturgical change was voicing a widely held sentiment,
one that was often described as a passage from childhood to
adulthood. Mary Perkins Ryan, a veteran of numerous Catholic
Action causes, gave succinct expression to this view. In the past,
she said, too many Catholics went to church either out of obliga-
tion or simply to “feel good.” These were essentially “childish
motives, not those of mature persons.” Now, by contrast, adult
Catholics could appreciate the “real reasons for going to Mass.” A
lay man from New Hampshire expressed a similar sentiment
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when he wrote to a national magazine in 1968 to say that he and
“countless” other “thinking Catholics” approved of the changes
already under way and hoped for more.14

Many priests reinforced this view that “mature” and “thinking”
Catholics were being acknowledged by the church. After “a kind
of collective adolescence,” one Jesuit said, lay people had to be-
come comfortable with their new “maturity.” Like adolescence in
general, this might be “a challenging, if not a frightening, expe-
rience,” but adulthood was preferable to an imagined “golden
childhood or the cozy womb.” More generally, the mere fact that
the Mass, celebrated in the same way for centuries, was now dif-
ferent suggested that other changes were possible or even likely. If
traditional worship, formerly “viewed as heaven-sent and abso-
lute,” was subject to such drastic remaking in so short a time, a
sociologist wrote, what other aspects of belief and practice might
be changed as well? That was a prospect to be faced by mature
adults, not docile children.15

The effect of the changes on American Catholic women was
particularly significant, and this impact was apparent from the
earliest stages of Vatican II reforms. If lay men could serve as
scripture readers at their parish Masses, why could women not as-
sume the same roles? A skeptical pastor in Minnesota reported
that the high school girls of his parish wanted to “get into the
act.” He prohibited them from doing so, citing passages from the
New Testament admonishing women not to speak in church.
This biblical literalism was uncommon among Catholics, but the
girls had to be satisfied with playing the organ and singing. Other
questions arose, too. If young lads could act as altar boys, why ex-
actly were their sisters banned from service? “Are we not capa-
ble?” one young woman demanded to know. Some priests, armed
with common gender stereotypes, dismissed the possibility out of
hand. The idea of “female altar-servers wearing surplices” was
simply “comical,” one clergyman thought, without feeling the
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need to explain what was so funny. Others, however, were open
to the possibility. “Why not start a girls’ participators campaign?”
a syndicated columnist suggested. Such a campaign would be a
long one, with official approval of female altar servers not coming
until 1994; many American Catholic parishes had already begun
the practice much earlier on their own.16

The council coincided with the emergence of new forms of
feminism in America—Betty Friedan published The Feminine
Mystique in 1963, while Vatican II was in session—to permit an
unprecedented discussion of women’s roles in church. “We be-
lieve the position of women in the church should reflect the de-
velopments in the condition of women in the modern world,” a
national gathering of parish liturgy coordinators (male and fe-
male, clergy and laity) at Notre Dame University resolved in the
summer of 1967. In particular, they thought, lay women, “in vir-
tue of their baptism,” should be able to serve as readers and com-
mentators at Mass. Formal sanction for such service was slow
in coming. At first, Vatican officials conceded only that “well-
known women of adequate years and moral way of life”—prefer-
ably nuns—could read when “a suitable male lector” was not
available, so long as they did so from outside the church sanctu-
ary. The earlier notion that any lay person entering that sacred
space was “temporarily” regarded as a priest was thought to ex-
clude women by definition. By the time full approval was finally
given in 1975 for sisters and lay women alike to serve as lectors,
most American parishes had been using them for years, thereby
rendering the point moot.17 Across the board, however, the scope
and pace of changes proved difficult to confine. Some parishio-
ners wanted to cry out, “Why?” Others asked, “Why not?”

In response to the requirements of the new Mass, alterations
also had to be made in the physical space of parish churches. The
priest would need a new altar to stand behind as he looked out at
the congregation. The original altar remained against the back
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wall, but this new one, generally smaller, was moved in and used
in its place. Church supply houses began to offer these new “ta-
bles”—the term long used by many Protestant denominations
but now adopted by American Catholics as well—but, one litur-
gical specialist noted later, “in the rush of things, the atmosphere
for worship and the talent of the artist was [sic] not always care-
fully developed.” Only with time were “minimal makeshift modi-
fications” replaced with more suitable altars. Newly constructed
churches could take the changed Mass into account from the be-
ginning, and several in and around the Twin Cities of Minnesota
show a process that was under way nationwide. In 1963, Saint Jo-
seph’s parish in the town of Red Wing built an oval-shaped
church, with seats arrayed in a semi-circle around the altar. Saint
Leo’s Church in St. Paul itself was an octagon, and special atten-
tion was paid to its acoustics, since it was newly important for the
congregation to hear what was being said. In Cannon Falls, Saint
Pius Church had a more conventional exterior shape, but it had
pews on three sides of the altar. The new Saint George’s in
Long Lake also had pews on three sides, and it even had a
“mother’s room” behind the altar, to which parents with crying
children could retreat. Some parishioners found these designs
frankly “ugly,” and in many cases the criticism was undoubtedly
justified. Others defended the new styles. After so many years of
staring at baroque altarpieces whose design could be “distract-
ing,” one commentator concluded, “the shock of a plain table
with its rigid lines may be a good antidote for us.”18

Beyond aesthetics, sacramental practice also changed signi-
ficantly in the wake of Vatican II, and standing for Communion
was only one of the shifts in the relationship between American
Catholics and the Eucharist. The new climate at Mass reinforced
the long effort by priests to increase the frequency with which
their parishioners came to Communion. On a practical level, the
required fast before reception of the sacrament, which had been

The Church of Vatican II 213



reduced to three hours in 1957, was shortened again in 1964 to
just one hour. This meant that virtually everyone—save perhaps
those rare souls who were swallowing their morning coffee on the
way in the church door—could satisfy its demands. More impor-
tant, church officials acknowledged that the earlier emphasis on
keeping the fast had often transformed reception of the Eucharist
from a happy event into one filled with anxiety. Recalling his own
childhood, one priest wrote that “my earliest Communions were
concerned more with the integrity of the fast than with the joy of
union with my savior.” Easing this impediment helped send rates
of Communion steadily upward. One national study showed
that, in 1963, barely 29 percent of those at any given Mass were
going to Communion; by 1976, the rate was already more than 50
percent, and it continued to climb thereafter.19 Earlier in the cen-
tury, the overwhelming majority of Catholic churchgoers had
stayed in their seats during Communion; by the end of the cen-
tury, a similarly decisive majority came forward and would have
thought it strange not to.

In addition to increased frequency, the manner in which lay
people received the sacrament was changing in several distinct
but parallel ways. Traditionally, the priest had administered
Communion by placing the wafer of bread directly onto the
recipient’s tongue. “When the priest who is distributing Holy
Communion reaches him,” a guide to Catholic behavior had ex-
plained in the 1920s, “the communicant should slowly open his
mouth and stretch out his tongue, so that it projects a little over
the lower lip, keeping his eyes half closed. As soon as he feels
the sacred Host on his tongue, one ought to draw it in and
close his mouth.” As with some other liturgical gestures, this one
now seemed unnatural. “I find myself hardly able to open my
mouth and have the Host shoved in,” a woman from Ohio said.
Theologically, the Eucharist was understood as a ritual meal, a
reenactment of the last supper Jesus had shared with his follow-
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ers. It was odd to think of a meal in which the participants were
fed by someone else, and lay people’s objections to this method
were of a piece with their insistence that they not be treated like
children. “We are adults and as such we feed ourselves,” the pa-
rishioners of a church in Windsor, Connecticut, resolved; “we are
not fed.”20

Accordingly, many parishes began the practice of “Comm-
union in the hand.” As each person came forward, the priest
placed the Communion host in the recipient’s outstretched palm,
cupped by the other hand to receive it; communicants then
picked it up and placed it in their own mouths. The practice,
which grew up spontaneously in many places, proved controver-
sial, since it had not been officially authorized. A Vatican com-
mission was appointed to study the matter. This change was, they
admitted, “not a true innovation,” since it had been the practice
of the church for centuries in earlier times. Pressure for Comm-
union in the hand, however, was “the work of a small number of
priests and laity, who seek to impose their point of view on others
and to force the hand of authority.” Giving in to this kind of
overt challenge might lead to worse: “To approve it would en-
courage these persons who are never satisfied with the laws of the
Church.” Deliberation continued, and in 1977 the hierarchy for-
mally approved this option for receiving Communion; by then, it
was already common practice in American parishes. The priests
at the Connecticut church estimated that 97 percent of their pa-
rishioners took the sacrament in this way.21

The period of liturgical reform also brought demands that
during Communion lay people receive not only the Eucharistic
bread but also the sacramental wine. This practice had been
strictly forbidden by the Council of Trent in the sixteenth cen-
tury, but now a case was made for “restoring” it. The words of the
Mass quoted Jesus as saying, “Take and eat,” but they also re-
peated his injunction to “take and drink”; barring the laity from
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the Communion cup seemed a direct disobedience of that com-
mand. The clergy generally supported a change, and it spread
widely in American parishes. Official decrees were characteristi-
cally cautious, suggesting that “communion under both species”
be limited to special occasions: the bride and groom at their wed-
ding, for instance. But as one observer noted, the rules were
vague enough “to have allowed liberal interpretation.” The arch-
bishop of Cincinnati broadly encouraged churches in his jurisdic-
tion to take up the practice, and by March 1968, when a national
magazine ran a cover photo of Becky Ruby, a student at Indiana
University, drinking from a chalice, few readers thought it un-
usual.22

One more change was in the offing. In 1973, parishes began ap-
pointing what were called “extraordinary ministers of the Eucha-
rist.” In places where the number of priests was small or the de-
mand for the sacrament was high, lay people were authorized to
help with the distribution of Communion during Mass. They
might also bring the Eucharist to fellow parishioners in the hospi-
tal. The church devised a simple ceremony commissioning pa-
rishioners for this task—parishes in Indianapolis did so every year
on Holy Thursday, right before Easter—and lay people volun-
teered in impressive numbers. Some priests voiced concern about
women wearing the clergy’s liturgical garments, and at least one
priest, fearful of worldly distractions, wondered whether particu-
larly attractive women should be enlisted. So many women vol-
unteered, however, that it seemed foolish to turn them away.
Once the exclusive province of the clergy, distribution of the Eu-
charist was now a task that the laity could share. “All those who
are baptized are in some sense priests,” a theologian said, so there
was no reason that lay people could not undertake this priestly
duty.23

Communion had always been linked to confession, and Vati-
can II brought even more dramatic changes to the sacrament of
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penance. Here, however, the effect ran in the opposite direc-
tion. Whereas reception of Communion rose steadily, the rate
at which American Catholics went to confession plummeted.
The monthly standard urged by priests had become common: in
1965, 38 percent of American Catholics were going that often. Al-
most immediately thereafter, however, the practice fell off precip-
itously. By 1975, less than half as many American Catholics (only
17 percent) were seeking God’s forgiveness monthly in the confes-
sional. Those who responded that they “never” or “practically
never” confessed rose in the same period from 18 percent to 38
percent. Yet another decade after that, a survey of “core Catho-
lics” (those most actively involved in parish activities) confirmed
the collapse of confession: 26 percent of these Catholics said that
they never went at all, 35 percent said that they went at most once
a year, and only 6 percent said that they still confessed every
month. The decline was evident in local churches everywhere. In
1962, Saint Thomas Aquinas parish in the Jamaica Plain section
of Boston made priests available for confession for three and a
half hours every Saturday afternoon and evening; in 1969 this was
cut back to an hour and a half, and by 1990 it had been reduced
again to just half an hour. Parishioners were simply not com-
ing. One pastor told his congregation that he had been growing
shrubs in the confessional boxes for months and that no one had
yet noticed. He was joking, but he had his finger on the trend
nonetheless.24

Most Catholics had never really liked going to confession, but
in the aftermath of the Vatican Council they felt newly free to act
on their dissatisfactions. The enumeration of relatively trivial of-
fenses came to look like an empty ritual. “The priests I encoun-
tered seemed so much more concerned with how often I was
late for Mass than with my relationships with my children, my
husband, or my neighbors,” a woman from New York said in
1978, explaining why she had stopped going to confession. Some
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priests shared her unease about trifles. “The last time I went to
confession,” a woman from Illinois reported, “I was made to feel
I was wasting the priest’s time,” and still another woman from
New Jersey noted that she would confess “sins that have bothered
me,” only to have the priests “chuckle—like ‘you came to confes-
sion for this?’” The way the clergy spoke about the sacrament
discouraged lay recourse to it. “If we have consciously chosen
against the Lord in our life,” one guide, published in 1966, said,
“we should promptly seek His mercy . . . If there is no question of
turning away from God in this way, Confession is not necessary
for us, regardless of how long it may be since our last Confes-
sion.” A year later, a mother in New Hampshire was amazed to
hear her pastor tell the children of his First Communion class
that they should stay away from confession unless they had com-
mitted a mortal sin, of which few of them were capable.25 That
kind of talk was all the added encouragement many lay people
needed to abandon their earlier confessional habits.

Faced with this sharp decline, church officials sought ways to
revive confession. They began referring to the sacrament as “rec-
onciliation,” which had a softer (though probably more theologi-
cally accurate) sound than “penance,” the traditional name. In
the early 1970s, they also instituted a so-called new rite for ex-
pressing sorrow for sins. Private confession remained possible,
but the church also authorized two new options. One was face-
to-face confession, in which priest and penitent sat together and
talked, often without the usual ritual formulas. This could seem
more like psychological counseling than confession of sins, and as
such it was intended to be “more personal, more human.” Par-
ish clergy consistently said that they preferred this method, but
lay people were cooler to the idea. A survey conducted in 1977
showed that only 20 percent of those Catholics who were still go-
ing to confession opted to receive the sacrament face-to-face.

The other option was a wider use of what was called “general
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absolution.” Parishioners could attend a liturgical service that in-
cluded scripture readings, time for personal reflection, and (only
if they wanted) the chance to confess to a priest; after this, the
priest said a general prayer of forgiveness. Churches experimented
with this approach, and at least one did so on a large scale. On a
Sunday in December 1976, twelve thousand Catholics filled an
arena in Memphis, Tennessee, for such a service, and a week later
an equal number turned out seventy-five miles away in the city of
Jackson. Although meaningful to the participants, these services
proved controversial. If sinners could be forgiven en masse, why
would they ever return to the confessional box? Accordingly, the
Vatican chastised the bishop of Memphis for the program and se-
verely restricted the use of this rite in the future. Doing so did not
send Catholics back to the confessional: parish priests across the
country reported that they were hearing at most about twenty
confessions per week.26 For all practical purposes, the regular con-
fession of sins had ceased to be a part of American Catholic life.

While confession was disappearing, another sacrament was be-
ing revived and almost totally reimagined. This was the anointing
of the sick and dying, a practice known as Extreme Unction—
“unction” in that it involved anointing with blessed oils; “ex-
treme” in that it was administered only at or near the point of
death. “To receive the sacrament of Extreme Unction,” a child’s
catechism had explained in the 1940s, “you must be in danger of
death.” This “last act of the drama of human life,” another text
said, was the one “on which the success or failure of the whole de-
pends,” since Satan might use the attendant distress to tempt the
dying into despair. So fully had American Catholics internalized
the notion that this sacrament was only for the very end of life
that they usually resisted calling a priest until it was unavoidable;
to do so earlier, they feared, would alarm the patient by suggest-
ing that the family had given up hope of recovery. Priests argued
with little success against this reluctance, urging instead the bene-
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fits of recourse to the sacrament in circumstances that were not
extreme. “If we are going to die,” a catechism from 1964 said
more hopefully, it “helps us to die a holy death. But if it is better
for us to get well, then [Jesus] makes us better.”27

The church introduced a new rite of anointing in 1972 and re-
vised it again in 1983. Those who experienced the sacrament this
way often found it a powerful ritual. “When done by some
priests it looks like magic,” said a nurse at a hospital in Texas,
who had been present at many anointings, “but when done prop-
erly it is very meaningful,” particularly if the entire family was in-
volved. Another nurse concurred: “Most patients look on anoint-
ing as very helpful to them in accepting the will of God,”
whatever that might be. Parishes also began to use this rite in
communal services as well as individual cases. In some places,
such services became a regular part of the parish calendar, with
anyone suffering from infirmity, physical or spiritual, encouraged
to attend. “A special annual Mass for the sick of the parish who
can be brought to Church has been greatly appreciated,” one
priest observed. As awareness of the AIDS epidemic spread in
the 1980s, many parishes instituted special anointing services for
those afflicted with the disease.28

Taken together, the changes in American Catholic religious
practice that came from the Second Vatican Council were re-
markable for their scope and their speed. To some degree, the
long years of Catholic Action had prepared believers for the in-
novations, but even so, the experience of going to church was
plainly different in 1970 from what it had been in 1960. Many
people had an understandably hard time breaking old habits.
“The quiet Mass was nice,” one parishioner in Chicago said. “I
could concentrate on the things that happened to me during the
week . . . and I could get the Rosary in.” A friend had the same
experience, though apparently without much spiritual benefit.
“I’d say the rosary and look at somebody’s hat and notice who
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had a new dress and finally I would look at my watch and then I
was out. I was through for another week.” That kind of inatten-
tion was now harder to sustain, and the clergy actively discour-
aged private prayer at Mass in favor of communal participation.
Lay people were “not free to pray each in his own little way,”
a priest in Minnesota said sharply; rather, collective liturgical
prayer was designed to make them realize that “they belong to a
people whom God has taught how to pray.”29 The tension be-
tween the individual and communal dimensions of prayer re-
mained, however, and just as the council promoted public par-
ticipation in the church’s rites, it also encouraged individual,
personalized approaches to spiritual matters. These found a ready
audience among American Catholics in the late twentieth cen-
tury.

The encouragement that lay people make worship and prayer
their own always implied the possibility, of course, that some
would instead choose to become inactive Catholics. In the past,
the laity and clergy alike had strongly stigmatized “falling away.”
It was the product, a priest wrote in the 1920s, of “an ungenerous
and stingy spirit towards God” or, another said, of “bad homes”
and “just plain laziness.” One lay man who fell away for a time
even blamed himself: “My leaving the Church lay in my own
weaknesses,” he said on returning in the 1950s. Catholics were ad-
vised to shun those who had abandoned the church. A woman in
Ohio was told that it would be “disedifying or scandalous” to at-
tend the wedding of a Protestant friend to a fallen-away Catholic.
She could send a gift, provided that it was for the Protestant bride
alone and not for the formerly Catholic groom.30 Such attitudes
meant that instances of Catholics’ leaving the church, though
never precisely measured, had generally been rare. In the 1960s,
however, some lay people not only stopped going to confession;
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they stopped going to church altogether. For the first time since
the churchifying process had begun a century before, there were
many “lapsed” Catholics. Some joined other churches, but most
simply enlisted in the ranks of the unchurched.

Because the Catholic population continued to grow in abso-
lute numbers—Catholics held steady at just below one-quarter of
the total population, which reached and then surpassed 200 mil-
lion in these decades—the rate of regular Mass attendance was a
better measure of changing practice. A Gallup poll taken in 1958
found that 74 percent of American Catholics said they had gone
to church in the previous week. This number was most likely a
little high; some people who had not gone to Mass probably
thought they should have and so gave pollsters the “right” answer
anyway. By 1970, however, just five years after Vatican II had
ended, a decline was already apparent. At that time, 60 percent
of Catholics attended weekly Mass. This was a sharp decrease,
though weekly attendance by Protestants had fallen further, to
less than 40 percent. The slide continued, and by the mid-1980s
weekly Mass attendance was down to 53 percent, before finally
settling in between 30 and 40 percent, where it remained until
the end of the century. Reasons for non-attendance were as varied
as the individuals in question, but there were now distinct groups
within the Catholic populace, based on the regularity of practice.
By the early 1990s, one study found, 21 percent of those who had
once been Catholics could be considered entirely “dormant,”
while 23 percent attended Mass weekly and another 56 percent at
least monthly.31 Lay Catholics had obviously made choices. Some
gave up religious practice completely; others decided that they
could still be Catholics even if they did not attend church quite
as regularly as their parents or grandparents had.

At the same time, a number of traditional devotions disap-
peared from American Catholic practice. Vespers and Benedic-
tion, for example, staples in churches on Sunday afternoons since
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the early nineteenth century, were abandoned nearly everywhere.
Some liturgists thought that these services distracted from the
Mass itself, and practical factors also steadily eroded their appeal.
In largely urban parishes, most parishioners could easily walk the
two or three blocks from home to church for a second time on
Sundays. In suburban settings, where the church was a car ride
away, making the extra effort was a little more complicated. “For
better or worse,” one lay man noted as early as 1965, “many popu-
lar, so-called pious, devotions have been downgraded in recent
years. The rosary, visits to the Blessed Sacrament, devotional con-
fessions,” and other practices were deemphasized. Statuary and
banks of votive lights were relegated to the church storerooms, on
the theory that these, too, diverted the attention of worshipers.
These changes led some Catholics, who had enjoyed the older
forms and found meaning in them, to discern a “piety void.”
Even those who supported the liturgical changes acknowledged
the problem. “It is easy enough,” one priest said, to laugh at those
who mourned the loss of these longstanding practices, “or to pity
them,” but he thought that many Catholics, “not just the super
pious,” were legitimately uneasy about the changes.32 Whether
newer expressions of devotion would ever fully replace the older
ones remained uncertain.

The church of Vatican II tried to fill this piety void by urging
Catholics to find new ways to pray. Merely going through the
motions—like the woman who said a quick rosary, checked her
watch, “and then I was out”—was not good enough. Just as she
was now expected to participate in Sunday Mass, so she was ex-
pected to exert additional effort toward making prayer her own.
In earlier ages of the church, the religious obligations of believers
had been spelled out in clear and concise terms. The so-called
Commandments of the Church, paralleling those of Sinai, neatly
summarized every Catholic’s obligations. The widely used Balti-
more Catechism itemized these six laws for generations of school

The Church of Vatican II 223



children: “to assist at Mass on all Sundays and holydays of obliga-
tion; to fast and to abstain on the days appointed; to confess our
sins at least once a year; to receive Holy Communion during the
Easter time; to contribute to the support of the Church; to ob-
serve the laws of the Church concerning marriage.”33

In the 1960s, Catholics began to think that these minimum de-
mands were an insufficient expression of religious commitment,
and some of the practices (such as annual confession) were be-
coming dead letters. Others ceased to have much meaning: the
requirement that believers abstain from eating meat on Fridays,
for example, was abolished in December 1966, thereby eliminat-
ing one of the most familiar public markers of Catholic identity.
Instead, parishioners increasingly heard the call, first sounded in
the church of Catholic Action, that they make religion personally
meaningful. Many took it to heart. The number of lay people
who said they prayed every day rose ten points (from 52 to 62
percent) between 1972 and 1984, one survey discovered; in the lat-
ter year, fully 31 percent said that they had had “at least one in-
tense religious experience in their life.” By the end of the century,
80 percent of practicing Catholics still said that Mass attendance
was essential to the faith. But 82 percent of them said that “learn-
ing more about Catholic teaching and spirituality” on their own
was important, too, and fully 97 percent said that helping those
in need was essential to continuing to think of oneself as a Catho-
lic. “Being a devout Catholic was much easier,” one man said;
“practicing full Christianity is much more difficult.”34 The exter-
nal demands of church membership had to be matched by a
commitment to nurturing interior faith.

American Catholics thus developed some new devotional hab-
its. Study of the Bible, for example, spread rapidly. In contrast to
their Protestant neighbors, Catholics had traditionally been en-
couraged to study the catechism rather than the Bible itself. The
faithful had to be guarded, the nation’s bishops had said in 1829,
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“from Bibles spoiled by non-Catholics” (by which they usually
meant the King James Version), and later Catholic Bibles in-
cluded a warning that study of the scriptures should be done
only with “the advice and permission of the Pastors and spiritual
Guides whom God has appointed to govern his Church.” A phy-
sician in Philadelphia, who had been at countless bedsides during
thirty years of medical practice, noted in 1952 that Catholics were
more likely to have a rosary nearby than a Bible, which was “un-
deviatingly a sign of Protestantism.” Now, however, Catholic lay
people joined small parish groups to read the Bible and discuss its
meaning; individual study was similarly encouraged. Between
1977 and 1986, one survey found, the number of Catholics who
regularly read the Bible on their own grew from 23 to 32 percent,
while another reported that around 13 percent of them did so
with fellow parishioners. These numbers were tiny in comparison
to American Protestants, and basic biblical literacy was often
spotty: only about one-third of American Catholics could cor-
rectly name the four Gospels. Even so, since Catholics now heard
passages of scripture read at every Mass, some explored the Bible
themselves.35

The personalizing of faith was evident in other ways. Lay re-
treats still offered opportunities for individual reflection, but the
popularity of traditional “weekends with God” fell off. In their
place, specialized programs attracted those interested in deepen-
ing their spirituality. One of the most popular of these was the
cursillo, which originated in Spain in the 1940s. Like a traditional
retreat, this “little course” in Christianity began with a three-day
withdrawal from normal activity in which selected parishioners,
chosen by their pastors, reviewed doctrinal basics and were intro-
duced to various methods of prayer. The goal, one description
said, was to “help those attending discover their personal calling
(or vocation) in order to accomplish it in and for the commu-
nity.” The cursillo drew on the techniques of group dynamics to
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enhance the experience. At some point in the weekend, for exam-
ple, the participants were showered with letters, written by previ-
ous attendees whom they had never met, assuring them that these
strangers were praying for them. The emotional impact could be
a powerful one, and it gave the “cursillistas” (those making the re-
treat) an enthusiasm they were encouraged to spread after the
weekend was over. Weekly or monthly gatherings of alumni were
held in participants’ homes, “an aid to keeping alive in the
cursillista the spirit of continuing Christian conversion.” Although
open to anyone—originally only men, but almost immediately
women, too—the cursillo was particularly popular among His-
panic Catholics, in part because all the specialized terminology of
the movement was in Spanish. No reliable statistics tell how
many lay people participated in the program, but an emerging
cadre of lay parish leaders used the experience to shape a spiritu-
ality they could call their own.36

Retreats for married couples also multiplied, extending the
work of the Christian Family Movement. A CFM national meet-
ing in 1967 was the site of the first “Marriage Encounter,” a week-
end getaway that combined religious and interpersonal exercises.
A priest and two or three “previously Encountered couples” led
the participants, some of them married for decades, through a re-
examination of their lives together. After talks on a range of sub-
jects, each husband and wife wrote a short reflection and then
shared it with each other (but not with the larger group). Here
again, the emotional power could be considerable. “Masks are
put aside and walls are broken down,” one participant said. Psy-
chological language, drawn from the wider culture and often re-
duced to buzzwords, was used overtly. “I’ve found out how to be
more in touch with my feelings,” another woman said. Couples
might complete an “emotional inventory,” rating themselves in
such categories as feeling anxious, depressed, or lonely. More im-
portant, the goal for husbands and wives was to develop individ-
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ual and mutual spirituality. “During the weekend I met Don’s
God and he met mine,” one woman said of the experience, and
her spouse felt the same way. “We are beginning to build,” he
said, “our own ‘Little Church.’” Earlier generations of Catholics
would have thought it peculiar, perhaps even blasphemous, to say
that God was somehow “Don’s” or that his God was different
from anybody else’s. Beyond that, though the notion of the fam-
ily as a “little church” had a long pedigree, it still had a slightly
presumptuous tone. By the 1970s, however, the marriage encoun-
ter movement had spread throughout the country, claiming to at-
tract 100,000 couples each year; 30,000 people attended one an-
nual convention.37 Father Patrick Peyton had once insisted that
the family that prays together stays together; enthusiasts of the
marriage encounter saw themselves as elaborating a particular
technique to accomplish that goal.

Even more widespread was the emergence of a distinct Catho-
lic charismatic movement. The phenomenon of speaking in
“tongues,” thought to parallel the experience of the early church
at the feast of Pentecost as described in the New Testament, had
appeared among American Protestants at the beginning of the
twentieth century, grounded on the conviction that the Holy
Spirit touched Christians directly, prompting them to express
themselves through various ecstatic “gifts.” Beginning with a re-
vival in a storefront on Azusa Street in Los Angeles in 1906, sev-
eral denominations had institutionalized this experience, includ-
ing the largely white Assemblies of God and the mostly African
American Church of God in Christ. Worship services, described
by one scholar as a form of “planned spontaneity,” emphasized
preaching and testimonials rather than formal sacramental litur-
gies. In this, they were about as far from even a remade, post–
Vatican II Catholic Mass as one could imagine. Moreover, hostil-
ity toward the Roman Church was common. In the Protestant
Pentecostal catalog, Catholics were responsible for everything
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from socialism to corruption in Congress, and even to World
War I.38 Such a religious expression seemed unlikely to find a
home among American Catholics.

And yet it did. Several cursillo alumni, meeting on the campus
of Duquesne University in Pittsburgh in February 1967, gathered
in the school’s chapel and reported afterward that they had felt a
powerful “movement of the Spirit.” On returning home, they
found they could recreate the experience with others. Assembling
in schools and parish halls, usually on weeknights, participants
intensified their own reflection and prayer. “From the moment I
entered the meeting room,” a woman in California said, recalling
her first experience, “I was attracted by the spirit of the group.
The atmosphere was one of tremendous warmth and friendliness
. . . No polemics! No arguments! Just rejoicing in the Lord.” Sev-
eral “gifts of the Holy Spirit” were manifested regularly. Speaking
in tongues was the most obvious, often followed by the gift of in-
terpretation, in which another person translated the otherwise in-
decipherable sounds: “I found that sometimes I could tell what
the words of a tongue meant,” the Californian reported. A gift of
prophecy might appear, “a solemn message in the form of a first-
person communication,” understood as a message directly from
God, such as, “O my children, I love you. Do not fear for the fu-
ture.” Most controversial of all was a gift of healing. “Warmth
would flow into my hands in response to the sick and needy,” one
participant reported. “I would be moved to lay hands on them
and pray for them.”39 Such expressions had never been part of
American Catholic practice, and many parishioners were wary of
their potential for a kind of spiritual anarchy. If even Catholics
were going to be encouraged to “do your own thing”—the phrase
from pop psychology was just becoming familiar—where would
it all end?

Church officials, too, were suspicious, and the nation’s bishops
combined halting approval of the potential for a deepened prayer
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life with warnings about the possible abuses. On the local level,
however, so many lay people were attracted to this kind of prayer,
at least for a time, that pastors found it unwise to discourage
it. One group reported in 1971 that between five and six hun-
dred people were coming to its weekly meetings. By the 1980s,
charismatics were claiming close to six thousand prayer groups
nationwide, attended regularly by a quarter-million people. In at
least two places, explicitly charismatic parishes were formed. In
Geneva, Illinois, 250 members of a prayer group received permis-
sion to form their own parish, to which all nearby charismatics
might come, regardless of where they lived. Members had to
sign a “covenant agreement,” and “baptism in the Holy Spirit is
the normal expectation of members.” In Rhode Island, another
group received “a very, very strong prophecy about God’s raising
up a new Moses to lead his people in Providence,” and a Word of
God Community was given jurisdiction over a parish in the inner
city, with the pastor its designated Moses.40 Such intensity might
burn brightly for a while and then flicker out, particularly as en-
thusiastic pastors or parishioners moved away. Still, there were
enough Catholic charismatics that bishops established coordinat-
ing offices for local groups, and national meetings attracted vary-
ing, but still significant, attendance.

To many Catholic ears, the language of the charismatic move-
ment had a distinctly Protestant sound. Those involved preferred
the term “charismatic” precisely to distinguish themselves from
non-Catholic Pentecostal churches, but they drew on deeper
American Protestant impulses nonetheless. The idea that pro-
spective members had to sign a covenant before joining a parish,
for example, seemed more akin to the Puritan churches of early
New England than to traditional Catholic parish organization.
The hope that “lukewarm Catholics can be awakened to the way
of the Lord” sounded more like something Jonathan Edwards
might have said than a Catholic preacher. One of the original
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Duquesne group insisted that “a personal relationship with God”
was his goal, letting “Christ become fully the Lord of his life,”
while another described feeling “God’s personal love for me in
the depth of my soul.” This way of describing religious experi-
ence was more like that of a tent revival meeting, with its empha-
sis on accepting Jesus as “personal savior,” than the usual homily
in a parish church. These denominational distinctions were less
important to Catholic charismatics than was the quality of their
“concrete religious experience.” True, a shift toward the “affective
and emotional” in religion, a belief that “prayer has to be from
the depth of the heart as well as from the head,” carried the
risks of excess, but charismatics often felt a gentle condescension
toward those who had not been awakened. The pastor of the
Rhode Island parish prayed that God would “increase our com-
passion for those who simply wish for the ‘good old days’”: pa-
rishioners who were not charismatics deserved “compassion” and
maybe pity.41 Even without this temptation to religious superior-
ity, the charismatic emphasis on personal spirituality shows just
how widespread the idea had become in the church of Vatican II.

There were tamer ways of approaching the same goal, includ-
ing individual spiritual direction. Traditionally, this practice had
been undertaken by the clergy and members of religious orders.
In regular one-on-one sessions, priests or nuns discussed their ex-
periences of prayer, beyond the mere recitation of prescribed for-
mulas. Jesuits, for example, were guided through the Spiritual
Exercises of their founder, Ignatius Loyola, which encouraged
such methods as visualizing themselves in conversation with Je-
sus. For the first time in the years after Vatican II, lay Catholics
began to express an interest in adopting similar forms of self-con-
scious prayer. A Catholic college chaplain from Tennessee noted
that “everywhere” he went he found “individuals asking for some
plan of deep, longterm spiritual formation.” They wanted, he
continued, not to turn themselves into pale imitations of clois-
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tered nuns or monks, but rather to define a “secular spirituality, a
spirituality lived, not in spite of, but through involvement in the
secular world of business and politics, family and social life.” Lay
people seeking direction needed “help with a relationship,” two
experienced directors wrote; “they want to find a center that
holds, a relationship to life and life’s mysterious center that will
not buckle under the strain of modern conditions.” They wanted
to be able to “speak about the most profound experiences they
have, their experiences of ‘the mystery we call God.’” The spiri-
tual director’s job was “helping another person to become more
aware of God’s personal communication to him or her [and] to
respond personally to God.”42

In the process of direction, the two individuals simply con-
versed, as in psychological counseling. Indeed, many directors
drew consciously on the work of psychologists such as Erik Erik-
son and Carl Rogers, whose writings on human development
were achieving wide currency. But “the talk will not be casual
and aimless,” one director said; it was more than mere “advice-
giving.” Rather, it was purposeful, since “the person who seeks
direction is going somewhere.” Most often, people took up the
practice because they found “the ways of prayer taught them
as children and carried with them into adolescence and young
adulthood are no longer satisfying.” They wanted something
more. Here again was talk of the passage from religious child-
hood to adulthood. By committing themselves to a regimen of
daily prayer and then analyzing their experiences in regular weekly
meetings, the director and the directee gradually worked out a
plan for spiritual progress. Finding and keeping to a consistent
time of day for prayer was important, for example: “morning
people” and “night people” were urged to keep an eye on their re-
spective biological clocks. Even when prayer seemed a waste of
time, a common problem for “pragmatic, production-oriented
Americans,” directees were urged to press on, allowing themselves
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“to waste time gracefully with God.” If they persevered, they usu-
ally found their self-awareness enhanced. “I’m amazed at how
much I can say about what’s happened when I’ve prayed,” one
person told a director. “When I come, I think I have practically
nothing to say. But look how much I’ve said this morning.”43 The
number of people who committed to such sustained efforts at
spiritual growth was small, and they were always self-selected.
That American lay people sought to do it at all, however, was a
sign that they were looking for what the cursillo participant had
called “continuing Christian conversion.”

Among those most likely to try any of these methods was the
core group of lay ministers who emerged in American Catholic
parishes in the years after Vatican II. The personnel of the local
church no longer consisted exclusively of the priests who lived in
the rectory or the sisters in the convent next door. The docu-
ments of Vatican II had stressed lay people’s involvement in the
work of the church and, without removing the theological wall
between clergy and laity, had expressed a hope that the laity
would be allowed “to exercise certain church functions for a spiri-
tual purpose . . . according to their abilities and the needs of the
times.” This meant something more than membership in a Cath-
olic Action organization or service on the parish advisory coun-
cils that appeared in many places. Lay Eucharistic ministers and
readers at Mass were only the beginning of the story. More sig-
nificant indicators of change were those who undertook careers as
lay ministers in the church, including directors of the parish reli-
gious instruction program, youth and elderly ministers, and di-
rectors of music and liturgy.44

At first, the appearance of such people as members of the paid
parish staff went unnoticed. Soon, however, the numbers were
hard to ignore, and they got steadily larger. By the late 1990s,
American Catholic parishes employed almost 30,000 lay minis-
ters who worked at least twenty hours per week. The trend was
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evident nearly everywhere. In 1970, for example, the diocese of
St. Cloud, consisting of 150 parishes spread across the rural
stretches of central Minnesota, had only fifteen lay religious edu-
cation directors and not a single youth minister or “pastoral as-
sociate,” the title often given to those who performed general
duties. By 1990, St. Cloud had more than ninety education direc-
tors, seventeen youth ministers, and about twenty pastoral associ-
ates. The story in Pittsburgh was much the same. The seventy-
five parishes there in 1990 were staffed by 112 active priests whose
duties were exclusively those of the parish. But those parishes also
had 144 lay ministers—166 if one counted the religious sisters
(technically lay people in church law). By the end of the century,
20 percent of all Catholic parish personnel nationwide were lay
people. These were overwhelmingly (about 80 percent) women,
though there was some specialization by gender. Women were
more likely to lead religious education programs, for example,
while more men served as musicians or youth ministers. What-
ever their job description, they did many things formerly asso-
ciated with the clergy: 70 percent said that they regularly led
members of the parish in prayer; 58 percent had a role in the
preparation of Sunday Mass; and 41 percent visited sick parishio-
ners, either at home or in the hospital.45 On the ground, Catholic
parish leadership was clearly becoming a matter of collaboration
between clergy and laity.

Lay ministers generally described their work as a “vocation,” a
familiar term in the Catholic lexicon. Serving their parish was not
just a job; it was a response to a “call” from God. Salaries were
low, and many lay ministers found that their income was merely
supplemental to that of their spouse. One parish education direc-
tor explained that she took the job out of “a sense of call and
commitment” that came from a “deeper part” of her where God
spoke. Priests had traditionally described their decision to enter
the seminary in this way, and in practice there were many similar-
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ities in what clerical and lay ministers actually did. One woman
was hired to work with the elderly and sick in her parish. She vis-
ited local hospitals and nursing homes, brought Communion to
those who could not get to church, and notified her pastor when
patients were ill enough to warrant a visit from him for anoint-
ing. But she also oversaw scheduling of the lay Eucharistic minis-
ters to ensure adequate coverage at each weekend Mass, trained
them, and even led midweek prayer services when the pastor was
not available. In another parish, a family life minister found “in-
tense joy,” she said, “in helping children grieve when they need
to, in helping single-again persons [that is, the separated, di-
vorced, or widowed] find new life, in helping stepparents give the
lie to the Cinderella story, in helping couples increase communi-
cation and freshen love.” Priests could and did perform all these
tasks, but lay people added “a different set of perspectives.” Their
participation “broadened the reach of ministry beyond the more
institutional frameworks of yesterday’s ministry—the sacraments
and schools—to meet the new needs of today’s parishioners.”46

In one sense, lay ministers were merely the logical extensions
of an earlier corps of parish volunteers, but a genuinely new cate-
gory of church worker appeared in the aftermath of Vatican II,
and that was the deacon. Most Protestant churches had deacons
of one kind or another, but the office had been more restricted
among Catholics. Seminarians were made deacons shortly before
their ordination to the priesthood, and it was seen as a transi-
tional office. After years of studying theology, they spent a few
months learning the practicalities of saying Mass and perform-
ing the other sacraments. At the prompting of some European
churchmen, the council had “restored” the office of deacon as it
was thought to have been practiced in the ancient church. Lay
men could apply for ordination as deacons without any inten-
tion of ever becoming priests. They kept their regular jobs, but
they also assumed liturgical and other functions in their parishes.
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They could baptize and officiate at weddings, for example, and
they could preach homilies, conduct adult education classes, and
visit the sick; they could not say Mass, hear confessions, or anoint
the dying, all of which were still reserved to priests. Moreover, a
“permanent” deacon could be married, though if his wife died he
could not remarry. Beginning in 1968, programs for the prepara-
tion of deacons multiplied around the country.47

Small but steady numbers of lay men signed up: from 7 the
first year, their number grew by the end of the century to more
than 12,000. At that time, one in three American Catholic par-
ishes had at least 1 active deacon. The deacons in Boston were
typical. In 1973, the first year of the program there, almost 180
men applied for training, which was conducted on weekends; 40
of them were accepted, and 37 were finally ordained in 1976.
Their ranks included a policeman, a postal worker, an electrician,
a lawyer, and several men who ran their own businesses. They
were well into middle age, and most reported that they saw the
diaconate as a way to broaden the work they were already doing
for the church. Most deacons served in their own parishes and
were made to feel a part of the “team,” though difficulties some-
times arose. A deacon from Cleveland noted that his pastor al-
ways scheduled him to help out at the Christmas and Easter
Masses, though he tried not to complain: “While I am honored
to share in this liturgical role, I wish that he would realize that my
wife and I often want to visit our children and grandchildren
around the holidays.” Such problems notwithstanding, parishio-
ners generally accepted the deacons, and their role quickly came
to seem normal. Saint James’s Church in Petaluma, California,
for example, self-described as “a rather average American parish,”
had 1 priest and 3 deacons serving 2,200 families. Beyond helping
out with regular Sunday Mass, the deacons ran programs for cou-
ples preparing to marry, made visits to the sick, baptized infants,
and presided at graveside burials when there was no funeral Mass.
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“Not everyone is a theologian,” a Boston deacon (a firefighter by
trade) said, “but together we make up the church community.48

Given the emphasis that Vatican II had placed on the “People
of God,” lay ministries would probably have expanded in any
case, but the need for them was made more urgent by the rapidly
declining number of priests. The cadre of priests in America
reached its historic high at the time of the council and then
fell off, in some years precipitously. At one time, becoming a
priest had held many attractions. Foremost among these were the
priesthood’s spiritual dimensions, but the office had something to
offer in this world, too. Their brothers might still be working at
physically demanding and dangerous jobs, but priests were pro-
fessional men, white-collar workers who actually wore white col-
lars. They were respected community leaders. To be sure, they
made sacrifices, the most obvious of which was forgoing marriage
and a family of their own, and they often spent long years of ap-
prenticeship under older pastors. In Detroit, for example, a priest
in the 1950s waited on average close to twenty years after his ordi-
nation before becoming a pastor himself. This meant that, well
into middle age, these priests were still what their historian has
called “dependent men, living for the most part under the direc-
tion and scrutiny of their elders.” Nevertheless, Catholic parents
valued the priesthood and encouraged at least one son to heed
the call. Even the mother of Studs Lonigan, the drinking, brawl-
ing, and not very pious youth in James T. Farrell’s novels of 1930s
Chicago, had urged her son to think about such a career. The vi-
sion of the priesthood on the movie screen further underlined its
appeal. A young man did not have to have the suave coolness of
Bing Crosby (Going My Way, 1944), the kindly tough love of
Spencer Tracy (Boys’ Town, 1938), the stoic adherence to principle
of Montgomery Clift (I Confess, 1952), or the passion for justice
of Karl Malden (On the Waterfront, 1954) to find the life of a
priest, in its own way, romantic.49
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In response to this combination of motives, the number of
priests in the United States had risen steadily during the first two-
thirds of the twentieth century. In 1965, the final year of the
council, the church in America was served by 58,000 priests, with
about 1,600 new ones ordained annually. This number was com-
fortably above the replacement rate for the 850 who died or left
the ministry every year. The ratio of priests to Catholics was low:
in 1960, it was 1:649 in New York, 1:881 in Cleveland, and 1:578
in Seattle. Trouble quickly became apparent, however, as large
numbers of priests resigned their positions—some to marry, oth-
ers simply to join the lay workforce—in the years after Vatican II.
In 1971, for the first time those who left the priesthood almost
equaled the newly ordained (667 and 692, respectively), and there-
after those leaving consistently outnumbered those coming in.
The total number of priests in the country was down to 46,000
by the end of the century, and the situation was even worse than
it appeared: fully one-quarter of the total were retired from active
ministry by then.50

Those who remained were rapidly “graying.” In the year 2000,
the average age of an American priest was fifty-nine and rising;
only 19 percent of priests were younger than forty-five, and just 5
percent were under thirty-five. Enrollment in seminaries plum-
meted: there were more than 8,000 students in the 1967–68 aca-
demic year, and about half that number ten years later. These
numbers eventually stabilized, but they remained well below the
replacement rate. The two decades after the council brought
15,000 new priests in America but the departure, from one cause
or another (including death), of 22,000. Not since its earliest
years, two centuries before, had the American Catholic Church
faced the prospect of widespread priestlessness. The number of
parishes without a resident pastor rose to measurable propor-
tions. By the century’s end, about one-third of the parishes in the
Northern Plains states had no priest, and one-quarter of those in
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the Pacific Northwest were similarly vacant. Areas of the country
where matters were not quite so dire only underlined the more
general trend.51 A church that had long relied on its clergymen
had fewer and fewer of them.

What to do about this “priest shortage” became the subject of
considerable debate. Some people hoped to recreate the condi-
tions that had produced large numbers of clerical vocations in the
past. About one-third of American Catholics polled in the mid-
1980s said that “we must first of all recruit many more priests.”
More than half thought that promoting “new ways to structure
parish leadership, to include more deacons, sisters, and lay per-
sons” was the better approach. This debate continues today, but
discussion of the problem in the years after Vatican II dem-
onstrated two things. First, it highlighted the degree to which
lay people had already assumed important roles in the life of
their church; and second, it showed that there were issues on
which they disagreed with the official positions of the church and
its leaders. Fully two-thirds of American Catholics believed that
priests should be allowed to marry, for example, and the percent-
age of those who thought that women should be eligible for the
priesthood climbed steadily: by 1985, equal numbers (47 per-
cent) of Catholics approved and disapproved the ordaining of
women.52 Both ideas were firmly rejected by church authorities.
In that way, the relationship between American Catholics and the
hierarchy—and particularly the pope—grew more complicated
in the church of Vatican II.

On the face of things, Catholics retained their enthusiasm for the
pope, and it was visibly on display in the fall of 1965, when, for
the first time in history, a reigning pope visited the United States.
Popes had seldom ventured forth into the world, but Pope Paul
VI, who had succeeded John XXIII two years before, resolved to
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change that. A skilled diplomat before his election to the papacy,
Paul determined to visit every continent (save Antarctica) at least
once as a way to bring the church’s message to the modern world.
On October 4, 1965, he came to New York to address a session of
the General Assembly of the United Nations, concluding his re-
marks with an impassioned plea for peace: “No more war, war
never again” (“Jamais plus la guerre,” in the French in which he
spoke). Over the course of a single whirlwind day, he also visited
a local parish church, stopped to view Michelangelo’s Pietà on
display in the Vatican pavilion at the World’s Fair site in Queens,
and said an open-air Mass for 90,000 worshipers in Yankee Sta-
dium. Even skeptical journalists were impressed. “It was an occa-
sion that suspended the normal life of the city,” gushed Homer
Bigart in the New York Times, “and affected the emotions of mil-
lions of persons of all faiths.”53 Papal travel became more com-
mon under one of Paul’s successors, John Paul II, but this first
visit was genuinely a landmark event.

Just three years later, American Catholics were rethinking their
exuberance for the pope, and the issue prompting the shift was
contraception. At least since the 1930s, church teaching on the
subject had been clear. One after another, mainline Protestant
churches were abandoning their earlier condemnations, but the
Catholic position held. Any attempt to prevent conception in the
sexual act was inherently sinful because it frustrated God’s plans
for procreation and the family; only periodic abstinence was ac-
ceptable as a way for couples to space or limit the number of chil-
dren they had. Development of the so-called rhythm method,
with sexual activity confined to the woman’s infertile periods,
moderated the church’s position slightly. Now, a distinction was
made between “artificial” contraception (the use of various de-
vices and, later, of the birth control pill), which remained sinful,
and “natural” methods, which were not. Many lay people sin-
cerely tried to observe this differentiation, but as contraception
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became more acceptable in society as a whole, Catholics began to
question the prohibition on the more effective means of birth
control. “All of a sudden,” one man from San Francisco told a na-
tionally recognized theologian, “I see no sin involved in this prac-
tice.” By the 1960s, American Catholic couples were questioning
both the implications of the church’s stance and the logic behind
it. “Does it bring a pleasant picture to your mind,” a woman
from Michigan asked, “to think of a mother of four or more feed-
ing an infant in arms while a year-old baby sits at her feet begging
to be held?” Another mother expressed similar frustration. “I
have had seven children within eight years,” she said, “despite
frantic and distressing efforts to follow rhythm . . . It seems un-
just that we who have accepted the responsibilities of marriage
should have to practice continence.”54

Theologians, most of them priests, were often unmoved by
such entreaties. A husband and wife might think they had legiti-
mate economic or emotional reasons to use contraceptives, one
seminary professor said coolly, but “it will be more advisable and
more praiseworthy for a couple to continue to build a family,
placing their trust in Divine Providence.” Parish priests were
more sympathetic, since they were the ones who actually encoun-
tered lay people, troubled by the whole question, in the confes-
sional. Bishops sometimes urged the clergy to be strict—in the
1930s, the archbishop of Chicago had told his priests to question
married penitents on the subject, even if they did not mention it
themselves—and to deny forgiveness to those who were violating
the church’s precepts. Few parish priests had any taste for that
sort of thing, and often they were openly sympathetic with their
parishioners. “I have been told explicitly by a priest that it is per-
missible,” one woman wrote to a Catholic magazine in 1960,
“one year after the birth of a child to space children for reasons of
a mother’s health.” A woman from the Bronx reported that she
had “received permission from my confessor to use contraceptive
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pills”; the year in which she had done so was, she said, “very re-
laxed and wonderful” for her marriage. Many priests told their
people simply to follow their own “informed conscience.” It seems
clear, a comprehensive history of the subject concludes, that a
majority of American Catholic priests were “less than wholly
committed” to the church’s official stance. Moreover, informal
networks of women exchanged information on which priests in
which parishes were sympathetic, and before the practice of con-
fession declined, these networks allowed those who were practic-
ing birth control to find an understanding ear.55

Pressure to review the church’s position could not be resisted in
the face of this widespread dissatisfaction. In 1966, Pope Paul ex-
panded the commission that John XXIII had appointed to study
the matter, adding three married couples, including Patty and Pat
Crowley from the United States. Two issues dominated the dis-
cussion. One was the morality specifically of the birth control
pill, which had been approved for sale in 1960 and quickly be-
came the most common form of contraception. Was this an “arti-
ficial” method of birth control? And even if it was, was it not ac-
ceptable anyway because it was a form of medicine? The other
was the potentially thornier problem of changing church teach-
ing so dramatically. This was the dilemma that troubled the com-
mission’s Father Zalba: how could something that was sinful last
week not be sinful this week?

The Crowleys argued for the change, and they were supported
by many of the experts whom the commission consulted. These
included another American, John Noonan, a distinguished law
professor and historian who had published a book, Contraception:
A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and Canon-
ists, demonstrating that the church’s position had already changed
over the centuries. A majority report recommended modifying
the church’s stance, relying in part on the experience of lay Cath-
olics. Taking account of the “sense of the faithful,” it said, “con-
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demnation of a couple to a long and often heroic abstinence as a
means to regulate conception cannot be founded on the truth.”
The pope seemed inclined toward this view, but a powerfully ar-
gued minority report urged restatement of the distinction be-
tween natural and artificial methods. The church “could not have
so wrongly erred” in stating its position; if it had, the authority of
its teaching on any topic was suspect.56

In the end, Paul VI was persuaded by this argument, and in
July 1968 he issued an encyclical, Humanae Vitae (“Of Human
Life”), reaffirming the condemnation of artificial contraception.
The language of his letter was subtle, but reaction to it was swift
and overwhelmingly negative among American lay people. “How
can persons of integrity confess as a sin something which their
consciences tell them is not an offense?” one couple asked in an
open letter to the nation’s bishops. “Many Catholic married peo-
ple,” a parish priest in Baltimore told his archbishop, “not just
the lax and indifferent, but also the most conscientious and most
enlightened, have time after time told me in confession that they
find the approved methods of rhythm and periodic continence
unworkable.” Polling data confirmed that Catholics were disre-
garding the papal statement. In 1970, a survey found that more
than three-quarters of married Catholic women in their twenties
were using a form of birth control that the encyclical had con-
demned. More tellingly, 62 percent of American Catholics told
pollsters in the 1980s that individuals, rather than church leaders,
should make the determination about the morality of contracep-
tion. The very undermining of authority that some church of-
ficials hoped to prevent had become a reality. Just 13 percent of
those polled said that the teaching on birth control had rein-
forced their faith, while 35 percent said that it had weakened their
faith; perhaps worst of all, 43 percent said that it had had no ef-
fect whatever.57 Simply ignoring what the leaders of their church
had to say was something new for American Catholics.
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This easy disregard for clearly stated church teaching opened
the door to other signs of independence among American lay
people, and it helped solidify a growing polarization of factions,
self-consciously identified as liberal or conservative. What was
once thought a monolithic body of believers was now visibly di-
vided. Some lay people, for instance, recoiled at changes in reli-
gious practice, and they responded with a Catholic Traditionalist
Movement. Spearheaded by Father Gommar DePauw, originally
from Belgium, this group decried what they saw as the “Protes-
tantizing” of the church. About 150 of them picketed Saint Pat-
rick’s Cathedral in New York City one Sunday in 1968, carrying
placards that read, “Restore Our Latin Mass” and “Altar Yes, Ta-
ble No.” Unease with the broader cultural changes of the 1960s
fueled their passion. The new Mass had been forced on an un-
willing church by “liturgical beatniks” and “hippies,” DePauw
said. Another group, Catholics United for the Faith, was or-
ganized expressly to defend the papal position on contracep-
tion. They were a rallying point, their founding statement said,
“for the multitude of Catholics who have felt bewildered and
blown about by the 1,000 winds of false doctrine being con-
stantly puffed out by . . . 1,000 counterfeit teachers.” Others saw
conspiracy behind the changes in the church. Starting in 1970,
Veronica Lueken, a housewife from Queens, New York, reported
seeing visions of the Virgin Mary, and a few years later she an-
nounced that Mary had revealed to her the plot that was behind
it all. The real Pope Paul VI had been drugged and kidnapped,
she said, and a look-alike, the product of skillful plastic surgery,
had taken his place. Only that could explain the ongoing tri-
umph of “the forces of evil” in the church.58

At the opposite end of the spectrum, liberal groups coalesced
around the notion that the reforms of Vatican II had not gone far
enough, and some of these organizations were no less extreme
than their conservative counterparts. Catholics held a “Call to
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Action” meeting in Detroit in 1976 as an official vehicle for Cath-
olic participation in that year’s observance of the bicentennial of
the American Revolution. A splinter group subsequently adopted
the Call to Action name and began holding annual conventions.
Although the group endorsed some traditional Catholic positions
(economic fairness in the workplace, for instance, and opposition
to the death penalty), its larger agenda was increasingly at odds
with the church. Call to Action issued resolutions supporting a
change in the teaching on contraception and other sexual matters
(including homosexuality) and an end to mandatory celibacy for
priests. Liturgies at the meetings might kindly be described as
free-form, and they were thus easy to caricature as the product of
latter-day “beatniks.” Even more explicitly in opposition to the
church were Catholics for a Free Choice (CFFC), a lobbying
group founded in 1970 in support of the legalization of abor-
tion. Although it was an organization largely without members—
critics said it was nothing more than “a well-funded letterhead”
and a fax machine churning out press releases—CFFC was skill-
ful at gaining publicity. Since one of its first official acts had been
to stage the mock coronation of a female pope, however, dispas-
sionate observers had reason to think that the first word of the
group’s title was being applied a bit loosely.59

Groups right and left generated a good deal of passion, but the
majority of American Catholics refused to identify with either ex-
treme. Most held a mixed collection of views on the issues that so
enflamed the partisans of one side or the other. Press reports em-
phasized the divisions, however, and this led eventually to an ef-
fort at reconciliation. In the summer of 1996, Cardinal Joseph
Bernardin, the archbishop of Chicago, took the lead in organiz-
ing a Common Ground Project. With the support of a number
of prominent lay Catholics—Robert Casey, the former governor
of Pennsylvania; John Sweeney, the head of the AFL-CIO; Mary
Ann Glendon, a professor at Harvard Law School—the initiative
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was intended to counter “an increasing polarization within the
church and, at times, a mean-spiritedness” that “hindered the
kind of dialogue that helps us to address our mission and con-
cerns.” Not everyone was ready for dialogue. From the left, the
head of CFFC denounced the effort, while from the right, four
other American prelates complained that the program did not
“place sufficient importance on the teachings of the church,
through the pope and the bishops, as the basis for common
ground.” Bernardin’s painful death from cancer a few months
later undercut the effort, though the group continued to meet in
hopes of drawing attention to the middle position on issues,
which most Catholic lay people favored.60

One persistent point of disagreement between lay people and
their church was the question of whether women could be
priests. Most Protestant denominations had approved the ordina-
tion of women over the course of the twentieth century. The
Episcopal Church was one of the last to do so, after the unautho-
rized ordination of several women in 1974 forced the issue. Some
Jewish congregations were ordaining female rabbis: Reform Jews
approved the practice in 1972, followed a decade later by Conser-
vative Jews. When the question first came up among Catholics,
the answer seemed unequivocal: women priests were simply out
of the question. “Females are completely barred from the priestly
office,” the Jesuits’ America magazine had said bluntly in 1960, a
prohibition based on “divine positive law . . . If it were lawful to
have female priests, Mary, Mother of God, would surely have
been the first.” As new forms of feminism spread throughout
American society, however, and as female lay ministers assumed
visible positions in Catholic parishes, the law seemed less posi-
tive and possibly no longer divine. If women could be lectors
and (perhaps especially) Eucharistic ministers, priesthood seemed
merely the next logical step. By 1973, America had changed its
mind. “The total embargo against an ordained female ministry,”
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a writer in its pages said, “looks more and more like the preserva-
tion of an aging cultural tradition and the expression of sexist
prejudice.” Why, even the Harvard Club was now admitting
women, the writer pointed out, as if that were sufficient to clinch
the case.61

The question had not been discussed during the Vatican
Council, and a survey taken in 1965 showed that a clear majority
of American Catholics opposed the idea. As early as 1970, how-
ever, opinion was shifting. About half of those polled said that
they would accept women in priestly roles, while one-quarter said
they would not, and another quarter were unsure. Competing
biblical texts—on the one hand, Saint Paul’s insistence that women
keep silent in church (I Corinthians 14:34); on the other, his as-
sertion that in Christ there was no distinction between male and
female (Galatians 3:28)—apparently argued the case to a draw.
More important for lay people were the practicalities of women
performing the many tasks in a priest’s job description. “How of-
ten it takes a woman’s heart, thinking, and understanding to solve
a problem,” one woman from New Jersey said. “I have been dis-
appointed more than once when I have gone to a priest with a
problem, only to find that he didn’t understand my feelings or
thinking and was at a loss to be of much help to me.” A man
from California agreed. He had not been to confession in some
time, he admitted, but “if we must continue having private con-
fession, please, please, please let women be ordained so I could
confess to a more sensitive, feeling person!” Those on the other
side had equally pragmatic concerns. “A lady priest going on a
sick call in the ‘evil houses,’” a woman from Michigan wondered,
“is this safe?” A woman from Maine had other concerns: “I can’t
honestly see a woman priest living peacefully in a rectory, now or
ever.” But still another was prepared for the long haul. “I don’t
believe this idea would find real acceptance in this generation,”
she said. “However, I am confident that if women were ordained
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now, the next generation would completely accept them,” just as
they had come to accept women doctors and judges.62

The debate went public in November 1975, when twelve hun-
dred people, most of them women, gathered in Detroit to sup-
port the ordination of women as Catholic priests; another five
hundred were turned away for lack of space. Those present repre-
sented forty-four states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico,
and half a dozen foreign countries. Most did not want ordination
for themselves, but they thought it should be possible. Speakers
acknowledged that they were advocating a thoroughgoing “rein-
terpretation of the priesthood.” Awareness of the declining num-
bers of priests was by then widespread, and ordaining women was
seen as one way of addressing the problem. Participants had as-
sessed the cultural and historical roots of the all-male, celibate
priesthood and found them wanting. The argument that Jesus
had chosen only men as disciples, for instance, while true, was
unconvincing. By that logic, only Jews from Palestine could be
ordained as Catholic priests, and in any case Jesus had never ac-
tually ordained anybody, as the term was now understood. Con-
ference participants used language that had become common by
then in discussions of gender, speaking of “liberation,” “empow-
erment,” and “sexism.” Several women who did feel called to the
priesthood described their experience. “We want to be ordained,
not because we want to exercise power,” said Rosalie Muschal-
Reinhardt, a mother of four from Rochester, New York, “but be-
cause we are motivated by love and a concern for the church.”
Many like her were already filling ministerial roles in their par-
ishes, she pointed out, but they were barred from presiding at the
sacraments.63

Although they sought radical change, participants rejected the
idea of disobeying church law and simply ordaining a few women.
This method was working in the Episcopal Church, but it was
not one that these Catholics would adopt. Indeed, speaker after
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speaker stressed the importance of maintaining “fidelity to the
tradition of the church.” Discussion and persuasion were the best
approach, and to this end, a Women’s Ordination Conference
opened an office soon afterward in Washington, D.C. Even so,
fidelity rather than rebellion was the watchword. “We come to-
gether,” Sister Nadine Foley, a college chaplain, said, “not to con-
front the Church, not to act in defiance of the Church, but to be
the Church.” A more insurgent gathering would have ended with
the ad hoc ordination of several of the women present; this one
ended with Sunday Mass, presided over by a male priest. The
officiant began by apologizing for the “inadequacy” of his role in
this context, and the Mass did bend church rules slightly in that a
lay woman delivered the homily, something only a priest was sup-
posed to do. But even her tone was moderate: waiting—to be
sure, “active, not passive waiting . . . until the whole Church rec-
ognizes his [that is, Christ’s] priesthood in us”—was the way to
address the issue.64 By historical analogy, the meeting had been
more like the First Continental Congress of 1774 than the Second
Congress of 1776. The former had protested British infringement
of the colonists’ “rights as Englishmen”; the latter had declared
American independence. Two hundred years later, there were no
Catholic declarations of independence in Detroit.

Official reaction was nevertheless swift. The nation’s bishops
had already issued a preemptive statement, asserting that the rea-
sons for barring women from ordination were serious theological
ones and not grounded merely in sexist cultural tradition. The
Vatican position was also clear, summarized later in a ruling from
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the department
charged with oversight of official teaching. After his election to
the papacy in 1978, Pope John Paul II also rejected the idea sev-
eral times. John Paul, the former Karol Wojtyla, archbishop of
Krakow in Poland and the first non-Italian pope in four centu-
ries, produced many statements on the equality of women, in
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church and society, throughout his tenure. Even so, in the pope’s
view, there were still differences in what men and women could
do in the church, and he felt strongly on the subject. One Ameri-
can bishop, lunching with the pope during a visit to Rome, re-
ported that John Paul had “pounded on the table for emphasis”
when the subject came up. The church was not “authorized” by
God, the pope said, “to admit women to priestly ordination.”
Hoping to end discussion of the matter once and for all, he de-
clared in 1994 that this view was to be “definitively held” by all
Catholics. Any change was out of the question, now or ever; not
even some future pope could alter the church’s position.65

This was an entirely new category of papal teaching, an asser-
tion of the powers of the papacy unmatched since the days of
Pius IX a century before. John Paul’s statement did not conform
to the theological requirements for infallibility, but some lay peo-
ple were prepared to accept it as such. To continue pressing for
the ordination of women “after the pope has already made his
statement” was wrong, a woman from Kentucky said. A woman
from California concurred, noting that the “first and paramount
task” of all Catholics “is to be obedient.” Others felt that discus-
sion should not end. “I do not believe that silence is appropriate
if we recognize an injustice,” another woman from California
said. A woman from Pennsylvania thought about her children.
“My daughters have to struggle enough in the real world for
equality,” she said. “The one place they should be welcomed and
treated completely equal is in their church.” Notwithstanding the
pope’s desire to end debate, by the close of the twentieth century,
two-thirds of American Catholics supported the ordination of
women, and Catholics under the age of thirty-five favored it by a
margin of four to one. There the matter remains today. Most
Catholics saw the “irregular” ordination of several women—in-
cluding the wife of a former governor of Ohio—by a schismatic
bishop in Germany in 2002 as a fringe activity; subsequent ad
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hoc ordinations have similarly failed to gain much support.66

American lay Catholics wanted women priests, but they were
content to wait until the church authorized them.

Lay people disagreed with John Paul II on this and other ques-
tions—he firmly restated the ban on contraception, for exam-
ple—thus tempering the ardent papalism of previous genera-
tions. Nonetheless, American Catholics found the pope a
compelling personality. Even as they rejected or ignored some of
his teachings, their enthusiasm for the leader of their church
seemed to grow. The pope’s several visits to America provided oc-
casions to demonstrate this affection. If Paul VI had ventured
cautiously outside the Vatican, John Paul made papal travel rou-
tine. He was an unquestionably impressive figure, a poet and phi-
losopher, and his long resistance to the communist regime of his
native Poland was legendary. Indeed, when he helped bring about
the collapse of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe in the late
1980s and early 1990s, he was apparently fulfilling his historic
destiny. He remained physically vigorous well into his seventies,
even after an assassination attempt in 1981. All these traits drew
people to him as an individual, and newspapers regularly com-
pared him to a rock star in his appeal. Movement on the world
stage reinforced this public persona. In the course of his nearly
twenty-seven-year papacy, he seemed to visit virtually every spot
on the globe, including four separate trips to the United States.
The first came in October 1979, barely a year after his elec-
tion, when he stopped in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Des
Moines, and Chicago before landing in Washington, D.C., where
he said Mass on the mall between the Lincoln Memorial and the
Washington Monument. Huge crowds turned out to see him,
some of them standing in drenching rain for hours just to have
that chance.67

The pope’s appearance at an event called World Youth Day, in
a park outside Denver in August 1993, proved his appeal. John
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Paul himself had created these biennial gatherings, held in loca-
tions around the world as occasions for young people to renew
their ardor for the church. Frequently compared to the 1960s
Woodstock music festival, they had a serious religious purpose,
one that was enhanced by the adventure of being part of such a
large crowd. The Denver event attracted more than 400,000
young people, most of them from the United States. Under a
blazing summer sun, they prayed, chanted the pope’s name, and
participated in a Mass, many wearing t-shirts embossed with such
slogans as “Life is Short, Pray Hard.” The excitement was infec-
tious. “Oh, man,” said a fourteen-year-old girl from New Or-
leans, “this is overwhelming.” A fifteen-year-old from Virginia
thought so, too. “I’ll be honest with you, I was really getting
bored with church,” she told a reporter. “I would like to see the
energy and enthusiasm that was here spread around.” The cele-
bration, the pope said, “has been a stop along the way, a moment
of prayer and refreshment, but our journey must lead us on.”
Later, when John Paul died in the spring of 2005, the expressions
of grief from young American Catholics, most of whom had
never known any other pope, further demonstrated the particular
appeal he had had for them.68

These experiences were no doubt genuine, but Catholics
young and old, while drawn to the pope personally, did not hesi-
tate to disagree with him. They could be inspired by the pope,
but they would not always do what he told them. The rate at
which Catholics used the condemned forms of contraception, for
example, was indistinguishable from that of the rest of the Ameri-
can population. Catholics had become comfortable with looking
to their own experience as much as to church teaching in decid-
ing questions of moral and religious behavior. The language of
adulthood and the autonomy it implied had penetrated deeply. A
man from New Hampshire had said as early as 1969 that he and
his fellow Catholics needed “an answer we can believe in” on con-
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traception and other issues. Not just any answers would do.
Church teachings had to make sense; if they did not, he could
dissent from them and still be a Catholic. Critics censured this
view, denouncing “cafeteria Catholics” who chose to take the
church positions they liked and to pass up those they did not.69

The criticism was not unfounded, but the Vatican Council’s de-
scription of the church as the “People of God” had seized the
American Catholic imagination. The imagery meant that lay
people were defining their identification with the church, some-
times on their own terms.

Catholics faced similar challenges in their identity as Americans
in the years after Vatican II. These challenges came at a time
when many of them had climbed to the top of the American lad-
der, and the election of a Catholic president two years before the
council opened was only part of the story. Earlier social distinc-
tions had lost their force in the suburban, generally prosper-
ous United States of the late twentieth century. In education
and income level, Catholics equaled or exceeded people in other
churches: a survey in the mid-1980s showed that only Episcopa-
lians and Presbyterians had a higher percentage of members in
the upper income brackets. By the end of the century, nearly one-
third of all adult Catholics in America had graduated from col-
lege, and another 13 percent had also attended graduate or profes-
sional school. Residential patterns confirmed how fully they had
blended into the rest of society. Families along one side of the
dog-leg street in the central Massachusetts city in which I grew
up at the time of the council had the following religious affilia-
tions: Congregationalist, Catholic, Episcopalian, Catholic, Jew-
ish, Catholic (us), Jewish, Catholic; down the other side of the
street, it was Greek Orthodox, unchurched, Episcopalian, Catho-
lic, Episcopalian, unchurched, Unitarian, Unitarian, Catholic,
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Jewish, Catholic. No single place is entirely representative, but
the religious mixture of that neighborhood mirrored the integra-
tion that was happening elsewhere.70

At the same time, when Vatican II opened, churches were still
more likely to emphasize the things that divided them than those
they had in common. The legacy of the Reformation was a
long one, and though outright hostility was now rare in Amer-
ica, interfaith efforts had made little headway in bridging the
gaps. Persistent suspicion ran in both directions. Many Protes-
tants thought Catholics incapable of thinking for themselves, and
they considered Catholic worship, beginning with the Mass it-
self, essentially idolatrous. For their part, Catholics found Protes-
tant services thin and meaningless. Some Protestant denomina-
tions haltingly explored common territory—a Federal Council of
Churches was formed in 1908 and renamed the National Council
of Churches in 1950—but Catholics kept their distance, joining
neither one. Papal statements had set the tone. An encyclical of
1928 warned of “false Christianity” and insisted that the union of
Christians could be accomplished only by “the return to the one
true Church of Christ of those who are separated from it.”71

On the local level, there were clear lines that Catholics could
not cross. Sometimes, one priest explained to a parishioner in
North Carolina, a Catholic might find it necessary, for social rea-
sons, to attend a Protestant church service, but such occasions
were “fraught with religious danger.” Any participation must be
done “passively”: a Catholic could not be the godparent at a non-
Catholic christening, for example. Similarly, a priest told a young
man in Chicago in 1955 that it was inadvisable for a Catholic to
join the YMCA, even if he only wanted to use the gym or the
swimming pool; the Y was not, the priest said, “nonsectarian or
neutral.” For anyone who asked, there were clear answers about
just what was wrong with Protestant churches. Episcopalians did
not have valid ordinations, a Catholic priest told a woman from
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Ohio; therefore, their Communion services, which looked more
or less like those in a Catholic church, were entirely invalid. Non-
Catholic translations of the Bible, “so garbled” as to be riddled
with “thousands of serious errors,” were the product of “muti-
neers” like Luther. The Orthodox churches of Greece and Russia
operated under a “misnomer,” a Catholic in Pennsylvania was
told: “no one can be orthodox—that is, sound in doctrine—and
at the same time persist in schism and heresy,” which the Ortho-
dox did by rejecting the authority of the pope.72 Cooperation
among churches could go only so far in such an atmosphere.

One particularly contentious episode demonstrated how far
apart American faiths were. Immediately after the Second World
War, Father Leonard Feeney, a Jesuit priest, was the chaplain of
an informal gathering spot in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for
Catholic students attending Harvard and Radcliffe colleges. His
dynamic personality attracted many converts to Catholicism, in-
cluding Avery Dulles, son of the future secretary of state in the
Eisenhower administration. By 1949, however, Feeney was giv-
ing a rigorist reading to an ancient church maxim, first articu-
lated in the contest with paganism in the third century: “out-
side the church, there is no salvation” (in Latin, extra ecclesiam
nulla salus). Feeney interpreted this literally to mean that all non-
Catholics—Protestants, Jews, Muslims, and everybody else—were
simply going to hell. Serious theologians had moved away from
this absolutist view, but the Feeney group insisted on it, often in
open-air rallies, at which they harangued (and frequently ha-
rassed) passers-by. Local church officials sought to silence Feeney
and his followers; when they refused to recant, several of them
were fired from teaching positions in Catholic schools. Feeney
was dismissed from the Jesuit order and, together with some of
his inner circle, even excommunicated: it was, at the least, ironic
for those who preached damnation outside the Catholic Church
to find themselves outside it. They withdrew to the far Boston
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suburbs, where they established their own religious order on a
farm commune. Their numbers were always very small, and some,
including Feeney himself, eventually reconciled with the Catholic
Church, but the vigor with which they insisted on an unbridge-
able gulf between Catholics and Protestants showed how potent
such divisions could still be.73

Barely a decade later, deliberations at the Vatican Council pro-
vided a basis for Catholics to begin reaching across these divides.
“Without doubt,” the council said in a decree of November 1964,
discord among Christian churches “openly contradicts the will
of Christ.” Statements on the Orthodox churches and on non-
Christians struck the same themes, and another specifically re-
jected the centuries-old accusation that Jews were responsible for
the death of Jesus. Moreover, largely at the prompting of John
Courtney Murray, another American Jesuit, the council endorsed
the principle of religious freedom. Earlier popes and councils had
rejected any such idea: “error has no rights,” the saying went.
Freedom to choose one’s religion implied accepting the possibil-
ity that someone might make the “wrong” choice, and that led
only to indifference. Now, the official position of the church was
that the inherent dignity of all people gave them the right to
choose their own faith: “in matters religious no one is to be
forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs.”74 Catholics
had once defined the interreligious agenda as a matter of Protes-
tants recognizing that they had been wrong for all those centuries
and “returning” to Rome; now, there was a basis for discussion on
more equal terms.

With this encouragement, American Catholics cautiously ex-
plored common religious ground with their neighbors. It was ab-
surd, one lay group said in 1966, “to pretend that there are no se-
rious differences between religions,” but it was no less absurd “to
assume that there are nothing but differences.” Programs of “liv-
ing room dialogues” began, with people from different churches
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meeting to learn about one another’s faith. “The principle behind
the discussion,” one guidebook said, “is to explore and express
your own values, not to convince the other person.” Joint prayer
services were encouraged, provided that they stayed within limits.
Catholics attending them did not thereby satisfy their Sunday
Mass obligation, for instance, and the line was always drawn at
common reception of the Eucharist, which remained a theologi-
cally thorny issue. The first steps in such dialogues were usu-
ally the hardest. Priests in Boston were urged to take the lead
in approaching local Protestant clergy, perhaps by inviting them
to lunch, but they nonetheless had to observe unspoken rules.
“Protestants, at least in the New England area,” the archbishop’s
office explained in 1965, almost like an anthropologist describing
an exotic remote tribe, “do not expect a lavish spread; [they]
may even misunderstand or resent ‘all-out’ hospitality.” It was
therefore a good idea to charge them for lunch—“usually $1.00
or $1.50”—as this made “reciprocal hospitality a lesser burden.”
Venturing into this uncertain territory, Catholics began to have
religious contact with non-Catholics, and the experience could
be powerful. It was “strange and marvelous,” said a parishioner in
Cleveland, New York, near Syracuse, after attending a prayer ser-
vice in the local Episcopal church, “the first [event] of its kind
since the founding of the village of Cleveland.”75

Some lay men and women already had personal experience
with a non-Catholic: those who had married one. The church
had long discouraged “mixed marriages,” and it did so, a college
theology textbook explained as late as 1960, “for reasons only too
fully justified by sad experience.” Not only did such marriages
“imply a communication in things divine with a heretic,” but
they also posed a “great danger to the faith of the Catholic party
and often to that of the children as well.” In an effort to check
this “evil”—the section in the theology text discussing the subject
was twenty-three lines long, and it used the word “evil” eight
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times—the church had several ways of discouraging marriage
across religious lines. Such marriages could not be celebrated in
the parish church, for example: most often, they were conducted
in the rectory parlor, and no Mass could be said. The non-Catho-
lic party had to swear not to interfere with the Catholic’s religious
practice and to vow that any children born of the marriage would
be raised as Catholics. Looking further down the road of life,
non-Catholic spouses were also informed that they would have to
be buried apart from their husband or wife, since “heretics” could
not be admitted to the consecrated ground of a Catholic ceme-
tery. We will never know how many interreligious courtships
foundered on these rocks, but the rate of intermarriage was al-
ways low. In one large Boston parish in the 1860s and 1870s, for
example, only 6 percent of the marriages united a Catholic with a
member of another church.76

A century later, mixed marriages became more common. Like
Boston, Detroit had had a low rate of intermarriage in the nine-
teenth century, but it rose steadily in the twentieth: about 22 per-
cent in the 1930s, and 34 percent by the 1960s. As Catholics
left their tightly bound urban neighborhoods and moved to the
suburbs, they increased their likelihood of meeting and marry-
ing someone of a different faith. External circumstances also
threw people together as never before: the number of mixed mar-
riages went up during the Second World War. The rate varied by
region, depending on the ratio of Catholics to other religious
groups: more than half the marriages in the Deep South united
Catholics and non-Catholics during the 1940s and 1950s, while
only one-quarter of those in the mid-Atlantic states did so. By the
1980s, however, nearly 40 percent of all Catholic marriages na-
tionwide were “mixed,” and the church faced this reality by mod-
erating its earlier condemnations. Insisting on “rigid rules,” one
priest said, “just won’t do.” The mandatory promises by the non-
Catholic were eliminated in 1971; the wedding ceremony could
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be performed with a Mass in the church; and a clergyman from
the non-Catholic tradition could participate. Just as important,
the laity’s attitude toward the subject had changed. More than
three-quarters of Catholics, surveyed in 1958, agreed that, “as a
general rule,” it was better to marry someone of their own faith;
by 1971, only a bare majority felt that way, and thereafter opinion
on the subject gradually slipped into indifference.77

Cooperation between Catholics and non-Catholics was more
publicly apparent when it was directed toward larger problems in
American society. The years of Vatican II coincided with dra-
matic social change in the United States, including the civil rights
movement, opposition to American participation in the war in
Vietnam, and changing roles for women. Increasingly, Catholics
made common cause with non-Catholic churches and church
people in addressing these issues. After the somewhat hesitant
start made by local Catholic Interracial Councils, for example,
Catholics joined the campaign for civil rights, much of it orga-
nized by black Protestant ministers. Catholics even offered their
own martyr to the cause. Viola Liuzzo, a convert from Michigan,
was murdered by three members of the Alabama Ku Klux Klan in
March 1965, as she was driving along a country road with fellow
demonstrators from the galvanizing march from Selma to Mont-
gomery. Civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr.,
and Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, joined labor union officials
Walter Reuther and Jimmy Hoffa—Liuzzo’s husband was an of-
ficer of the Teamsters union—at her funeral Mass in Immaculate
Heart of Mary Church in Detroit. The outpouring of interreli-
gious grief on this occasion matched that shown just two weeks
earlier, when forty thousand mourners (most of them Catholics)
had crowded the Boston Common to express outrage over the
death of James Reeb, a Unitarian minister from that city who had
also been gunned down near Selma.78

Catholics’ efforts to promote racial equality were complicated,
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however, by the changing demographics of northern cities. In
many places, an influx of African Americans into previously all-
white Catholic neighborhoods created tensions and even sparked
violence. The moral clarity of the civil rights movement blurred
when focus shifted from the South onto problems closer to home.
In many places, the clergy moved significantly ahead of their pa-
rishioners in calling for an end to discrimination in housing and
employment. In 1964, priests in Cleveland’s Murray Hill neigh-
borhood, trying to reason with a crowd protesting school integra-
tion, were greeted with shouts from their own people of “Mind
your own business, Father.” A year later, Father James Groppi, a
white priest in Milwaukee, led an integrated march into one of
the city’s Polish neighborhoods. He was met by five thousand res-
idents chanting, “Eee-yi-eee-yi-ee-yi oh, Father Groppi’s got to
go.” In cities across the North, many white Catholics, heedless of
sermons urging acceptance of integration, fled their traditional
ethnic enclaves. Saint Agnes parish in Flint, Michigan, was only
one example among many. In a single year (1970–1971), the par-
ish lost two hundred of its twelve hundred families as African
Americans bought houses on the city’s northwest side, aided by
a new open housing law. The decline continued thereafter; by
1980, there were only about two hundred families left in the par-
ish. “They try and force integration on us and we’ll rebel,” an
Italian-American parishioner in Cicero, Illinois, had said in simi-
lar circumstances in 1967. He spoke for many.79

Lay Catholics’ opposition to social activism on the part of their
priests ironically drew some of its energy from the changed rela-
tionship between clergy and laity that had come with Vatican II.
The priests in Cleveland were not the only ones to be told by
their parishioners to “mind your own business.” Lay people who
felt this way could justify their stance in part by all the talk they
had heard about how they themselves were the church. When
Chicago’s Cardinal John Cody expressed his support for integra-
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tion in the Cicero case, the same angry parishioner abruptly re-
sponded, “Cody wasn’t elected by us.” Ten years earlier, few
Catholic laymen would have expressed such sentiments aloud,
even if they had thought them. During one demonstration by a
largely Irish-American Catholic crowd opposing school busing in
Boston in 1974, a parade of women marched past their local par-
ish church. They were loudly praying the rosary, imploring the
Virgin Mary’s help to reverse a court order that the city’s public
schools be desegregated. When one of the priests, gathered on the
church steps, told them they should not be praying for such a
thing, they taunted him. “See,” they shouted back, “we don’t
need you anymore. We deal with God directly.”80 This was not
the kind of “dealing with God directly” that the bishops of the
council had had in mind, but the door once opened proved hard
to shut.

Catholic opinion about the war in Vietnam generally mirrored
that of the rest of the population. Several priests were known for
opposing the war, including the Berrigan brothers, Daniel and
Philip, who broke into a draft board outside Baltimore, took
some of the files, and set them ablaze with homemade napalm.
Lay Catholics, too, joined the antiwar cause. At a rally in New
York in October 1965, David Miller, a twenty-two-year-old from
the Catholic Worker house in Manhattan, became one of the
first young men to burn his draft card, and four more Catho-
lic Workers did the same two weeks later. Yet another Catholic
Worker tore his card in half and mailed it to the attorney general,
while still another went so far as to set himself on fire in front of
the United Nations building, imitating the Buddhist monks who
protested in that way in Saigon. Congress had only recently in-
creased the penalties for draft-card burning, and Miller and the
others were picked up by the police, tried, and convicted. Miller’s
sentence was suspended, provided that he get a new draft card
and carry it at all times; this was something, he told the judge, he
would not do, and so he was arrested again.
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Not all Catholics thought this form of activism was wise. Al-
though America magazine called it “stupid” for the courts to
send him to jail for his victimless crime, the Catholic periodical
thought it was “equally stupid” for Miller to expend so much en-
ergy in trying to get the government to do exactly that. Oth-
ers protested the protests. Egged on by a local state legislator,
a crowd of seventy-five high school boys in the Irish Catholic
neighborhood of South Boston, Massachusetts, “pinned down
and pummeled” seven draft-card burners.81 The war divided all
Americans, and Catholics felt those divisions no less than their
fellow citizens.

The far more fractious issue complicating Catholics’ relation-
ship to American public life came with the ruling of the U.S. Su-
preme Court in January 1973 in the case of Roe v. Wade. The
court’s action, invalidating most restrictions on abortion, sur-
prised nearly everyone and short-circuited legislative debates then
under way in New York, New Jersey, and elsewhere that were
progressively modifying restrictive statutes. Catholics were quick
to denounce the decision. Within a week of Roe, Lawrence Ho-
gan, a Catholic congressman from Maryland, introduced a con-
stitutional amendment to overturn the ruling, and Senator James
Buckley from New York, another Catholic, announced that he
would push a similar measure. Senator Edward Kennedy of Mas-
sachusetts, head of what was probably the nation’s most promi-
nent Catholic political family, decried abortion as “not in accor-
dance with the value which our civilization places on human
life.” As late as 1979, he was still proudly pointing to his votes
against abortion, “whether it is to be paid for by private or public
funds—whether the woman is rich or poor.” Support for the
court’s decision grew, however, especially among Democrats such
as Kennedy, who came to describe his position as “evolving.” By
the time of his 1994 reelection campaign, he was proclaiming, “I
am pro-choice,” while, in a swipe at his rival (who had a funda-
mentally similar position), “my opponent is multiple choice.”82 It
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was a clever line, but it showed just how tricky the political ter-
rain of abortion could be.

The nation’s Catholic bishops hoped to lead a “pro-life” charge,
but their position had been weakened by the opposition of lay
people to the church’s teaching on birth control, spelled out in
Humanae Vitae just five years before. John Deedy, an editor of
Commonweal magazine, noted the “wide and in some quarters
deeply felt” Catholic desire to protect the unborn, but he pre-
dicted that “quiet disregard for the bishops’ moral counsel” on
the one issue would spread to the other. He was right on both
counts. Catholics remained uneasy about unrestricted access to
abortion. A Gallup poll taken immediately after the Roe decision
showed that only 36 percent of Catholics agreed with it, as op-
posed to 45 percent of Protestants. At the same time, however, 56
percent of Catholics were willing to leave the decision about
abortion to the woman in question and her doctor. A decade
later, two-thirds of American Catholics still declared their opposi-
tion to abortion on demand, but by then an even wider majority
of them had come to think that the procedure should be legal in
at least some circumstances. A September 2000 poll indicated
that 46 percent of Catholics defined themselves as basically pro-
life, with a slightly higher number (49 percent) describing them-
selves as pro-choice. Many insisted that they were personally op-
posed to abortion but thought it should nonetheless remain legal;
at the same time, Catholics were more likely than other Ameri-
cans to be uncomfortable with resort to abortion simply because
a child was declared “unwanted.”83

The debate on abortion continues today, but its impact for
Catholics was most evident at the polls. The two major political
parties moved toward contrasting positions on the issue, with
Democrats more supportive of access to abortion and Republi-
cans more likely to support restrictions or even an outright ban.
This division helped put Catholic voters in play as they had not
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been for some time. Catholics had long been overwhelmingly
Democratic, but many now found themselves more comfortable
in the Republican ranks. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan was partic-
ularly successful at tapping this fluidity, attracting large numbers
of formerly Democratic voters with his strong pro-life stance as
well as his economic and social policies. On the other side of the
aisle, Mario Cuomo, the Catholic governor of New York who was
perennially on the list of possible Democratic presidential candi-
dates (though he never ran), tried to articulate a stance on abor-
tion that could be summarized as “personally opposed, but legal.”
In a widely reported speech at Notre Dame University in 1984,
Cuomo advanced this view. Although it mirrored the opinion of
many Catholics, they still voted for the other party. Reagan was
reelected in a landslide that year, swamping a Democratic ticket
that included Geraldine Ferraro, a Catholic congresswoman whose
pro-choice stance had been denounced by several bishops. There-
after, Catholics shifted back and forth between the parties, mak-
ing them, at least for a time, the quintessential “swing voters.”84

The abortion debate attracted the most public notice, but it
was only one of many issues affecting Catholic Americans in
the 1960s and after. For them, the upheaval of those decades
seemed more comprehensive than it was for other Americans, for
it touched not just politics but their religious identity as well.
They had originally been surprised by the “People of God” theol-
ogy of Vatican II, but they embraced it, in part because it rein-
forced their new understanding of themselves as thinking adults
who engaged with the world on their terms. They quickly be-
came accustomed to active participation in the Mass and the sac-
raments because that was what autonomous, “thinking” adults
did. No more passive watching of a ritual they did not under-
stand. They made the effort at personalizing their faith, too: if
they were going to stay in the church, it would mean something
to them. Increasingly, American Catholics accepted the responsi-
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bility to think about their faith and to act on it, not just to go
through the motions.

This new attitude changed the relationship between lay people
and their church, as loyalty and dissent, adherence and disaffec-
tion, now coexisted. The faithful remained faithful, but they had
also, to some degree, “lapsed.” On the one hand, there were
many signs of continued loyalty. The rapidity with which they
accepted the near-total overhaul of weekly Mass showed that
they wanted to make more of an effort to understand their reli-
gion. The skyrocketing rate at which they went to Communion
showed that they were eager for the most intimate connection to
the mysteries of their faith. The impulse to find a personal spiri-
tual director or to express their beliefs in the charismatic move-
ment evinced a desire to be a part of the church as they explored
new expressions of it. Even their unorthodox position on the or-
dination of women demonstrated their loyalty. Most American
Catholics wanted women to be ordained, and they remained un-
persuaded by the church’s arguments against the idea. But they
were unwilling to take matters into their own hands by ordaining
women in defiance of church regulations. They would wait for
some future day when that could happen within the rules of their
own church.

On the other hand, the links between Catholics and the
institutional church were weakened. A sense of religious self-
confidence opened the possibility that lay people might not fol-
low the church’s lead if such a course made no sense to them.
They would point out that they had not elected their archbishop
if he was telling them to do something they did not want to do.
Dissent from the church’s position on contraception offered the
clearest case. The man who rejected the teaching on birth control
because, “all of a sudden,” it made no sense to him was not the
only one to have such an epiphany. The collapse of the practice
of confession was the religious expression of that seismic shift.
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Confession was no longer meaningful, and so Catholics simply
stopped going, even as the church tried—unsuccessfully, it was
clear—to breathe new life into the sacrament. Catholics flocked
in large numbers to cheer the pope, but they did not always think
or do what he commanded once they went back home. Lay peo-
ple who could say to their priests, “We don’t need you anymore”
had doubtless misinterpreted the theologians who asserted that
people were, in a way, priests too. Still, they had reason to think
that they had absorbed a broader spirit of council.

Thus the clarity of the American Catholic world in the years
before Vatican II was replaced with both a new vitality and a new
volatility. Some people succeeded at forging a new relationship to
their faith, while others did not. Some found ways to challenge
the positions of the church while still thinking of themselves as
Catholics. Sometimes they agreed with their leaders, acting and
voting accordingly; sometimes they disagreed, acting and voting
accordingly. The sense of autonomy, of “Catholic adulthood,”
was pervasive, and once the centrality of the laity in the church
had been endorsed, there was no predicting where it might lead.
Only those on the fringes hoped for a simple return to the world
before the council, to the silent Mass in which most participants
spent their time looking around and checking their watches.
Given the extent of cultural change in American society in the
second half of the twentieth century, that well-ordered world
probably could not have survived in any case. Once it was gone,
there was no bringing it back. These were, without doubt, excit-
ing times to be a Catholic, but they were also times of uncer-
tainty. The institution of the church was challenged, and the con-
sequences of its weakened position became only too apparent as a
new century opened.
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6

The Church in the
Twenty-first Century

The sixth American Catholic in our historical gathering will have
to be known only as Maria. Not much more can be said of her,
because she has not yet been born. Maria will come into the
world in Los Angeles early in the second decade of the new cen-
tury—2012, let’s say—and she will die in her middle eighties in
the century’s final years. She will be an American Catholic in the
church of the twenty-first century.

The church that Maria knows will be different from that of
our earlier Catholics, and the differences will be both positive
and negative, both welcome and not. When she is born, the
Catholic Church will still be the largest single religious denomi-
nation in the United States. American Catholics will number
more than sixty-five million (between 20 and 25 percent of the
entire population), and their ranks will continue to grow. This
will be an increasingly diverse population. Hispanic Catholics
from various places in Central and South America, as well as
the Caribbean—Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, the Dominican
Republic—will rival the descendants of Europeans from earlier
eras. There will be French speakers from Haiti. Catholics from
Asia (Vietnam, the Philippines, India) and from Africa (Nigeria,



Ghana) will come, too. These people will bring with them differ-
ing styles of devotion and worship, and accommodating these to
American Catholic practice will not be without its tensions. Im-
migrants will also highlight widening social divisions within the
Catholic community. Even as white “Anglo” Catholics solidify
their place in the middle and upper classes, these “Catholics of
color” will reconnect the church to its roots among the poor and
the working class.

The institution of the church will also be very different for
Maria, her family, and her friends. She will be born in an era
when, for the first time in its history, the infrastructure of Ameri-
can Catholicism will be shrinking rather than expanding. The
number of priests in the country peeked around 1975 at just un-
der 60,000; by the first years of the twenty-first century, the
number had dipped below 30,000 and continued steadily down-
ward. The clergy who remained were “graying” rapidly, the aver-
age age rising toward 70. A few young men continued to study
for the priesthood, but their number—less than 400 ordained ev-
ery year—was never sufficient to replace those who died, retired,
or left the ministry. The decline among religious sisters was more
precipitous. There were almost 180,000 women religious at the
close of the Vatican Council, but less than 70,000 by the time of
Maria’s birth, and they were clustered like the priests in the
higher age brackets. Nor was it only church personnel who were
disappearing. All across the historic Catholic heartland of the
Northeast and Midwest, old parishes closed faster than new ones
opened. The great-grandchildren of earlier immigrants now lived
in the suburbs, having left behind city churches that were now
largely empty on Sunday mornings. In many places this process
was painful, as Catholics tried to balance the emotional pull of
personal ties to ancestral parishes with the hard-headed realities
of keeping the buildings open and in good repair. New parishes
started up as the population shifted around the country, espe-
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cially in the Sun Belt, but the total number of churches was de-
clining even as the population was growing.

More serious than all this, the church into which Maria was
born was still feeling the after-effects of a public scandal that
was shameful, heart-breaking, maddening, and disastrous, all at
the same time. Scattered newspaper reports had described cases
of Catholic priests sexually molesting children and adolescents,
most of them boys. A report here, a conviction there, these cases
were thought at first to be tragic anomalies, but by 2002 the
floodgates had opened. Suddenly these crimes were everywhere.
The news media relentlessly brought the stories to light, and for a
time many Catholics felt as though they were getting punched in
the stomach each day as they picked up the morning paper.
Worse, the bishops who supervised these priests seemed like ac-
complices, transferring abusers from church to church without
warning their new pastors or parishioners; all too often, the of-
fenses simply began again. The resulting public outcry forced
American bishops to adopt new policies for the protection of
children, but many Catholics remained skeptical, and women
were particularly angry. Would abusive priests have been serially
reassigned, they wondered, if there had been any mothers at the
table as decisions were made? In the meantime, the church paid
millions of dollars in legal settlements to victims and their fami-
lies, payments that could not undo the harm.

What began as rage over the mishandling of these horrific cases
grew quickly into a broader crisis of confidence in the leadership
of the institutional church. Many Catholics wondered how they
could trust their bishops after such a demonstration that their
“shepherds” seemed to care so little for their flocks. If lay people,
those who had been told for a generation that they were the
church, could expect so little regard for themselves and their chil-
dren, how could they trust church officials with anything? Finan-
cial contributions fell, in some places sharply, and lifelong Catho-
lics began to wonder how to sustain their affiliation with the
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church. Ad hoc groups of angry parishioners came together to
talk about what to do, and virtually overnight they formed a na-
tional organization of lay people to press for change. The initial
intensity of this movement had passed by the time Maria was
born, but the days of unquestioning lay deference to the hierar-
chy were over. Encouraged in part by the example of the growing
ranks of lay people with official roles in parish churches—the
number of lay ministers had surpassed the number of priests in
the country by the mid-1990s—the laity seemed determined to
make real the assertion that they were the church.

When reports of sexual abuse by priests first appeared, the inci-
dents seemed unconnected to one another. Something—partly
willful, no doubt, but not entirely so—prevented those touched
by such cases from seeing them as part of a larger pattern. Start-
ing about 1985, cases began coming to public attention. A priest
in the towns of Esther and Henry, in southwestern Louisiana, ad-
mitted to abusing thirty-seven teenagers, some of them during
his time as the supervisor of church Boy Scout troops. A year
later, two priests in Rhode Island entered pleas of no contest to
sexual assault charges and were sentenced to jail. Next came
cases in New Jersey, Texas, Washington State, and Pennsylva-
nia. In 1990 Father Bruce Ritter, the highly visible founder of
Covenant House, an organization that rescued runaway teenagers
from drugs and the pornography industry in New York City,
stepped down when accused of sexual misconduct with boys in
his care. That these incidents were so widely scattered apparently
confirmed their exceptional nature. “We don’t want to give the
impression that it’s a rampant problem for the church, because
it’s not,” a spokesman for the nation’s bishops said at the time of
the Louisiana case, with apparent sincerity. “But,” he added,
“even one case is too many.”1

Soon it was clear that the problem was more serious than the
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bishops and others allowed, or perhaps knew. The career of Fa-
ther James Porter showed just how wide and destructive a path
abusers might cut. Porter was a priest in Fall River, Massachu-
setts, an old industrial city, and he had apparently started mo-
lesting children from the very beginning of his parish work.
Complaints had been handled quietly by the local bishop, who
repeatedly transferred him to new assignments. Porter left the
priesthood in 1974, married, and moved to Minnesota, where, it
was subsequently revealed, he continued to molest children, in-
cluding his own. Asked later how many victims he might have
had, he replied with a chillingly casual, “Oh, jeez, I don’t know,”
finally estimating the number at perhaps one hundred. Lawyers
and television reporters in Massachusetts, working with some of
his victims, unraveled the painful story in 1992. By then, Porter’s
crimes were outside the scope of the statute of limitations. Since
he had left the jurisdiction for another state, however, the “clock”
(as legal experts explained it) had “stopped ticking,” and he was
still liable to prosecution. He was arrested and returned to Massa-
chusetts, where he pled guilty and was sentenced to a prison psy-
chiatric facility. Failing in health, he was released pending civil
commitment in 2004 and died a year later. Meanwhile, an attor-
ney representing some of his victims, now grown to middle age,
won an agreement from the Fall River diocese to pay each of
them about $100,000 for the pain and suffering Porter had in-
flicted.2

A decade later, a case in Boston made headlines nationwide. In
January 2002, the Boston Globe began a series of reports detailing
both the behavior of Father John Geoghan and church officials’
response to it. Geoghan’s crimes had involved pre-adolescent boys,
often from troubled families, who were susceptible to what had
seemed his genuine concern for them. Whenever complaints were
registered, Geoghan was removed from his parish and sent to one
of several treatment centers that claimed to specialize in such
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cases. Assured after a long or short stay that he had his problem
under control, church officials then assigned him to another par-
ish. These letters of reassignment contained boilerplate language
about “dedicated priestly service,” phrases that were meaningless
in themselves but that later came to seem ironic and sinister. Af-
ter his exposure, Geoghan was convicted of a relatively minor of-
fense, with more serious charges pending, and sent to jail. In Au-
gust 2003, he was strangled in his cell by another inmate in what
many people saw as a fittingly sordid end to a sordid story. In the
meantime, attorneys representing his victims became the public
face of the scandal, pressing for the release of diocesan personnel
files. A month after Geoghan’s murder, church officials agreed to
pay nearly $85 million to his victims and those of several other
abusive priests; $28 million of that went to the lawyers them-
selves. Even then, there were more cases still to be heard.3

Almost immediately, another Bostonian, Father Paul Shanley,
supplanted Geoghan as the most egregious example of priestly
abuse. In the 1980s Shanley had been famous as a “street priest,”
working with runaways, drug addicts, and other troubled youths.
Press coverage of his work was uniformly positive, even glowing.
The Boston Globe praised his attention to what it called “sex-
ual minorities”; the liberal newspaper National Catholic Reporter
commended his “pioneering ministry” and quoted a mother who
thanked “this beautiful man” for helping her reconcile with her
estranged son. The New York Times quoted another woman as
saying that “it hurt thousands of people” when Shanley was reas-
signed to parish work. Now it was clear that beneath this “pio-
neering” exterior, he had been an omnivorous sexual predator; he
had even been recorded speaking publicly in favor of sex between
men and boys. The tolerance that his superiors had had for
his unusual ministry, once extolled, was suddenly unforgivable.
Shanley was tracked to California, extradited to Massachusetts
for trial, convicted, and sent to prison. By then, nearly every dio-
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cese in every part of the country had admitted to similar cases in
its jurisdiction. The phrase “cover-up” was applied, and even
though victims usually wanted anonymity as much as church
leaders did, the charge nonetheless rang true.4

In defending themselves, church officials insisted that the inci-
dence of sexual abuse by Catholic priests was no higher than in
the population at large. A comprehensive study conducted later
by the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York put the
figure at 4 percent of the 110,000 priests who had been in active
ministry in the United States at any time between 1950 and 2002.
No equivalent studies of other populations (school teachers or
psychoanalysts, for example) had ever been done, so there were
no benchmarks against which to compare this rate. Still, a few
smaller-scale studies suggested that the percentage of priest of-
fenders was below average. Incidents of priestly abuse had been
concentrated in the 1970s, falling sharply thereafter, even though
press reports made it seem that they were still occurring. The
worst offenders were clergymen whose seminary formation had
come in the 1950s. In this, Porter (ordained 1960), Shanley (also
1960), and Geoghan (1962) were typical. Conservative commen-
tators blamed the church’s failure to squelch dissent over
Humanae Vitae: the “organized and public defiance” of the birth
control encyclical of 1968, one writer insisted, ushered in “a pe-
riod of ‘wink and nudge’ . . . with respect to sexuality.” If only the
hierarchy had not abandoned the certainties of the past, the argu-
ment went, none of this would have happened. That explanation
was too facile, and in any event, both the abusers and the bishops
who mishandled their cases were largely products of the pre–
Vatican II church. Liberal commentators, by contrast, identified
priestly celibacy as the root cause: if priests were allowed to
marry, they maintained, the problem would have been avoided.
This explanation, too, was simplistic, since police statistics indi-
cated that sexual abusers were usually married men. The impact
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of the sexual revolution in America in the 1960s was hard to dis-
count, but it was also hard to specify.5

The victims of abuse by priests were overwhelmingly (81 per-
cent) boys. Even so, the connection between priestly abuse and
homosexuality was unclear. The high rate of male victims stood
in sharp contrast to the national pattern, in which abused chil-
dren were more likely to be girls, many of them (like Porter’s
daughters) molested by their own fathers. “Pedophilia,” a sexual
attraction to prepubescent children, became the common way of
describing the problem, but psychologists pointed out that the
cases most often fell under the rubric of a more unusual term:
“ephebophilia,” a sexual attraction toward postpubescent and late
adolescents. In retrospect, it was painfully obvious how little all
the “experts” knew. Alfred Kinsey, for example, the noted sex re-
searcher of the 1950s, had concluded coolly that sexual encoun-
ters with an adult were “not likely to do the child any appreciable
harm.” A more recent study from the 1970s had concurred, de-
claring the lasting effects of sexual abuse to be “quite mild.” How
wrong these widely respected judgments were now shown to be.
Instead, it was clear how little any of this had been studied and
understood by the medical or psychological professionals who
had treated offenders, the very people on whom bishops had re-
lied for advice.6 Still, the public at large concluded that a more
fundamental moral failing was involved. Should not clergymen
be held to a stricter standard of behavior? As the earlier commen-
tator had noted, even one case was too many.

Catholic lay people responded to these revelations with deep
sorrow and white-hot anger. Coming just a few months after the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, all this news seemed to
confirm the shattering of a once-safe world. Details of the ac-
tual sexual abuse were harrowing enough, but worse were the
responses of church leaders, whose treatment of the offenders
seemed only to have encouraged them to continue. In Boston,
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outrage focused on Cardinal Bernard Law, the archbishop there
since 1984. His Masses were dogged by protestors. One young
woman outside his cathedral carried a handmade sign that read:
“Law”—parishioners did not usually address their archbishop
abruptly by his last name—“You are as guilty as the priests that
did it!” Pressure built on Law throughout the Geoghan case, and
he finally resigned. Other prelates were also implicated. Two suc-
cessive bishops of Palm Beach, Florida, resigned (one in 1998, the
next in 2002) after revelations that they themselves had abused
seminarians earlier in their careers. The bishop of Springfield, in
western Massachusetts, stepped down for the same reason in
2004; he was later indicted but not prosecuted (the statute of lim-
itations having expired), and he subsequently disappeared. The
settlements paid to victims around the country mounted to the
hundreds of millions of dollars: $12 million for the diocese of
Bridgeport, Connecticut; $25 million in Louisville, Kentucky;
$5 million in Orange County, California; and on and on. The
church in Los Angeles set the record in July 2007, paying 500 vic-
tims $660 million on top of the $114 million it had previously
paid. In Tucson, Arizona ($75 million), Portland, Oregon ($75
million), and Spokane, Washington ($48 million), the judgments
led dioceses to seek the protection of the bankruptcy court, and
other dioceses considered doing the same.7 At one point, the
scandal seemed unlikely ever to stop spreading.

In the face of growing lay anger, the nation’s Catholic bishops
met in Dallas, Texas, in June 2002 to draft a new policy for han-
dling cases of sexual abuse by priests. Their usually routine an-
nual meeting was highly charged. It began with a day-long ses-
sion in which four victims (three men and one woman) told their
stories, focusing on the long train of psychological and other
problems their abuse had initiated. Next, the bishops were ad-
dressed by Margaret O’Brien Steinfels, the editor of Commonweal
magazine, and Scott Appleby, a history professor from the Uni-
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versity of Notre Dame. Neither one minced any words. The scan-
dal, Steinfels said pointedly, showed lay people “how essentially
powerless they are,” but it had also altered the relationship be-
tween the hierarchy and the laity, perhaps forever. “The dam has
broken,” she went on; “a reservoir of trust has run dry.” Appleby
took the discussion beyond the familiar liberal-conservative di-
vide. “Catholics on the right, and the left, and in the ‘deep mid-
dle,’” he said, “all are in basic agreement as to the causes of this
scandal: a betrayal of fidelity enabled by the arrogance that comes
with unchecked power.” Bishops were not used to being talked to
this way, and it had some effect. “We’ve never heard anything
like this before,” the bishop of Paterson, New Jersey, told a re-
porter after the session. “It’s very strong.” The meeting produced
a “Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People,”
which established a so-called zero-tolerance policy. One credi-
ble accusation against a priest (past, present, or future) was suf-
ficient to suspend him from his duties pending investigation; one
proved allegation was sufficient to remove him permanently from
the priesthood.8 Some commentators criticized the charter on
various grounds—did it come too late? did it deflect responsibil-
ity from bishops to priests?—but the hierarchy at least recognized
that things had to change.

Across the country, lay people tried to make sense of the crisis,
which became the topic of conversation whenever Catholics met
one another at parish school functions or informal gatherings
over coffee after Sunday Mass. Catholics in the greater Boston
area, close to the epicenter of the scandal, took more concerted
action. A group of parishioners in Saint John the Evangelist par-
ish in Wellesley, a prosperous Boston suburb, began meeting on
Monday evenings to commiserate over the state of their church.
“We started as a group of heartbroken people who needed to
talk,” one participant said, but these were people who were pre-
pared to do more than talk. Many were distinguished in their
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own professional fields, the kind of “thinking” and “adult” Cath-
olics the Vatican II church had produced. One organizer was a
university management professor; another was a doctor who had
shared the Nobel Prize in 1985 for his work with an organiza-
tion called International Physicians for the Prevention of Nu-
clear War. The Monday meetings attracted a handful of parishio-
ners at first, but soon there were hundreds crowding the church
basement every week. Their pastor sometimes attended, but the
meetings were entirely theirs. Hymn-singing and prayer were fol-
lowed by wide-ranging discussion, in which people first expressed
their sorrow and anger and then proposed various courses of
action. “We are trying to save the hierarchy from itself,” one
woman said. Early on, the group adopted the name Voice of the
Faithful (VOTF), and it hit upon a simple slogan: “Keep the
Faith; Change the Church.”9

Members of VOTF also sought a more visible way to express
their concerns and to work for change. Accordingly, they orga-
nized a national convention to respond to the crisis. They secured
a convention center in Boston and issued a call for participants
from around the country. On a Saturday in July 2002, four thou-
sand Catholics from around the country gathered in Boston for a
day-long meeting. Most were active in their own parishes, the
sort of people churches relied on for volunteers and lay minis-
tries. There was prayer, followed by wrenching personal accounts
from abuse victims. Panel discussions explored various dimen-
sions of the crisis. As an organization, VOTF committed itself to
three goals: to support victims of abuse; to support “priests of in-
tegrity” (non-abusers, sometimes judged guilty by association,
simply because they were priests); and to “shape structural change
within the Catholic Church” so as to prevent such a scandal in
the future. Speakers alluded to their location, noting that it had
been the site of an earlier revolution. “The people of Boston
know what to do about absolute power,” one speaker said; “they
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showed the world 200 years ago.” Most, however, were not rebel-
lious. “I’m a moderate,” one participant, a housewife, said. “I’m
not extreme. I think our power is in the fact that our voices are
from the parishes . . . They will have to listen to us,” she con-
cluded.10

VOTF grew to impressive proportions, eventually claiming a
national membership of 30,000 and spawning several local chap-
ters around the country. Even so, it quickly hit its limits as a
unifying organization for the laity. The Boston meeting, one
newspaper columnist observed, had been full of “the gray-haired
and sensibly shod, of middle-aged and older white, suburban,
bred-in-the-bone Catholics from well-heeled parishes.” It re-
mained virtually impossible to attract recent immigrants or youn-
ger Catholics, whose institutional connections to the church were
looser than those of their parents. Moreover, most participants
recognized how difficult it would be to achieve “structural change”
in the church. The majority probably favored, for example, the
ordination of women—that and similar issues were deliberately
kept off the agenda for fear of losing focus—but they knew that
decisions on such questions would come from Rome, and they
also knew that change was unlikely. Lay people were thus left
with little practical recourse. They pledged to direct their charita-
ble contributions to a separate fund rather than to diocesan fund-
raising campaigns, thereby setting off an unseemly squabble with
church officials, who announced that they would not accept any
donations unless they came through official channels. This form
of protest, too, proved difficult to sustain. One speaker at the
July assembly wrote two weeks later that, on reflection, he was
not sure whether he had been at a baptism or a wake, whether
the convention had represented the beginning of something or
the end.11

Perhaps most striking, however, was the decision that most
Catholics made not to abandon the church in the aftermath of
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the scandal. There was little latter-day “leakage.” In fact, many
Catholics strengthened their ties to their own local parish. In one
survey taken in 2004, 78 percent of active Catholics said that the
scandal had had no effect on their church attendance, and an-
other 7 percent said that they were actually going to Mass more
than they once had. Parishioners may have come to distrust their
bishop, but they liked their local pastor. They were deeply angry
at the hierarchy, but they still wanted the sacraments in their
own parish church. More than 80 percent of them said that be-
ing Catholic remained important to them, and almost as many
insisted that they could not imagine being anything else. The
woman who wanted to “save the hierarchy from itself ” was not
alone in distinguishing between the church and its leaders. “We
love our church and want to do what is right for it,” said another
VOTF participant, identifying herself as one of the many peo-
ple “who are faithfully in those pews every week.” Still another
agreed: lay people might be uncertain about exactly what to do
next, but “there is a desire . . . to remain Catholic,” he said.12 The
dynamic that held them in tension with the institutional church,
a dynamic that had shifted significantly in the aftermath of Vati-
can II, kept them in the church. In spite of everything, it was
their church.

More structural problems compounded the crisis. In many
cities, the Catholic infrastructure of local parishes and schools,
inherited from earlier eras, no longer fit the demographics of
church membership. Older ethnic enclaves broke down and dis-
persed, and new ethnic populations moved into different city
neighborhoods. The facilities and services of the church were not
always available where they were most needed. The decline in
personnel made matters worse. In Boston in 2002, for example,
the year the Geoghan case broke, eighteen diocesan priests retired
from active ministry and another twenty-five died; only five new
priests were ordained to take their places. Two years later, there
were thirty-six retirements or deaths and only seven ordinations.

278 the faithful



In some dioceses there were years with no new priests at all. Such
net losses (which did not include those suspended for suspected
sexual abuse) could not be sustained for very much longer with-
out reconsidering how to deploy limited resources. Everywhere,
there were churches and schools in places where they were not
needed, fewer of them where they were needed, and not enough
priests and sisters to go around.13 For the first time in Ameri-
can Catholic history, contraction rather than expansion was the
watchword.

Churches in Pittsburgh offer a case study of this process. The
seventy-five parishes in the city in 1990 had been reduced to
forty-one by 2000, a drop of nearly half. Some churches were
closed outright, while others were combined into an entirely
new parish. In the East End, for example, Holy Rosary (estab-
lished 1893), Corpus Christi (1903), and Mother of Good Coun-
sel (1908) were joined to form Saint Charles Lwanga parish. Mass
was said in each of the three church buildings, requiring the pas-
tor and two assistants to travel among them, though they all lived
in the rectory at Holy Rosary. The choice of the new name was
significant. Instead of retaining one of the three original names,
the parish was now placed under the patronage of a nineteenth-
century Christian convert in Uganda who had been martyred for
his faith, an acknowledgment of the African immigrants who
were moving into Pittsburgh. Other boundary lines, once consid-
ered impermeable, were also blurred. In the Strip District, a for-
merly Irish parish (the oldest one in the city, dating from 1808)
and a formerly Polish parish from the 1870s were brought to-
gether, and the parish was named Saint Patrick–Saint Stanislaus
Kostka, the two ethnicities separated only by a hyphen. Consoli-
dations of this kind meant that Mass was still available, but less
readily than before. The parishes in Pittsburgh had offered Mass
278 times every Saturday and Sunday in 1990, but only 164 times
each weekend in 2000, a reduction of 40 percent.14

However necessary it might have been, the closing of churches
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with which parishioners and their families had been associated,
sometimes for generations, was easier to do on paper than in real-
ity. Lay Catholics had strong bonds to the physical spaces in
which their religious lives had been lived, and parishioners often
reacted sharply when told that they would have to find a new
spiritual home. The emptying of the “reservoir of trust” that
came with the sexual abuse scandal made lay people suspicious of
their bishops’ motives. Were churches being closed and sold,
many wondered, to raise money to pay the financial settlements
for sexual abuse cases? Diocesan officials insisted that this was
not the case, but their assurances were not always convincing.
That the official term in canon law for closing a parish was
“suppression” exacerbated the tension. By using that word, bish-
ops seemed once again to demonstrate a cold disregard for the
feelings of lay people mourning the loss of the church where
Grandma had been married.

Sometimes lay people responded with organized resistance,
and once again Boston offered the most dramatic cases. Cardi-
nal Law’s successor as archbishop, Cardinal Sean O’Malley, won
praise in 2003 for agreeing to a financial settlement with abuse
victims, but public opinion turned against him a year later when
he announced a plan to close as many as 70 of the 350 parishes in
the city and surrounding suburbs. Catholics whose churches were
on the list reacted angrily, both at the decision itself and at the
brusque speed with which it had come. Parishioners at Saint Al-
bert the Great parish in Weymouth, a working-class town south
of Boston, took drastic action by occupying their church, chang-
ing the locks, and staging a round-the-clock vigil while they ap-
pealed its closing. “My Parish, My Faith, My Family,” said a
hand-lettered banner strung over the door. “Let me keep them
all!” Soon, the people in 7 other parishes in the metropolitan
area had organized sit-ins in their churches. They conducted
daily, priestless prayer services, and sympathetic priests periodi-
cally brought them Communion, though they were prohibited
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from saying Mass for the protestors. Saint Albert’s eventually won
a reprieve and remained open, but some of the other take-overs
are still under way at this writing, three years later.15

There were other signs of the broken dam of trust. In tony
Oyster Bay, New York, parishioners were indignant at the ap-
pointment of a new pastor for Saint Dominic’s Church in the
spring of 2004. Their previous pastor had been removed follow-
ing charges of sexual contact with students as a high school chap-
lain thirty years before. (This was the “zero-tolerance” policy in
action.) The new pastor, Father John Alesandro, had been an of-
ficial in the bishop’s office, where his responsibilities had in-
cluded investigating such charges. He had seemed lenient on
abusers, however, so four hundred people from the parish assem-
bled in a nearby Presbyterian church—they had been denied use
of both their own church hall and the local town hall—to express
their lack of confidence in him. “The moral authority of our pas-
tor has been severely compromised,” Geoffrey Boisi, an invest-
ment banker and philanthropist, told his fellow parishioners. Af-
ter questioning Alesandro and other officials about the matter,
Boisi and others concluded that “their answers were simply not
credible . . . The trust and moral authority of our ecclesial chain
of command was irreparably broken.” Alesandro kept his posi-
tion, but the parish remained deeply divided between his oppo-
nents and his defenders.

In another case, fifty seniors at a Catholic high school for girls
in Manchester, New Hampshire, signed a petition asking the lo-
cal bishop not to attend their graduation ceremony. He had been
an official in Boston at the time of the Geoghan case and had
not, the students believed, taken sufficiently decisive action. He
came to graduation anyway, but the point had been made. When
even high school students were signing petitions—“I feel like I
can’t look up to him as a leader,” one of them said—the extent of
the estrangement between bishops and laity was clear.16

Disaffection of this kind was fueled by a growing sense among
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the laity that the clergy, especially bishops, too often thought of
themselves as separate from, and even above, ordinary believers.
Scott Appleby had sounded this note at the Dallas meeting. “The
root of the problem,” he told the assembled hierarchs, “is the lack
of accountability on the part of the bishops . . . The lack of ac-
countability, in turn, was fostered by a closed clerical culture that
infects the priesthood.” It was this “closed clerical culture” that
had apparently encouraged church administrators to be more so-
licitous toward an abusive fellow priest than toward his victims.
An arrogant, even if unconscious, clericalism, another writer said,
was “the original sin” of the sexual abuse and attendant dramas.
Church leaders denied that such attitudes existed, but there was
evidence for them nonetheless. One seminary director, recalling
his own student days, told of attending an ordination ceremony
in the late 1960s. As each newly ordained priest came forward,
the presiding bishop greeted him heartily with the words “Wel-
come to the club!” The very existence of that club now seemed to
be the problem. Women were particularly sensitive about this is-
sue, since they had only recently been told yet again that they
were not members of the club and never could be. More gener-
ally, when priests like Porter and Geoghan were stripped of their
priestly role, the church’s own language betrayed it. The process
was popularly known as “defrocking,” but in church law it was
called being “reduced to the lay state.” Only by rejecting the idea
that lay people were somehow “reduced” could real progress be
made.17

The laity demanded greater accountability in order to over-
come this clericalism. Many dioceses published annual finan-
cial reports, and this practice was fine as far as it went. The
demand now, however, was for a broader kind of accountabil-
ity. “Well-governed institutions ensure full disclosure of informa-
tion,” wrote Mary Jo Bane, a professor at Harvard’s Kennedy
School of Government and a self-described “lector, parish council
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member, and regular contributor” at her local church. Such orga-
nizations “institutionalize checks and balances on the exercise of
power, and establish independent boards to actively advise and
participate in choosing the chief executive officer.” The Catholic
Church in America, she concluded, had none of these safeguards,
and one of them (lay participation in choosing leadership) was
probably out of the question. But “the culture of secrecy and
of excessive deference to clerical and episcopal privilege” could
not continue. Other groups joined VOTF in demanding “struc-
tural change.” One organization calling itself simply “Bishop-
Accountability” created a website on which it posted copies of
documents from diocesan files showing how abusive priests had
been treated. “When there is no genuine effort to build account-
ability and transparency into diocesan and parish governance,”
Margaret Steinfels had told the bishops in Dallas, “what conclu-
sion can be drawn except that you don’t trust us?”18 That situa-
tion had to change.

Not since the trustee disputes of the early nineteenth century
had there been such open antagonism between lay Catholics and
church officials. But whereas the trustee fights had been local-
ized, these early twenty-first-century disputes were widespread.
The sexual abuse scandal had been traumatic enough on its own
terms, and had it occurred amid relative stability for the church,
its impact would still have been far-reaching. Coming as it did,
however, at the end of nearly half a century of social and religious
change, the scandal only served to widen the rift between the la-
ity and the church leadership. Lay Catholics considered them-
selves thinking adults, but they thought the church was not treat-
ing them as such. That an abusive priest could be reassigned to
their parish was bad enough; that this might happen without
their being told of the danger seemed condescending, insulting,
contemptuous, or all three. Once again, women felt especially be-
trayed. They were told to accept a limited role in the church, but
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how could that make sense when men had so clearly, and perhaps
so callously, failed to protect the church’s most vulnerable mem-
bers? The laity would not leave the church: “it’s ours as much as
theirs,” many insisted. But the very clarity of the division into
“us” and “them” only underlined how deep the discontent ran.
Structural change might be long in coming or it might never
come, but the laity, traditionally deferential to the clergy, would
never be quite so docile again.

In Maria’s church in the twenty-first century, the ongoing diversi-
fication of lay people will present a subtler but more pervasive
challenge than that of the sexual abuse crisis. Once, it had been
possible to think of the “immigration chapter” in American his-
tory as closed, but a new chapter had begun with adoption of the
Immigration Reform Act of 1965, which opened the gates once
again. Many immigrants from countries outside Europe brought
a strong Catholic identity with them. This identity, like that
of earlier Catholic groups, was inevitably inflected by ethnicity.
New ethnic groups replaced older ones on the ships—now, more
likely, the airplanes—of passage. Religion was intimately con-
nected to their other sources of identity: family, food, and cul-
ture. If it had ever ceased to be one, the Catholic Church in
the twenty-first century had become an immigrant church once
again.

The bonds of language were particularly strong for newer im-
migrants. The church was sympathetic to their desire to retain
their mother tongue and even provided language training for
non–native-speaking priests. This was especially important be-
cause weekly Mass and the other sacraments now had to be of-
fered, not in Latin, but in a language the congregation could un-
derstand; not to do so risked driving them to other churches. As a
result, many Catholic parishes became polyglot. In Boston in the
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first years of the new century, for example, the overwhelming ma-
jority (80 percent) of the weekend liturgies were said in English,
but in some churches the service was conducted in Mandarin,
Cantonese, Creole, Portuguese, Spanish, or African languages. In
Houston the pattern was even more visible. While English re-
mained the predominant language, almost one-quarter of the 378
Masses in the city every weekend were in Spanish, and another 23
of them were in Vietnamese. Several parishes offered all three lan-
guages: Saint Christopher’s, in the southeast corner of the city,
had five Masses in English, two in Spanish, one in Vietnamese,
and some bilingual services as well.19 By meeting new linguistic
demands, parishes hoped to reinforce the connections between
Catholic immigrants and their church.

Hispanics were the largest and most visible group amid the re-
newed ethnic variety. “Hispanic” is a catch-all category, used
loosely to designate those whose first language is Spanish, and
it can obscure as much as it enlightens. Hispanics are multi-
form: Mexicans in California, Texas, and the Southwest, with sig-
nificant numbers also in midwestern cities such as Chicago; Cu-
bans in Florida; Puerto Ricans and Dominicans in New York;
Central Americans, particularly Guatemalans, in the Northeast
and elsewhere. Their collective impact on the church is beyond
question. In the year 2000, the percentage of the American Cath-
olic population identifying itself as Hispanic was variously re-
ported at between 16 and 20 percent, and all observers agreed that
it had been rising for decades. Although some Hispanics were
converting to various forms of evangelical Protestantism, the His-
panic presence within Catholicism remained undiminished. In
three-quarters of all American parishes where at least one weekly
Mass was celebrated in a language other than English, that lan-
guage was Spanish. Lay Hispanics went to Mass at about the
same rate as Anglos, and nearly one-quarter of all enrollments in
lay ministry training programs came from the Spanish-speaking
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community. Moreover, this population was growing rapidly. His-
panic parishes nationwide reported an average of four baptisms
for every funeral: those parishes were getting bigger, and they
were getting younger.20

The experience of Hispanic Catholicism was diverse. Mexi-
cans, for example, had a long historic presence in Texas, with im-
migration depending largely on political and economic develop-
ments in Mexico itself. In the past, these Catholics had often
been disparaged by the Anglo priests who served them. “Every-
one has the idea that when it comes to deep faith, nobody can
beat the Mexican people,” a priest in McAllen, Texas, had written
in the 1940s, “but it’s not true . . . Most of these people don’t even
begin to measure up to my idea of what faith should be.” Na-
tional agencies supporting Catholic missionaries had similar atti-
tudes. In the half century before 1950, they consistently gave
greater support to English-speaking parishes than to those where
Spanish was the common tongue: English-language churches in
and around Galveston got four times as much financial backing
as Spanish-language parishes. Only slowly did things improve. A
later pastor in McAllen recorded a catalog of parishioners that in-
cluded many poor farm workers, but there was also a prominent
businessman who was an elected city official, a woman whose
philanthropy was unparalleled, and others on whom the church
depended.21

In California, the Mexican Catholic presence was of equally
long standing, its growth quickening in the decades after the Sec-
ond World War. Itinerant farm workers followed annual crop cy-
cles from the Imperial Valley in the winter up to Fresno in the
fall. The needs, religious and otherwise, of this migrant popula-
tion were many, and clergy and laity responded. One lay man in
particular helped bring the plight of such workers to national at-
tention. Cesar Chavez had been born in Arizona and moved as a
child with his family to California to work in the fields. In 1962
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he founded a union, eventually called the United Farm Workers
(UFW), and he led the effort to secure better wages and the right
to collective bargaining. Consciously drawing on Catholic social
teachings, Chavez embraced nonviolence as a tactic, and many of
his marches and demonstrations were overtly religious, resem-
bling devotional processions as much as labor rallies. On one oc-
casion, after violence had disrupted a UFW event, he went on a
month-long fast as a public act of penance, concluding it with a
Mass outside the town of Delano. “What do we want the church
to do?” Chavez had asked at one rally. “We don’t ask for bigger
churches or fine gifts. We ask for its presence with us, beside [us],
as Christ among us.” Though he faced opposition from grow-
ers and their allies, he won broad support. A nationwide boy-
cott of nonunion grapes, led by the UFW, was encouraged by
parishes in California and around the country, and his marches
were joined by priests, nuns, and lay people, following models
they had learned in the civil rights movement. Until ill health
slowed him in the 1980s, Chavez, who died in 1993, almost sin-
gle-handedly brought a new awareness of the Hispanic presence
to Catholics nationwide.22

Hispanic groups in other parts of the country usually repre-
sented smaller proportions of the local population, but they, too,
affected the structure of American Catholicism. The church had
traditionally been weak on the island of Cuba, for example, but
after Fidel Castro came to power in 1959, tens of thousands of
Cubans fled the short distance to Florida. The Cuban popula-
tion of Dade County, surrounding Miami, grew more than eigh-
teenfold in the three decades after Castro’s takeover. Precisely be-
cause these refugees were so vigorously anti-communist, they
tended to be identified with the church more than earlier Cuban
immigrants were: there was, one study concluded, a “virtual evac-
uation” of active Catholics from the island. Church-related insti-
tutions came with them. Belen Jesuit Prep, an old secondary
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school (the most famous graduate of which was Castro himself ),
moved to Miami as early as 1961. Cubans also established new in-
stitutions in their new home, most notably an enormous shrine
to Our Lady of Charity, who was taken as a special patron during
what they hoped would be a temporary exile. They held their
first Spanish-speaking cursillo in 1962, well before that movement
took hold among other American Catholics. In subsequent de-
cades, Guatemalans, Nicaraguans, and Salvadorans replayed the
Cuban experience, leaving behind civil strife and economic hard-
ship for relative security in the United States. Puerto Ricans had a
sizable presence in New York City by the end of the Second
World War; though they, as U.S. citizens, were more likely than
others to travel back and forth from the city to their home is-
land, they carried their religious sensibilities with them as they
moved.23

Hispanic devotional practice added variety to American Ca-
tholicism. Elements of folk religion shot through the Hispanic
spiritual imagination, expressed, for example, in the maintenance
of home altars in honor of particular saints. “In nearly all Catho-
lic homes, of whatever economic class,” a Mexican-American
woman recalled of her childhood, there was “the tiny shrine in
a corner of the bedroom.” In a small town in South Texas, a
woman found the fragment of a mosaic depiction of Mary, left
over from a long-abandoned church, brought it home, and sur-
rounded it with candles and flowers. Her neighbors came in regu-
larly to pray before the shrine, to leave written prayer requests or
photographs of sons in the armed forces. In the 1980s, a woman
in Phoenix, Arizona, reported seeing apparitions of the Virgin
and set up a shrine in her backyard. This attracted weekly ro-
sary devotions and prayer meetings, and the shrine eventually
grew into a free-standing chapel with its own community action
agency to address issues of housing and crime. Puerto Rican
street festivals in honor of San Juan, the patron saint of the is-
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land, became annual public events in New York City, while in
Chicago, beginning in the 1970s, Mexican-American Catholics
staged a recreation of the Way of the Cross, reenacting Jesus’
sufferings on his way to crucifixion and death. These graphic
presentations, held every year on Good Friday, made their way
through the streets of the Pilsen neighborhood of the city, once a
bastion of the Polish Catholic community. Thus had one ethnic
group supplanted another.24

By far the most widespread Hispanic devotion was that of
Mexican-Americans to Our Lady of Guadalupe. The tradition
derived from the reported appearance of the Virgin Mary to an
Indian named Juan Diego, in a village near Mexico City in 1531.
She performed miracles and left behind an image of herself, im-
printed on the inside of the young man’s cloak. That she spoke to
him in Nahuatl, the native language, and had the dark features of
a Mestiza made her a special defender of the dignidad (dignity) of
the native and mixed population. When Pope John Paul II for-
mally canonized Juan Diego as a saint in July 2002, his action was
seen as a validation of Mexicans’ historical and spiritual experi-
ence. Images of Our Lady of Guadalupe and shrines to her were
kept in homes, and public celebrations began everywhere a small
immigrant population was established. At San Fernando Cathe-
dral in San Antonio, Texas, for example, the annual Decem-
ber celebration begins with an evening “serenade” by the thou-
sands jamming the cathedral, after which young people in Aztec
costumes dance before her image. Devotees stream forward to
kneel, light candles, and say their own prayers. The next morning
brings a procession with more singing, followed by a Mass; at an-
other Mass that evening children reenact the original appearance
to Juan Diego. Even in private, Guadalupe images are kept in
homes, carried as medals, and imprinted on everything from can-
dles to small statues on car dashboards for protection on the
road.25
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Devotions such as this one are reviving the kinds of religious
practices that had characterized earlier immigrant groups. The
particulars of the devotions and their forms of expression are dif-
ferent in the church of the twentieth century, but the intimate
connection they encourage between Catholics and the larger spir-
itual world of their faith is much the same. A festival may honor
the Latin American Lady of Guadalupe rather than the Ital-
ian Lady of Mount Carmel, whose festa was once celebrated in
New York’s Harlem, but the two have much in common. Both
linked ordinary believers to heavenly beings, whose powers were
brought to bear on immediate concerns in this world. Earlier
generations of Irish, Italian, and Polish Catholics sought the help
of Saint Jude in curing disease or protecting soldier-sons in battle;
millions of Hispanic Catholics seek the Mestiza Virgin’s aid with
equally broad and no less compelling concerns. “I identify with
her as a mother who always believes her children can do it,” said
one woman in San Antonio, herself of Puerto Rican descent but
a “convert” to Guadalupe’s powerful love for people who were
“hers.”26

Just as important, at a time when many of these vivid practices
have died out among the descendants of earlier immigrants, His-
panics are sustaining them as part of the American Catholic de-
votional universe. White, suburbanized Catholics may have expe-
rienced a “piety void” in the aftermath of Vatican II, and many of
them welcomed the abandonment of old ways. “Thank good-
ness we’ve outgrown all that nonsense,” one woman had written
sharply in 1965. For the most part, Catholics like her stopped say-
ing the rosary, setting up home shrines, or marching through the
streets in honor of the saints. In the same way, Father Peyton’s
Family Rosary Crusade declined rapidly in the aftermath of the
Vatican Council, and it had all but disappeared by the 1970s,
though Peyton himself lived until 1992. Saying the rosary re-
mained significant to many Hispanic Catholics, however, and the
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devotion was not confined merely to the elderly: one study found
that 70 percent of Hispanic women in their twenties and thirties
and 58 percent of Hispanic men in the same age range said the ro-
sary regularly. In some places, women wore the rosary as a neck-
lace, and young Hispanic men (39 percent of them) had had their
cars blessed before using them. Both actions would probably have
been unthinkable to those who had attended the VOTF conven-
tion in 2002.27 White Catholics, their immigrant ancestors now
remote, may have moved on from such practices, but Hispanic
Catholics demonstrated that these devotions still had the power
to speak to individual spiritual needs.

Thus the face of the American Catholic people continues to
change—literally so. Hispanic, Asian, and African faces have given
the church of the twenty-first century a new social complexity.
The American Catholic Church has become a church of the mid-
dle class, even the upper-middle class, and a church of the poor
and the working class, all at the same time. In its earlier immi-
grant eras, it was a church mostly of the “bottom,” without much
representation at the “top” of society. During its present era, it is
both. There is danger in this. Catholicism in America may move
toward becoming two churches, or perhaps three: one for the
well-off and largely white; one for working-class “white ethnics”;
and a third for poorer people of color. Such an outcome, how-
ever, can be avoided. Catholicism has always been, in the often-
cited words of James Joyce, a matter of “here comes everybody.”
The parishioners at Saint Christopher’s in Houston who attend
the Sunday 10:30 English Mass, or the noon Spanish Mass, or
the 4:00 Vietnamese Mass may all worship separately, but they
nonetheless encounter one another at many church functions.
Some of them are more openly critical of church leadership, oth-
ers more deferential, but they are learning to accommodate and
value one another. The parishioners of Saint Dominic’s in Oyster
Bay will have to remember that they are part of the same church
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as the Guadalupan devotees at San Fernando in San Antonio.
Participants in the Way of the Cross processions in Chicago will
have to find ways to sustain faith commitments as they them-
selves—and surely their children and grandchildren—move up
the ladders of success and out of the Pilsen neighborhood, just as
earlier generations of Polish Catholics had done. Sustaining their
Catholic identity is the task ahead for all of them.

The twenty-first century will see American Catholics continue
their ambivalent relationship to the papacy. The pattern of lay
people as simultaneously loyal and independent was firmly in
place by the time of the sexual abuse scandal, and it was further
exaggerated by the events of that crisis. As with their insistence
on staying in the church despite all that had happened, they
would give up neither their attachment to the pope nor their
willingness sometimes to chart a course different from his. The
enduring tension was particularly evident in three areas: the ac-
countability of the hierarchy, expressed in the way the bishops in-
volved in the scandal had been chosen for office; the nature of
Catholic colleges and universities; and the emergence of a group
of younger priests who were often more conservative than their
parishioners.

When the sexual abuse scandal hit, Pope John Paul II was at
first a largely absent player. He was already eighty-two years old,
having by then served as pope longer than only a handful of his
predecessors, and he was visibly slowed by age and Parkinson’s
disease. Nothing comparable to the American scandal had ever
come before him, and officials in Rome were limited in what they
could do in response. Each bishop had charge of his own diocese,
with only general direction from the church’s center. In April
2002, however, the pope summoned the twelve American cardi-
nals to the Vatican, even as some of them were embroiled in the
crisis. The pontiff opened the meeting with strong words. “There
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is no place in the priesthood and religious life for those who
would harm the young,” he said, calling abuse “by every standard
wrong” and “rightly considered a crime by society.” It was also, he
added, pointing out a dimension often overlooked amid the lurid
details and court proceedings, “an appalling sin.” John Paul rec-
ognized the broader damage the scandal was causing: “because of
the great harm done by some priests,” he noted, “the church her-
self is viewed with distrust, and many are offended at the way in
which the church’s leaders are perceived to have acted.” In follow-
up meetings with other officials, the Americans hammered out
the details of the zero-tolerance policy that would be adopted at
their meeting in Dallas two months later. For his part, John Paul
apologized to the victims of abuse, both then and again at a
World Youth Day in Toronto, Canada, that July.28

The pope was right that the scandal had undercut the con-
fidence of the laity in their bishops, but the distance between lay
people and the hierarchy had already been widened during John
Paul’s tenure by the way bishops were selected. The problem was
not so much the lack of direct lay involvement in the process; not
since ancient times had lay people had an explicit voice in choos-
ing bishops. Saint Ambrose was famously made the bishop of Mi-
lan in 374 by popular acclamation—he had not even been bap-
tized yet—but more recently the power of appointment had been
concentrated increasingly in the Vatican. Even so, in the nine-
teenth century, diocesan bishops in America were mostly priests
who had risen up through the ranks of the clergy in the locality
they were designated to lead. Once a given diocese was suf-
ficiently well established as something more than an uncertain
missionary endeavor, a priest who had served as pastor of one of
its larger parishes usually became its bishop. Virtually every dio-
cese had its own succession of “local boys” who “made good” by
assuming leadership, one after another, of the Catholics in their
jurisdiction.29

By the end of the twentieth century, however, these local con-
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nections had been progressively severed. During the papacy of
John Paul II, bishops were selected for their undeviating loyalty
to Roman policy (often with special regard to contraception),
and a new bishop might know little or nothing of the people he
was supposed to lead. Moreover, bishops were moved repeatedly
from one place to another and were often dropped into situations
where they had little local knowledge. Just as quickly, they might
be reassigned somewhere else. Bernard Law, for example, had
been a bishop in rural southern Missouri before he was made
archbishop of Boston in 1984. Sean O’Malley, his successor there,
had had an even more peripatetic career: he had previously served
stints as the bishop of St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands, then of
Fall River, Massachusetts, and then of Palm Beach, Florida, all in
less than two decades. Parishioners might see a succession of bish-
ops come and go before they ever got to know any of them, and
the Catholics of Palm Beach were perhaps the best (or worst) ex-
ample. The diocese there had been established in 1984, and by the
time of the scandal eighteen years later it had had five bishops,
not one of them a native. Catholics in Memphis had the same ex-
perience. Their diocese had been founded in 1971, and they had
four bishops between then and the end of the century. The first
one had come from Richmond, Virginia; the next came from
Baltimore and eventually moved on to Denver and then to a po-
sition at the Vatican; the next came from a monastery in Indiana
and soon went back to Indianapolis; the last was at least a nearer
neighbor (from Natchez) and had come by way of St. Louis.30

The inevitable effect of this transience was to disconnect lead-
ers from the very places where they were expected to be effec-
tive. It virtually guaranteed that bishops would have few friends,
whether clergy or laity, on whom they could rely for advice, assis-
tance, or frank talk in times of trouble. If there were any lay peo-
ple in their dioceses who had known them or their families, any
local priests who had served in parishes with them, it was purely
accidental. The system encouraged careerism and the formation
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of its own “club,” with bishops in smaller dioceses looking to ad-
vance to supposedly more important places. To be sure, organiza-
tions of all sorts sometimes need a leader from the outside. Here,
however, was a system with nothing but outsiders, and the result
was a subversion of the bishops’ own effectiveness; they were left
adrift, uncertain of where to turn for help. It was a system that
isolated lay people from their bishops by design: the two were
largely strangers to each other. Bad enough under normal cir-
cumstances, this inherent alienation only worsened under the
pressure of public scandal.31 Lingering unease at this structural
problem—a kind of constitutional crisis—further attenuated the
connection between lay people and the institutional church.

Another source of tension between the American laity and the
papacy was a lingering conflict over Catholic colleges and univer-
sities. American Catholics had built the largest and most success-
ful system of private higher education anywhere in the world,
enrolling three-quarters of a million students. Not all those stu-
dents were Catholics, but the colleges were nonetheless imbued
with religious values from the Catholic tradition. Critics worried,
however, that the Catholic identity of these institutions was being
eroded or, worse, actively squandered. Most of the colleges had
been founded by religious orders of men and women, and as the
numbers of priests, brothers, and sisters declined, their recogniz-
ably Catholic dimensions were at risk. Georgetown University in
Washington, D.C., the oldest Catholic college in the country,
dating from 1789 and always headed by a priest of the Jesuit or-
der, appointed a lay man as its president in 2001. Other schools
already had lay presidents, and almost all were governed by inde-
pendent boards of trustees with mostly lay membership. This was
not in itself a bad thing, but the specter of secularization, a pro-
cess that had come relentlessly to such formerly Protestant uni-
versities as Harvard and Princeton, was nonetheless haunting.
Would Catholic universities follow the same path?32

In an attempt to reinforce the Catholic dimension of these
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schools, Pope John Paul had published a document in 1990 known
by its opening Latin phrase, “Ex Corde Ecclesiae”—the work of
Catholic universities ought to proceed “from the heart of the
church.” Special attention was focused on theology and religious
studies departments (the name varied from school to school).
Too many colleges, one angry critic chided, had “abandon[ed]
their calling to be ministries of the Catholic Church” in favor of
“a viewpoint that accorded no authority to Catholic doctrine.” A
form of “truth in advertising” was at stake, others said: a class in
Catholic theology ought to study official Catholic theology, not
something else. American bishops had proposed general guide-
lines that addressed these concerns, but the Vatican insisted on
something more “juridical,” an unfamiliar word to most Catho-
lics. Accordingly, in 1999 the nation’s bishops drafted and Rome
approved a system whereby Catholic faculty members who
taught Catholic theology would have to apply for and receive a
“mandate” from the local bishop in order to continue doing so.
Bishops were the principal teachers in the church, the reasoning
went, and they should thus be in a position to certify, by means
of this license, the orthodoxy of Catholic colleges in their dio-
ceses. Individual faculty members were required to apply for their
mandate, though no data were ever compiled to indicate how
many of them actually did so.33

Faculty and school administrators reacted sharply to this idea.
It represented a grave challenge to “two fundamental characteris-
tics of U.S. Catholic universities, autonomy and academic free-
dom,” according to a statement written jointly by the presi-
dent of the University of Notre Dame and the former president
of Boston College. Most Catholic colleges, they pointed out,
were independent corporate entities, chartered by their respective
states and unconnected to the local diocese; thus bishops had no
legal authority to intervene in their management. Furthermore,
the prospect that faculty members might have to submit their
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credentials or their course outlines to the bishop’s office for scru-
tiny seemed too much like a “loyalty oath.” At least one bishop
agreed, worrying that the system would “destroy the productive
dialogue between bishops and university officials” already under
way. Universities were not seminaries, a lay theologian on the
faculty of Fairfield University, a Jesuit school in Connecticut,
pointed out. As such, they had responsibility not for the doctrinal
instruction of the catechism class but rather for the development
in students of “habits of critical thinking” that took place “with
an expressed commitment to the Catholic vision.” Worse yet, an-
other lay man said, the controversy itself suggested that “no issue
was too small for the Vatican to pronounce on” and that Ameri-
can bishops were too willing to be the mere agents of a policy
made in Rome.34

Public debate continued, often along the lines of the now-
familiar liberal-conservative divide in the church. In the end,
however, the sexual abuse scandal, which came to light just after
the Ex Corde procedures were put into place, rendered the whole
question moot. As a practical matter, bishops were too preoccu-
pied by the crisis to worry about what a professor might be saying
in a classroom down the street. Responsibility for acquiring the
mandate rested with the theologians themselves, and the docu-
ment spelled out no consequences if they neglected to do so.
Thus a bishop had to go looking for trouble to pressure those
who had not applied, and bishops were in enough trouble as it
was. At the same time, the moral failings of the hierarchy in not
removing abusive priests seemed to undermine their right to ex-
amine or approve the teaching of others. Criticized for their ac-
tions and inactions in dealing with sexual abuse, bishops were
seen as unlikely sources of moral authority. What had been in-
tended as an effort to shore up the hierarchy’s oversight of Catho-
lic life became instead yet another example of estrangement be-
tween the laity and their leadership.
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Finally, the emergence of a group of what were often called
“John Paul II priests” threatened further strains between Ameri-
can Catholics and the institution of their church. John Paul was
unquestionably popular throughout his tenure. His early vigor
and his role in bringing an end to the Soviet domination of East-
ern Europe had endeared him to Americans, both Catholic and
non-Catholic. He was the first pope to publish commercially
available books, and each new title became an instant best seller
in the United States. His meditation on faith, Crossing the Thresh-
old of Hope, published in 1994, sold millions of copies, and a CD
recording of his singing and saying the rosary was almost equally
popular.35 Later, his long physical decline, carried out visibly in
public appearances on television, and his death in the spring of
2005 offered a poignant and edifying example of how individuals
might face the prospect of their own deaths. That some young
men wanted to emulate his example by entering the priesthood
was not, therefore, surprising, even though their numbers might
be small.

John Paul’s vivid personality appealed to many prospective
seminarians. Some pointed to the experience of seeing him at a
World Youth Day rally as the key to their decision to become a
priest, and a few had had closer contact. A college quarterback
from Buffalo, traveling in Rome with his pastor during an un-
usual spring break, decided to give up his girlfriend and enter the
seminary after attending a small private Mass with the pope.
“You could feel his holiness,” the football star said. “When he
made eye contact with me, I literally had to keep my legs straight
and keep myself from falling over.” More important was what the
pope stood for and, indeed, that he stood so clearly for some-
thing. “He didn’t compromise ever,” a young priest from Mil-
waukee said. A seminarian from Syracuse responded to the pope’s
appeal to “the service of something so much bigger” than himself;
another from LaCrosse, Wisconsin, described his desire “to em-
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brace an institution with values so different from those of the
popular culture.” Even the sexual abuse scandal itself rallied some
to the pope’s side. A young man from Pittsburgh, part of an “un-
usually large” class of seminarians (there were nine of them),
compared his decision to the response to the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001. “You know how everyone wanted to sign up
for the Army right away?” he said. “This is like signing up for
God’s army.” The chance to join the uncompromising leader of
that army was appealing. “Their Catholicism is quite focused on
John Paul II,” said one lay theologian, and a seminary rector
agreed. His students were “most influenced,” he said, by “the
Holy Father and his witness.”36

The apparent clarity of John Paul’s vision inclined some semi-
narians and younger priests to revive devotional practices that
had become uncommon. Some wore the long black cassocks that
most older priests had abandoned forty years before. At one time
these robes had set the clergy off as distinct from the laity; after
Vatican II, that had seemed precisely the problem with them.
With the exception of these young seminarians, “you don’t see
too many cassocks out there anymore,” one skeptical fellow semi-
narian said. “They probably do the liturgy in Latin, too.” Few
went that far, but other traditional practices were revived. A
newly ordained priest, for instance, told an interviewer at some
length how important he thought it was to ring bells at various
points in the Mass, a custom that had been discontinued in
most places. Eucharistic devotions, which emphasized looking
at and adoring the host from afar rather than actually consuming
it in Communion, were also reinvigorated. An earlier genera-
tion of “Vatican II priests” had deemphasized such practices, but
now they found new adherents. The Milwaukee priest who had
praised the pope’s refusal to “compromise ever” said he was sick
of the “low-church craziness” that had infected Catholic worship
since Vatican II. Individual devotional styles varied, of course,
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and one of the strengths of Catholicism had always been the vari-
ety of its spiritual approaches. By seeming to return to many of
the pre–Vatican II practices, however, these younger priests risked
becoming, as one older colleague called them, “young fogeys.”37

A generational split thus opened in the ranks of the clergy.
“We were the first orthodox class,” one seminarian said flatly, in
what may actually have been a slander of his predecessors, but he
was not alone in contrasting himself with his elders. “It’s disheart-
ening,” a thirty-year-old said, “to see older priests not following
the rules.” Still another agreed: “One of the principal differences
between priests who came of age during Vatican II and those of
my generation,” he said, “is in how we regard church teaching.”
A priest in Lincoln, Nebraska, concurred: “We follow the Pope,”
he told a reporter, thereby suggesting that others did not. “A
whole string of Popes have said that artificial birth control is seri-
ously sinful, so that’s what we tell people . . . Missing Mass is sin-
ful, so that’s what we tell people.” It was as simple as that.
Holding the line on other matters was no less important. In 2003,
for instance, 150 priests in Milwaukee and another 100 in St. Paul
and Minneapolis published open letters asking for a reconsidera-
tion of mandatory celibacy for the clergy. In response, more than
twice as many seminarians from around the country published
their own letter, insisting on celibacy and pleading for no change.
Their attitude, one survey concluded, was that the “exclusive rela-
tionship” of marriage was “a distraction from [the] intimacy with
Christ” that came with the priesthood. This put them at odds
with the vast majority of lay people, who had long since come to
favor a married clergy.38

This difference of opinion was only one sign of a widening gap
between lay people and many of the new priests serving in their
churches. The attitudes inculcated in seminaries had emphasized
what was called the “clerical difference”: priests were fundamen-
tally different sorts of creatures from lay people. A study con-
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ducted in 2002 found that one-third of priests who had been in
the ministry for five years or less thought that lay people should
be more willing “to respect the authority of the priest’s word” in
such matters as contraception. The priest in Nebraska said of his
congregation matter-of-factly, “I’m their father . . . That’s what a
pastor is.” Even though many of his parishioners were much
older than he, their role was subordinate. “As in any good Catho-
lic family,” he went on, “parents love their children and still con-
trol them. They need to be told what’s right and wrong with the
love and care of a father.”39 Here was a vision of the church in
which lay people were children again, and the priest was always
in “control.” This priest was plainly not ready to be “reduced to
the lay state.” For their part, lay people were obviously cool to
such formulations. They had become accustomed to sharing in
the spiritual work of their parishes, not diminishing the work of
the clergy but cooperating with it. Worse, such attitudes seemed
renewed expressions of the clerical “club,” shown in the sexual
abuse scandal to have had such deleterious effects. In the future,
this reinvigorated clericalism will inevitably remain on a collision
course with the outlook of many lay Catholics.

Thus the ways in which American Catholics define themselves
as part of the institutional church remain complex. A return to
the simpler days when “Father” was in control seems impossible.
More than thirty years of lay people’s involvement in the minis-
tries of the church—as deacons, Eucharistic ministers, lectors,
and dedicated volunteers—will not permit restriction of those ac-
tivities once again to the ever-shrinking cadre of ordained priests.
A new pope, Benedict XVI, took his predecessor’s place in 2005,
and the themes of his papacy are still unfolding. Despite some
early fears that he would prove even more authoritarian than
John Paul II, Benedict has also given Catholics encouragement:
his first encyclical letter, issued less than a year after he assumed
office, was an extended treatise on the virtue of Christian love,
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apparently signaling a more pastoral approach to the papal office.
American Catholics remain connected to the pope amid their
disagreements.

The continuing tension between American Catholics and their
church finds its parallel in the laity’s role in the larger society of
which they are a part. In many ways, they are virtually indistin-
guishable from their fellow Americans, different only in the detail
of which church they attend on Sunday mornings. In earlier,
nativist eyes, membership in the Roman Church constituted—or
ought to have constituted—a disqualification from public office,
but now religion is generally a matter of indifference. In the 110th
Congress, elected in 2006, 119 (27 percent) of the members of the
House of Representatives and 22 of the 100 Senators were Catho-
lics: the latter figure is almost exactly the Catholic percentage of
the general population. In the 1950s, Paul Blanshard would have
been horrified at such numbers, sure that they portended a Vati-
can takeover of the nation, but now they are unworthy of remark.
Five members of the U.S. Supreme Court are Catholics, a major-
ity that would have sparked wary notice in the past. Nominations
to the court are routinely controversial, but the religious affilia-
tion of a nominee is not accepted as a legitimate reason to oppose
an appointment.

More broadly, Catholics have joined the general shift of the
population to the Sunbelt and to what are called the “exurbs.” It
is there that the church is expanding. Between 1970 and 2000,
the number of parishes in Houston, for instance, grew by about
one-third (from fifty-three to seventy-eight). Compare this growth
with contraction in other, older cities: Toledo, Ohio, was shrink-
ing in the same period from forty-two parishes to thirty. But the
Houston suburbs saw even more steady Catholic expansion. The
town of Katy, due west of the metropolis, now has three parishes
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(opened in 1965, 1981, and 1999, respectively) with a membership
of 6,000 families. In the town of Spring, north of the city, there
are four parishes, the oldest of them dating only to 1969, with al-
most 10,000 families. It is much the same in and around Atlanta.
There are thirteen parishes within the city limits, all but one of
them established before 1964. In the booming suburbs northeast
of Atlanta, there are nine parishes, the oldest of them opened in
1970; in the near northwest suburbs, there are ten parishes, all but
one of them begun since 1973.40 The wit who observed that the
geography of American Catholicism could be overlaid on the
map of major league baseball was still correct, but the important
centers now were places that had not fielded teams a century
before.

Catholics remain an identifiable voting bloc, and the ongoing
definition of their American-ness will continue in this contested
political context. The effort to tap the rising Hispanic Catholic
vote has become particularly crucial for both political parties.
Like many earlier immigrants, Hispanics have usually leaned to-
ward the Democrats. In the presidential election of 2000, for ex-
ample, Hispanic voters nationwide favored Al Gore over George
W. Bush by almost two to one. In the crucial state of Florida,
however, with its significant population of staunchly anti-com-
munist Cuban immigrants, Bush won a narrow victory. The suc-
cess with which Republicans are able to tap the Hispanic vote
may well be a measure of their party’s future success. The presi-
dential election of 2004 saw, in John Kerry, the first Catholic
since John Kennedy to be nominated by a major party, but Kerry
faced a different problem from that of the earlier Massachu-
setts candidate. Conservative groups questioned his standing as a
Catholic, citing his pro-choice stance on abortion and insisting
that priests should deny him Communion because of it. Some
American bishops were sympathetic to this idea, and a Nigerian
cardinal at the Vatican also voiced his approval. Cooler heads pre-
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vailed among the American hierarchy, however, and the prospect
of what one newspaper columnist sarcastically called a “wafer
watch”—would Kerry be given the sacrament at Sunday Mass or
not?—put off many voters. Kerry lost the election, and he even
lost the Catholic vote to Bush, who took 52 percent of it, includ-
ing a slightly higher percentage of Hispanic Catholics.41

Catholic citizens will continue to stake out positions on public
issues, but they will not adhere to any single position simply be-
cause they are Catholics. Questions surrounding the nature of
marriage, for example, as both a civil and a religious institution,
were increasingly contested in the first decade of the new century.
In 2003, the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts legalized
same-sex marriage in that state by a four-to-three vote. Reaction
to the case was strong on both sides, in part because, like the ear-
lier Roe decision by the U.S. Supreme Court, it removed a con-
tentious issue from the normal political and legislative processes.
The state’s bishops tried to rally support for a referendum to
undo the ruling, but because it came so soon after the sexual
abuse scandal, their influence was weakened. The issue remains
an open one, in Massachusetts and other states, and how Catho-
lics vote on such referenda remains contested. More than likely,
they will express the same variety of opinions as their fellow citi-
zens. Other issues, too, are still very much subject to debate
among people of all religious affiliations, including war and peace,
immigration policy, and capital punishment. American Catholics
will face these issues more broadly as Americans than narrowly as
Catholics.

Historians are always more comfortable in the past than in the
future or (sometimes) in the present. They are thus unqualified,
after recounting events that have brought them to their own
times, to say much about what will happen next. But the past is a
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guide nonetheless, if only because it shows the range of possibili-
ties for the future. For American Catholic lay people, the church
of the twenty-first century will, in significant ways, recapitulate
the historical experience of its earlier ages. The men and women
we have met would recognize many of the challenges ahead, and
their experience may suggest ways to face those trials. The church
of our lay people from the past will be the church of lay people in
the future.

The church that Roger Hanly knew at the time of the Ameri-
can Revolution was largely a priestless one, and that is once again
becoming the case. The number of ordained clergy is simply in-
adequate to serve the growing population to an extent that would
once have been considered normal. Stop-gap measures, such as
the importation of priests from abroad, may mitigate the impact
of this decline temporarily, but they cannot alter the fundamental
trajectory. When nine seminarians—some of them will not be or-
dained; others will leave the priesthood within a few years—con-
stitute an “unusually large” class, the ranks of the clergy will not
recover. Parishes have already closed, and a single priest may
have responsibility for three or four local congregations, traveling
among them like an early circuit rider. In the churches he leaves
behind will be a pastoral associate—a religious sister or, more
likely, a lay man or woman—who does everything a priest can do
except say Mass, hear confessions, and anoint the dying. Faced
with that institutional contraction, lay people will, like Hanly
and his neighbors, have to find personal and family-based ways to
maintain their religious identity. Maria’s Catholicism in this cen-
tury will be expressed at home as much as in church.

The church that Doctor James McDonald knew in the early
years of the American republic was one in which the active partic-
ipation of the laity was essential to the institution’s survival and
growth. This, too, will mark the church of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Lay groups such as Voice of the Faithful, formed out of dis-
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illusionment with the church’s leadership, will probably survive,
though their size and impact will be limited. Even so, the hierar-
chy ignores such committed lay Catholics at its peril. They are
the same people on whom the work of local parishes depends:
parish council members and the leaders in ministries of educa-
tion, social service, and devotion. Demands for broader lay par-
ticipation in decision-making are unlikely to be successful in the
near term: too often, bishops still compare such participation to
the “abuse” of trusteeism. But the regularity of lay involvement in
church affairs is setting a new standard that will have a cumula-
tive effect. Maria’s church will be one in which lay people do
many of the things that priests used to do to sustain the faith
community.

Anna Hurban lived in a church of immigrants, and now a new
generation of Anna Hurbans make up the lay Catholics of Amer-
ica. They come to the United States, not from Slovakia or other
places in Europe, but from all over the globe. At first, they are
sometimes viewed warily by those already here. Anti-immigrant
nativism seems never to disappear entirely from American public
life. On the whole, however, the church’s response to them has
been a good one, with priests and lay people learning the lan-
guages and customs of their new neighbors and helping them
find jobs and housing. As the process of assimilation and eco-
nomic advancement proceeds across the generations, these new
immigrants will join those of the past in determining how to sus-
tain their religious traditions. By the middle of the twenty-first
century, sociologists predict, no single racial or ethnic group in
America will constitute a majority of the population. Maria’s Ca-
tholicism will be lived in that diversity.

The church of Dorothy Day was one that was committed to
action in this world as well as to prayers and hopes for the next
one, and this, too, remains the task for the American Catholic la-
ity. The precise needs of the times may be different—but then
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again perhaps they are not: housing, employment, education, hu-
man dignity. The need to put the message of the Gospels into ac-
tion continues to fire many, young and old alike. Every year at
the Catholic university where I teach, more than seven hundred
students spend an “alternative spring break” in poor areas of this
and other countries, building homes, digging irrigation ditches,
planting and harvesting; students at other Catholic colleges do
the same. Some graduates of those schools, most of them the
products of well-off, suburban families, sign up for a year or two
of service in church-related programs. Even lay people’s involve-
ment in political causes—controversial, as most political activity
is—derives in important ways from this ongoing commitment to
Catholic Action. Whether the cause is the pro-life movement
or the anti–death penalty crusade, twenty-first-century Catholics
seek to make the church’s work their own. Maria’s Catholicism
will be one that remains committed to both church and world.

Patty and Pat Crowley lived in a church that had been shaped
decisively by the Second Vatican Council and its reforms of reli-
gious life. The council itself is just now passing out of personal
memory for most Catholics, but the impact is still felt. American
lay people have fully absorbed the idea that they are “People of
God” and that the church is best understood in this fundamen-
tally participatory way. They reject implicitly the idea that they
are in any way “reduced.” They may still address their priests as
“Father,” but they do so now in the way that adult children speak
to their parents, not as elementary school kids do. They have be-
come comfortable with dissenting from church teachings that
they find unpersuasive. At the same time, they remain committed
to the church and their membership in it: they refuse to be
pushed out of it, even when they are actively at odds with, or
scandalized by, the hierarchy. More important, they continue to
explore ways to make their faith their own, personalizing prayers
and sacraments as a way of addressing their own spiritual needs.
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Maria’s church will continue to be one in which lay people walk
the path laid out at Vatican II.

Had some miracle of time travel permitted our six American
Catholics to sit together and talk, they would have found that
they had much in common. They would have recognized the
same basic elements in the practice of their religion, including the
Mass, the sacraments, and the way they prayed. At the same time,
they would have noticed differences in their experiences, the
products of their own particular times and circumstances. Still,
they would have known that together they embodied the Ameri-
can Catholic laity. As these experiences continue to change, un-
derstanding them in the past helps us understand the future.
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