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ﬁfth. respectively as essential to Catholic taith. In addition, as Tab]e

Catholic social justice gtOUp Or organization over the last two years,

Fifty-three percent strongly agree or agree with the statement that

“the Church should stick to religion and not be involved in eco.
nomic ot political issues.” And only 16 percent of our non-Latinos
and 12 percent of our Latinos had ever heard about or read about
the American bishops’ 1985 statement on economic justice for all,

(A Fﬁghﬂy higher percentage |23 percent non-Latinos; 28 percent
Latinos] had heard about or read John Paul Il’s more recent state.

have fallen away and then returned to active practice as C’;tholics, the
majority do so precisely because of perceived spititual needs (“felt

empty,” “lack spiritual lite”). And the persons now non-Catholic have
not fallen away from the Christian taith; they have switched churches ot

k.?pt 2 personal spitituality while rejecting churchgoing, This finding

“Second, although less true for Latinos than for non-Latinos, tradi-
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of the young adult Catholic population, we did not find—as the
Davidson study (1997) did not find—a significant rebound effect Sig-
naling a widespread movement back to these traditional tforms among
our interviewees. And, as noted catlier, where this interest does exi1st, it
cannot be assumed to be an expression of conservative Catholicism; it
may as well be an expression of the need for demonstrative bound-
aries, personal conversion, and public witness.

Third, the Virgin Mary endures as a caltural icon of Catholic iden-
tity. Yet her utility in the actual construction and expression of young
adult Catholic spirituality is limited. This is less true for Latino Catho-
lics for whom the cult of the Vitgin Mary, such as Our Lady of Gua-
dalupe, serves as a symbol both of religious and cultural identity and
ot liberation from unjust social structures (Vidal 1997:637).

Overall the disassociation of many young adult Catholics from tra-
ditional forms of Catholic devotionalism and from the saints is having
important effects. The norms and patterns of this older spirituality
promoted a distinct Catholic ethos and mythos. They fostered a dis-
tinct Catholic identity and set Catholics apart from non-Catholics in
unequivocal ways. They also facilitated lay linkage to the institutional
Church and built community.

Fourth, and related to the above, young adult Catholic connections
to parish life are weaker today. Beyond Mass attendance, many young

adults have limited connections to parishes that might contribute in

distinct ways to their spiritual formation as Catholics. This is slightly

less true for older Catholics in our sample who are at a life cycle phase
(married and with children) traditionally associated with higher church
attendance and parish involvement. It is also significant that so few
young adults indicated that their closest friends were members of their
parish. Sociological research has shown that friends are important in

teachings (Wuthnow 1988:211).

- Fifth, the Mass remains 2 primatry source of institutional-based
spiritual nurturance for young Catholics, even while attendance rates
have declined in recent decades. Our Princeton Research Associates
data suggest that Mass attendance has an important and indirect

impact on Catholic spirituality because it is associated with a higher
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level of attachment o 4/l components of Catholicism, even where the di-
rection of causality remains unclear.® In relation to the disconnected-
ness from parish life noted above, a heavier burden has been placed
on the community-building capacity ot the liturgy—which may ex-
plain, in part, why young adult Catholics often describe a “good
liturgy” by its ability to draw the community together. The Mass also
expresses and reinforces a Catholic sacramental imagination, a dis-
tinct sensitivity to the reality of the divine in the concrete and visible
(Greeley 1990). Whether this sacramental imagination can be sus-
tained with more sporadic Mass attendance by young adult Catholics
remains unclear.

Sixth, research on religion today points to the uncoupling of re-
ligion from spirituality, to organized religion’s waning monopoly
over the sacred, and to spiritual seeking outside the parameters of in-
stitutional religion (Roof 1993, Wuthnow 1998). While young adult
Catholics are exposed to a multitude of spiritual wares, our research

suggests that widespread assumption that young adults today are a

“generation of seekers” needs revision. The level of spiritual seeking
by young adult Catholics as measured by actual participation in other
traditions or by spiritual experimentation 1s low. As noted earlier, at-
tendance was near zero at meetings of prayer groups assoctated with
Marian apparitions, at non-Christian spiritual groups, and at twelve-
step or recovery groups. We found no evidence that Catholics or
non-Catholics in our sample are turning to any non-Christian reli-
gions, Eastern spiritual movements, or New Age groups in any sig-
nificant numbers. Insofar as they take part in any religious or spiritual
groups at all, these groups are Christian and typically Catholic. And,
although non-Catholics were somewhat higher in involvement in
some of these groups, the patterns were weak, mixed, and not easily

summarized.

Seventh, an emerging evangelical-like spirituality can be found
among young adult Catholics. The most obvious aspect of this trend is
the emphasis on a “personal relationship with the Lord,” rather than
on traditional Catholic sacramentalism, communalism, or on the medi-

ational role of the Church. While individual Catholics so disposed are
likely to have previous experiences with Protestantism or a Protestant
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spouse, we believe this evangelical orientation is growing. It derives
from the influence of the Cursillo and Charismatic Movements, the
new ecumenism, participation in Protestant-organized Bible study
groups, and the waning of evangelicalism’s historical anti-Catholicism.
It is also linked to the broader cultural tendency to diminish the signifi-
cance of denominational identity. Among our interviewees, however,
this evangelical otientation appears not to be associated with a strong
and exclusive biblical otientation, with a “Jesus only” mentality, with
being “born again,” per se, or with strong commitment to proselytizing
as with many Protestant evangelicals (Smith 1998). Rather it expresses
a mote individualistic religious identity that minimizes institutional
affiliation or community commitment.’ _
‘FEighth, our data show that many young adult Catholics link spiritu-
ality with social justice initiatives and service to the poor. In this re-
spect, their spitituality is not a me-centered one. It is a spitituality with
important implications for the transformation of society. Yet it often
Jacks connection with specific Church teachings or with contemporary
Catholic theology. The tendency to emphasize charitable rather than
structural approaches to social problems is one indication of this miss-
ing connection. Nor is it clear that social justice concerns among young
adult Catholics derive from the experlence of the Mass, as liturgical re-
formers had hoped.

The dominance of personal freedom, autonomy, and self-sufhiciency
in contemporary American society and the privatizing of religion is
widely discussed today. On the debit side, these developments have
been associated with removing faith and spirituality from a commu-
nity and institutional basis, weakening denominational loyalties, and
evaporating 2 common moral vocabulary (Bellah et al. 1985, Root and
McKinney 1987, Roof 1993, Hoge et al. 1994). Is this privatizing trend
influencing Catholic spirituality? Do young adult Catholics have a
mediated and communal spiritual sensibility symbolized by the Com-
munion of Saints, the Mystical Body of Christ, and some level ot
commitment to the Church’s teaching authority? Or are they spiritual
“Lone Rangers” in keeping with the cultural ethos of autonomy and
individualism? In our research we found evidence of both. Here we

identify two spititual types of young adult Catholics.®
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Two SpiriTuaL Typ:
Church-as-Choice Catholics

The tendencies toward “Lone Ranger” spiritual individualism are most
pronounced among the young adults we identify as church-as-choice
Catholics. These individuals are not concerned about a specific de-
nominational identity. As one person putit, the Church is “just another
human institution . . . that was constructed by people.” While Catholi-
cism has more “bells and whistles than Protestantism,” it is essentially
the same. These young adults see little importance in the distinctive-
ness of Catholic institutional identity. To them Catholicism is one
choice or preference among others. Church-as-choice Catholics also
see little necessary connection between religion and spirituality. The
particulars of Catholic doctrine and Church life are not as important to
them as the broader human quest to find spiritual fulfillment. “Reli-
gion” is about doctrine and institutions; “spirituality” is about a higher
power and personal faith. These are “two separate things.” Individuals
with these views are weakly connected to Catholicism’s sacramental
and symbolic tradition or to its institutional character. They are a large
part of the 64 percent of young adults who believe that one can be 2
good Catholic without going to Mass. Not do they view other ele-
ments of the Church’s sacramental life as essential. As one twenty-
four-year-old Latino said about of confession:

Why would I want to speak with a priest and ask for confession to a
man? Maybe the priest is a good person, but for something very pet-
sonal and spiritual, God is here with me and he’s the only person
who understands.

Another commented that “When I do something bad, I tell God
right now I’'m sortry and I don’t think I need anoﬂlervperson there.”
And regarding saints, another observed: “I believe we can go directly
to the Father though Jesus’s name. I don’t think it is necessary to go
through his saints.”

Other church-as-choice Catholics differentiate between Catholicism
as a religious tradition into which they were born, and the priority in
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their lives of spiritual sources extraneous to it. A twenty-six-year-old

African American Catholic male who recently embraced a new biblical
perspective brought to him by a Protestant minister commented:

I still consider myself ‘Catholic.” I practice Catholicism but, again,
the Catholic piece of me is not as important—or does not play as
much a role——as the spititual side of me . .. which was opened up by

this woman.

Church-as-choice Catholics tend to conflate religion and spiri-
tuality with ethical behavior. They exemplity a subtype of Am-

merman’s “Golden Rule” Christians (1994). Like their Protestant

counterparts, “Golden Rule” Catholics view spirituality primarily in
terms of being a “good person” or having compassion for those in
need—rather than a function of anything derivative of or distinctive to
Catholicism as a living faith tradition. Noted one respondent: “I just
feel as long as you live a life without harming others or yourself and . . .
you are just really living a good, decent life, then you really are living the
way God intended you to live” A twenty-year-old inactive male said
that he believed you could be a “good Catholic” just by “praying and
just being, or trying to be, a good person.” Another twenty-eight-yeat-
old male responded to the question as to whether or not a petson
could be a good Catholic without going to Mass by emphasizing the

priority of “lived spirituality”:

Jesus never said that you had to come to the temple to pray. [He
said] that whenever two or more of you are gathered in my name, I
am there. . .. I think that even if you didn’t attend a Mass. . .. but yet
you went to a soup kitchen and you lived spiritually, you did what
Christ taught you do, [which] is to help your fellow man. Aren’t you

living that scriptutre?

Church-as-choice Catholics are also more likely to follow a spiritual
path in which they seek sources of inspiration that, as one woman put
it, “help reinforce the choices I've made in my life, the values I have”

rather than conforming to the doctrinal and disciplinary traditions of
the Church.
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Core Catholics

Core Catholics (an estimated 10 percent of our sample) are much less
individualistic in their spirituality and in their relation to the institu-
tional Church. They are spiritual church attenders. They take setiously
the teachings of the pope (even where they may disagree with particu-
lars), view Catholicism as the one true Church (while acknowledging
the truths of other traditions), pray daily, and reject the idea that one
can be a “good Catholic” without going to Mass. Core Catholics do
not separate spirituality from religion or see the two as antithetical.
And they do not believe that the spiritual life can be lived as a “solo
project.” As one thirty-five-year-old male noted, religion and spiritu-
ality “flow back and forth from each other, we’re put here to praise
God and serve others and you can’t do that on an individual basis.” Ac-
cordingly, an individual needs to be connected to a religious institution
1n order to have his or her spiritual life strengthened and directed by
the tradition’s collective wisdom. For core Catholics, spirituality is also
perceived as having an objective basis in the Church’s sacramentalism.
When a person is disconnected too long from that tradition, his or her
spirituality will be adversely impacted. As one thirty-year-old male told
us, “If you stop sacramental life, you are a dead Catholic.” While this
emphasis on sacramentalism does not preclude the use of other spiti-
tual resources, for core Catholics those detived from the tradition are
the more foundational and formative. This is true regarding the Virgin
Mary and, to a lesser degree, the saints.

CONCLUSION
A core of young adult Catholics practice a spirituality rooted in the
symbols and disciplines of their tradition, while the majority are less
connected to the tradition. The issue is simple enough..Young adult
Catholics, like most other individuals, seek spiritual meaning in theit
life experiences. They draw symbols and inspiration from a variety of
material and personal sources (nature, music, childbirth, martiage) sug-
gestive of the Catholic sacramental imagination. They also draw inspi-
ration from the American spiritual marketplace even when, as our data
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show, their actual spiritual experimenting remains primarily within the
broad parameters of the Christian tradition. Their spirituality is also
pragmatic and praxis-oriented. However, feelings, emotions, and per-
sonal experience count more than theology and docttines in all of
these respects. In a radically relativistic and individualistic culture, the
authority of personal experience has become one of the few certain
norms for authenticity—spiritual and otherwise.

Young adult Catholics construct their spiritual lite by testing per-
sonal experience with a variety of sources. These sources must be ac-
cessible, plausible, and culturally relevant to them. Institutional Ca-
tholicism with its panoply of spiritual models, practices, and critical
theological traditions, has lost considerable normative authority in this
regard. This loss stems from the lack of knowledge of the spiritual tra-
dition on the part of many young adults, from Catholicism’s internal
turmoil since Vatican 11, and from the free-matket natute of the Ameti-
can spiritual economy. It also detives from the loss of plausibility of
elements of Catholicism’s traditional spirituality in a changed historical
and cultural context. In our postmodern world of pluralism, ecu-
menism, relativism, suspicion of institutions, and the cultural uncou-
pling of spirituality and religion, the spiritual narratives of many young
adult Catholics often resemble generic “faith journeys” with limited
connection to their tradition. Many young adults drift toward a reli-
gionless spirituality.? While it is true that the Church’s traditiorzal forms
of spirituality remain viable among certain Catholic subgroups—even
where they lack awareness of the real valences or historical diversity of
these forms—we find meager evidence ot a sustained interest among
young adult Catholics today in such traditions or practices beyond their
relevance to a generic quest for personal spirituality. Nor are the emet-
gent, post—Vatican II norms of a credible and distinct Catholic spiti-
tual life familiar or obvious to many of them.







