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Introduction

The purpose of
this study is to
understand more
fully why young
people leave the
Catholic Church

in particular.

‘Though the Catholic population of the United States has
grown year to year along with the general population, studies
indicate that more people who were raised Catholic—often
young people—are leaving the faith than ever before. Of all
the major denominations, Catholicism has experienced the
greatest net losses as a result of afhliation changes, despite
these losses having been largely oftset by Hispanic immi-
gration to the United States. The Catholic decline is best
understood in the context of the broader changes in religious
affiliation across all religions in the United States.

'The Pew Research Center reports, in their study “Ameri-
ca’s Changing Religious Landscape” (2015), that “the per-
centage of Americans who are religiously unafhiliated has
jumped more than six points, from 16.1 percent [in 2007]
to 22.8 percent [in 2014]” of the US population. In real
numbers, Pew estimates that between 2007 and 2014 there
has been an increase of about 19 million religiously unaf-
filiated adults—also known as the “Nones”—in the United
States, bringing the total number of religiously unaffiliated
adults in the United States to approximately 56 million. Pew
turther reports that the generation with the highest religious
unafhiliation are the “young millennials” (ages 18-24), at 36
percent religiously unafhliated, followed by the “older mil-
lennials” (ages 25-33), at 34 percent. (http://www.pewforum.
org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/)

The fact that young people are leaving their faith is
neither unique to Catholicism nor surprising in this larger
context of “America’s Changing Religious Landscape.” But



our interest, and the purpose of this study, is to understand
more fully why young people leave the Catholic Church in
particular. For the purpose of this study, we were interested
in surveying and interviewing youth and young adults (ages
15 to 25) who once self-identified as Catholic, but no longer
do so. We use the term “disaffiliated” to describe this popu-
lation that for various reasons no longer consider themselves
Catholic. From our sample, we can estimate that approxi-
mately 12.8 percent of US young adults between the ages

of 18 and 25 are former Catholics, and that approximately
6.8 percent of US teens between the ages of 15 and 17 are
former Catholics.

In July 2015, Saint Mary’s Press (SMP) commissioned
the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA)
at Georgetown University to conduct a study of teens and
young adults who were raised Catholic, but have left the
Catholic faith (disafhiliated). CARA first conducted a na-
tional survey of former Catholics, ages 15 to 25. The initial
quantitative approach ensured the maximum degree of rep-
resentativeness possible for a second qualitative stage of the
project where in-depth personal interviews were conducted
with fifteen survey participants.

In October 2016, Saint Mary’s Press convened a national
research project team that undertook in-depth qualitative
data analysis. The goal was to support and/or expand the
quantitative findings by identifying underlying dynamics
that impact disaffiliation. In qualitative analysis the catego-
ries emerge from the quantitative data; they are not imposed
as a result of the quantitative results. Thus, qualitative anal-
ysis provides “storied” data that goes beyond the statistical
data represented in bar graphs, pie charts, and data tables.
Rather, qualitative analysis yields textured and nuanced
personal narratives or life stories that more fully reveal the
dynamics of disaffiliation.

Qualitative
analysis yields
textured and
nuanced personal
narratives or

life stories that
more fully reveal
the dynamics of

disaffiliation.




That said, the quantitative study did reveal some import-
ant underlying statistics (see Appendices B and E). Increas-
ingly, young Catholics are weakly attached to the Church.
Of those who have disaffiliated, more than six in ten have
celebrated First Communion, but only a third have been
confirmed. A majority attended Mass a few times a year or
less often when they identified as Catholic, two-thirds were
never enrolled in a Catholic religious institution (Catholic
schools), and six in ten never participated in any parish reli-
gious education or youth ministry program.

When asked at what age they no longer identified them-
selves as Catholic, 74 percent of the sample said between the
ages of 10 and 20, with the median age being 13 years old.
Of those who have left, 35 percent no longer belong to any
religion, while 46 percent have joined another religion. An
additional 14 percent report being atheists or agnostics.



Purpose of
Qualitative Study

A qualitative study was undertaken for two reasons. First, we
desired to hear the life stories, the reasons for disafhliating
from the Church, in youth and young adults’ own words—
directly, candidly, and without filter. Qualitative research has
illuminated the richness, complexity, textures, and nuance of
the reasons for disaffiliation. Second, we desired to highlight
that behind every life story is a person—a unique individu-
al—with a name who desires to have their story heard.

For example, Rachel, like so many of the young people
interviewed, when asked if we could interview her about
young adults and their disaffiliation from the Church, said,
“Finally!” And Edward, at the conclusion of the interview,
said, “I'm glad to actually finally tell my story. I have never
really sat down and told anyone. Thank you for listening.”

'This study attempts to reveal the life stories of disaf-
filiated young people so that we as Church might develop
empathy for and true understanding of the complex and
varied realities of real people who have made a thoughtful,
discerning, and often deeply reflective choice—a choice typi-
cally not made in haste or lightly. More important, the study
illuminates the reality that behind every life story is a “name.”
To listen and to hear the stories of those who disaffiliate
from the Church are essential and constitutive dimensions of
what it means to be a community of faith. The dynamics of
disafhliation can't be sufficiently understood when limited to
statistics rendered on bar graphs, or generalized, categorized
groupings. Each person who disaffiliates has a name, a story,
and longings of the heart and mind, and all are grateful for
the opportunity to have their story heard.

We desired to
hear the life sto-
ries, the reasons
for disaffiliating
from the Church,
in youth and young
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Andrea Syverson, in her spiritual memoir A/zer Gir/
(Group Publishing, 2017), describes her religious journey.
Born and raised a devout Catholic, her story parallels many
of those that emerged in our interviews. She loved being
Catholic throughout her childhood and into her young
adult years, but little by little the discrepancies that emerged
between her Catholic belief and what she experienced in her
life couldn’t be resolved, and one day she made the choice to
leave the Catholic Church behind in search of ‘something
more.’ Like many who leave the Church, Andrea did so only
after feeling “defeated and crushed, alone, confused, mad, and
sad.” The saddest moment of all, Andrea reports, was remem-
bering how she felt “as if no one cared that [she] left.”

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, an international religious lead-
er and philosopher who is deeply interested in the role of
post-modern religion, notes that all persons long for con-
nection in a generative community. “Community,” he notes,
is that place “where they know who you are and where they
miss you when you are gone.” (Charles Taylor and Jonathan
Sacks on “The Future of Religion,” February 10, 2012,
YouTube.com, tvochannel)

'The authors of this paper think there are two critical
questions to ask ourselves as pastoral leaders as we consid-
er the life stories of those who have disaffiliated from the
Church:

* Do we know who they are—the depth of their life sto-
ries—do we know them by name?
* Do we miss these individuals now that they are gone?



Study Limitations

'This research was specifically focused on young people who
previously self-identified as Catholic, but no longer do so. In
the course of analyzing the survey data and the interviews

it became obvious that several related issues need further
consideration, issues beyond the scope of this project. These
issues include the following:

'The Hispanic reality. This research could not include in its
analysis the impact of the multigenerational immigrant
experience in the Catholic Church. This arena needs spe-
cific focus to fully understand the relationship between
disafhiliation and the immigrant experience.
“Sorta-Catholics.” In the course of anecdotal conver-
sations with young adult Catholics about our research
findings, we often heard the phrase, “I am sorta-Catho-
lic.”'These young people are not disaffiliated—yet. How-
ever, they describe themselves as on the margins of the
Church.

'The “almost-done” Catholics. A new descriptor in the
research of Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope (Church
Refugees, Group Publishing, 2015) identifies a significant
percentage of people who remain afhiliated with their
church but are on the brink of being “done”—hence, the
“almost-done” descriptor that suggests a large number

of people still in our churches are close to being “done.”
While our study focused on those who have already
disaffiliated (“done”), we believe there is a significant
number of people who still self-identify as Catholic, who
were raised in the Catholic Church and engaged in the



Church over a significant period of time, but who have
reached a point where they are close to saying they can
no longer maintain identification or involvement with
the Church and would consider themselves “done with
Church.”

* 'The “engaged Catholics.” The statistics remind us that
many young people do maintain their Catholic identity
well into their young adult years. It would be worthwhile
to identify the characteristics and the contributing factors
that foster a strong Catholic identity in emerging adults.

* 'There is a larger social, cultural, historical setting that
influences the lives of youth and their faith story that this
study of necessity could not address. However, if the goal
is to “know who they are” then this broader frame would
help all readers/users of the study to understand these
individuals.

These areas of further research would combine to provide
a more comprehensive picture of Catholic Church member-
ship in the United States.





