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Statistics make gloomy reading for Church leaders in Britain these days. By 2035, if present trends continue, the Methodist Church in England will have ceased to exist. While the chaotic system of gathering statistics in the Catholic Church here makes an accurate picture hard to obtain, no-one seriously doubts that there continues to be serious decline among Catholics as well. Why is this?

In 2004 an ecumenical survey asked this question of present and former church-goers. 80% of people identified the decline of home visiting and pastoral care by the clergy as the main factor. Of great interest was the second cause identified: 73% believed that clergy failed to prepare congregations for the challenges to their faith that the culture of our times throws up. Christians are confused about many aspects of their faith, and are certainly in no position to explain their faith to non-churchgoers. In other words, our people want apologetics, and they need them in order to be able to evangelise.
For Catholics this can be summed up in three closely interlocked causes which I would label “the three c’s”: Coherence, Catechesis and Contraception.

Surveys and anecdotal evidence show that a majority of even practising Catholics in this country now adopt the “Cafeteria” approach to Catholic teaching: pick and mix, choose what you like and reject the rest. From this it is only a short step to not practising the faith at all or very spasmodically, while continuing no doubt to admire some parts of it. 

The atheist sociologist, Steve Bruce, says, in his book about contemporary secularisation, God is Dead: “Coherent ideologies can be transmitted intact but diffuse ideologies must always be reinvented.” An incoherent Catholicism is not Catholicism at all, since the whole of Catholic faith hangs together in a synthesis that is “one, good, true and beautiful,” to use the classical terms of metaphysics. Cafeteria Catholicism is no protection to young people against the siren voices of secularist materialism, and so it is no wonder that many just drop out.
A well known lay leader in this country often tells the story of his own upbringing at a major Catholic public school, where he was taught Catholic doctrine very well, but it was like a skeleton with no life. When he experienced “Baptism in the Spirit” life was breathed into the dead bones. But he was at school 40-50 years ago: much of today’s catechesis gives no backbone to breathe life into. The one-sided emphasis on experience has reduced it to a jelly. 

Where Catholic teaching is given, it’s often passed on in a tentative way, with apologies and raised eyebrows, as a discussion starter rather than the truth communicated with confidence and joy. So young people are lapsing from a faith they’ve never actually been taught - or indeed experienced. 
The Church in Britain has largely lost its ability to communicate a living faith which invites people to radical conversion of life. Frightened of appearing too counter-cultural or politically incorrect, it has settled for a soft, anodyne presentation of the Gospel with an attractive gloss but no power to transform lives. 
Quite rightly, no one wants to return to the overly dogmatic approach of yesterday, and confident coherence is so easily confused with fundamentalism, the great bogey of postmodern society. But the confusion of today’s youth, and the ever more far-reaching forgetting of God in today’s culture, call out for the Catholic Church to occupy the centre ground in Britain today both confidently and humbly. Events such as the funeral of Pope John Paul II, and the Monastery programme show how this can be done.
Turning to contraception, at the most basic demographic level, Catholics are part of the trend that has seen the birth rate of England fall to 1.64, below the level required to reproduce ourselves. We are contracepting ourselves into decline. 
But contraception isn't just about a low birth rate: it actually promotes a way of life that in the end spiritually destroys faith. It does this most powerfully by destroying the moral structures animating the spiritual potential in all relationships, especially within the family, but secondly it robs sexuality of that gift and mystery which find their authentic expression in the power to give life. This in turn damages the intrinsic coherence of Catholicism and deepens the confusion surrounding Catholic identity.
Again, it is not a question of returning to the over-strictness of the pre-conciliar Church in sexual matters, but of finding a new way of speaking creatively about the whole issue. Pope John Paul’s Theology of the Body is a rich resource for this, but has scarcely been explored in Britain yet.
Finally, there can be no doubt that the New Ecclesial Movements are a major part of the Holy Spirit’s answer to today’s problems, but in England and Wales we have largely ignored or even persecuted them.

No one can predict whether dealing with these problems would reverse the decline. In that sense, numbers are God’s concern, not ours. Pope Benedict has been quoted as saying that the Church should get used to being smaller. This does not mean that we are called to become a sect or accept decline as inevitable. Rather, as he said in his speech (as Cardinal Ratzinger) to Catechists in the Jubilee Year, it is a question of recapturing the enthusiasm of the early Church, which was small and insignificant but was given the promise of great growth in God’s good time and in God’s own way. The parables of the Sower and the Mustard Seed are especially worth meditating on when we contemplate our position this Easter.
A link to this speech of Cardinal Ratzinger, and many other resources to help Catholics share their faith this Easter, can be found on our website: http://www.caseresources.org.uk
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