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INTRODUCTION

In Thomas Friedman’s enormously popular book about globalization, he summarized the essential message in four words: the world is flat. Globalization is knocking down one barrier to opportunity after another, creating a world in which smart, hungry go-getters in India, China, or Brazil can compete not just for the low-wage jobs Americans don’t want, but for the high-tech, high-pay jobs they definitely do want. For that reason, Friedman’s book came with a warning: Americans need to hustle in this century or they’ll find themselves run over by this phenomenon.

This too is a book about globalization. Its subject is the oldest globalized institution on earth, the Roman Catholic Church. Its bottom line can also be expressed in a few words: the church is upside down. By that, I don’t mean that the Church is topsy-turvy or out of whack. I mean that the issues, party lines, and ways of doing business that have dominated Catholicism in the forty-plus years since the close of the Second Vatican Council in 1965, that watershed moment in modern Catholic life, are being turned on their head by a series of new forces reshaping the global Church. This book comes with a warning too: Catholics in the twenty-first century won’t just need hustle (though they certainly will need that), but above all they’ll need imagination. They’ll need the capacity to reconsider how they think about the Church, and what they do with their faith, because otherwise Catholicism won’t rise to the occasion of these new challenges—it’ll be steamrolled by them.

Consider the following ways in which the Catholic Church is upside down in the twenty-first century:


	A Church dominated in the twentieth century by the global North, meaning Europe and North America, today finds two thirds of its members living in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Catholic leadership will come from all over the world in this century to a degree never before experienced.


	A Church whose watchword after the Second Vatican Council (1962—65) was aggiornamento, meaning an “updating designed to open up to the modern world,” is today officially reaffirming all the things that make it different from modernity: its traditional markers of Catholic thought, speech, and practice. This politics of identity is in part a reaction against runaway secularization.


	A Church whose primary interreligious relationship for the last forty years has been with Judaism now finds itself struggling to come to terms with a newly assertive Islam, not just in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, but in its own European backyard.


	A Church that has historically invested a large share of its pastoral energy in the young now has to cope, beginning in the North, with the most rapidly aging population in human history.


	A Church that has long relied on its clergy to deliver pastoral care and to provide leadership now has lay people doing both in record numbers and in a staggering variety of ways.


	A Church used to debating bioethical issues that have been around for millennia—abortion, birth control, and homosexuality—finds itself in a brave new world of cloning, genetic enhancements, and trans-species chimeras. Its moral teaching is struggling desperately to keep pace with scientific advances.


	A Church whose social teaching took shape in the early stages of the Industrial Revolution now faces a twenty-first-century globalized world, populated by strange entities such as multinational corporations (MNCs) and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) that didn’t exist when it crafted its vision of the just society.


	A Church whose social concern focuses almost exclusively on human beings finds itself in a world in which the welfare of the cosmos itself requires new theological and moral reflection.


	A Church whose diplomacy has always relied on the Great Catholic Power of the day is now moving in a multipolar world, in which most of the poles that matter aren’t Catholic, and some aren’t even Christian.


	A Church accustomed to thinking of the Christian “other” as the Orthodox, Anglicans, and Protestants today is watching Pentecostals march across the planet, shooting up from 5 to 20 percent of global Christianity in barely a quarter century—in part by siphoning off significant numbers of Catholics. The Catholic Church is itself being “Pentecostalized” through the Charismatic movement.




An old car commercial carried the tagline, “This isn’t your grandfather’s Buick.” I would submit that what we’re looking at today isn’t your mom and dad’s Catholic Church—and it may not even be your older sister’s.

The aim of this book is to survey the most important currents shaping the Catholic Church today, and to look down the line at how they might play out during the rest of the twenty-first century. The word I’m using to describe these currents is “trend.” To explain what I have in mind, let me quote the historian Arnold J. Toynbee from his book Civilization on Trial:


The things that make good headlines are on the surface of the stream of life, and they distract us from the slower, impalpable, imponderable movements that work below the surface and penetrate to the depths. But it is really these deeper, slower movements that make history, and it is they that stand out huge in retrospect, when the sensational passing events have dwindled, in perspective, to their true proportions.



Those “slower, impalpable movements” are what I mean by “trends.” (I lay out the six criteria I employed for what counts as a trend in the chapter on “Trends That Aren’t.”) In several cases, there are plenty of headlines associated with one or another aspect of the trends, but usually they’re treated in isolation, as random events, rather than being seen as part of deeper historical patterns. I hope to put the pieces of the contemporary Catholic puzzle together, so we can see what the picture looks like.

Each of the examples of an upside-down Church given above corresponds to one of the ten trends surveyed in this book:


	A World Church


	Evangelical Catholicism


	Islam


	The New Demography


	Expanding Lay Roles


	The Biotech Revolution


	Globalization


	Ecology


	Multipolarism


	Pentecostalism




The ten chapters of the book correspond to the ten trends listed above. They are not listed in order of rank or priority, as if number one were more important than number ten. To be completely honest, the sequence simply reflects the order in which I wrote the chapters. No additional significance should be attached to why one trend is number two, for example, and another number eight.

The format in each chapter is to give the lay of the land first, examining what’s driving the trend and what impact it’s having on the Catholic Church, in a section called “What’s Happening.” I then move into more speculative territory, trying to anticipate what the trend could mean for the Church as the century unfolds. That part is called “What It Means.” These are not really predictions, but possible lines of development that could still be redirected, blocked, or turned in the opposite direction by forces not yet on the radar screen. In each chapter, I offer four categories of outcomes: near-certain, probable, possible, and long shots. Not only does the degree of probability go down with each category, but the projections venture farther out in time. Near-certain consequences are usually short-term extensions of developments that we can already see happening. Long shots, if they happen at all, are usually far on the horizon. The arc of time under consideration here is the rest of the century, meaning roughly ninety years. Farther out than that, all bets are off.

The book’s conclusion is intended as a stand-alone summary of what impact the trends will have in the century to come. I condense the likely profile of upside-down Catholicism into four points. They’re styled as sociological notes of the Church in the twenty-first century, inspired by the theological notes in the Nicene Creed: “One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic.” My notes are intended not as theological claims about the Church’s inner essence, but rather as descriptive terms for what Catholicism will actually look and feel like in this century. The four notes are: “Global, Uncompromising, Pentecostal, and Extroverted.” Readers who just can’t wait to arrive at the bottom line may want to read the conclusion first, then work backward.

Descriptive, Not Prescriptive

It’s important to be clear at the outset about what this book is and what it’s not. I’m a journalist, not a priest, theologian, or academic. My role is to document what’s happening in Catholicism and to provide context for it, not tell readers what to think. This book is therefore an exercise in description, not prescription. I’m not trying to argue that these trends are the way Catholicism ought to go, or the issues it ought to face. I’m saying instead that they accurately express the way Catholicism really is going, and the issues it really is facing. I invite readers to bracket off the immediate instinct to debate whether any given trend is positive or negative, and to try to understand it first on its own terms. After that, I entrust the prescriptive debate to better minds than my own.

I stress this point because in writing about these trends, I find that many Catholics immediately want to challenge one or another of them on prescriptive grounds: “I don’t think evangelical Catholicism is what Vatican Two had in mind,” or “Ecology is just another word for pagan pantheism.” I understand those reactions. Religion is about someone’s ultimate concern, their deepest passion, and naturally Catholic blood boils when someone says the Church is moving in direction “x,” if a given Catholic happens to regard “x” as obtuse, or heretical, or reactionary. In principle, that kind of argument is terrific. Part of the dynamism of Catholicism is that so many people help keep the Church alive by being passionate enough to push the Church to realize the best version of itself. To move immediately to forming opinions, however, is to miss the point of what I’m trying to do here. There will be time later to argue whether a given trend is a good idea or a bad one. For that sort of prescriptive debate to be useful, it first has to be based on solid analysis, and that’s the work of this book.

In a similar vein, because this book is a work of journalism, it is not a statement of faith. I’m trying to describe the Church the way a sociologist might. I fully recognize that from a supernatural point of view, the lone trend that matters in Catholic life is God’s will for the Church, which can always erupt in unpredictable ways. On this level, decisions about the Catholic future are forged not in dispassionate sociological analysis, but out of deep prayer and the spiritual effort to discern where the Holy Spirit is moving. Yet the Catholic understanding, put in its classic form in the thirteenth century by Saint Thomas Aquinas, is that grace builds on nature, it doesn’t replace it. In other words, the descriptive observations about human realities in the Church offered here may not be the whole story, but they are nonetheless important preliminaries for spiritual reflection. They offer fruit for Catholic prayer, without any pretense of rendering it unnecessary.

In the interest of full disclosure, I should confess that I veer into prescriptive territory in the book’s conclusion—not in terms of whether these trends are good or bad, but rather in urging Catholics to think and act in new ways in order to adapt successfully to this “upside-down” situation. This is one final point of resemblance between my book and Friedman’s The World Is Flat. Friedman’s list of drivers shaping a flat world is basically descriptive, but he’s unabashedly enthusiastic about globalization. Similarly, I make no bones about my sympathy for Catholicism. I want to see the Church harness its resources to respond to the perils and promise of the twenty-first century, because I believe Catholicism has a potentially transformative contribution to offer that no other global actor can replicate. I don’t pretend to know how to accomplish this, but I think I know how not to do it, which is to allow the Church’s resources and energy to be consumed in stale internal debates. Tribalism will not be an adaptive behavior in the twenty-first-century Church.

I suppose I’m trying to strike a balance between leaving readers free to decide what to think, but at the same time encouraging them to thin big.

Maybe a quick story will help explain the difference. Some time ago, I spent an afternoon discussing these trends with a couple hundred priests and pastoral workers in the Archdiocese of Seattle, at the invitation of Archbishop Alex Brunett. After I had finished, Brunett got up and told the crowd that in his opinion, an outlook he called “Trends Catholicism” offers a “hopeful vision for the future of the Church.” I was a bit taken aback, since my intent was to describe trends, not to create one of my own. I wondered if I had gone off track someplace, and was now coming off as a prophet or reformer rather than a journalist. Upon reflection, however, I think I know what Archbishop Brunett meant. Reading about these trends won’t tell you who’s right or wrong in Church debates, but it does point to a broader horizon than the narrow set that is often seen as “issues in the Church.” This book may not be prescriptive, but it is an invitation to perspective.

How Do I Know?

The ten trends described in this book are not like the Ten Commandments; they weren’t revealed by God, and I didn’t bring them down from a mountain carved on stone tablets. The Vatican does not issue an official set of Catholic Trends, and there’s no international Catholic research agency that has established such a list. No international Catholic publication that I’m aware of puts out such a list either. So, it’s a perfectly fair reaction to look at the list I provided above and ask: “How do you know?”

The truth is that compiling a list of trends in Catholicism is a subjective enterprise. My guess is that out of any ten Catholics you might pick at random and ask to name the most important forces shaping the future of the Church, not one of them would come up with exactly the same list presented here. That’s part of the fun, since anyone is free to argue that some items on the list shouldn’t be there, and that other things should be included that aren’t. Yet I didn’t just throw darts at a dart board, picking these ten forces at random. They’re based on more than a decade of day-in, day-out analysis of the global Church. Let me briefly describe the three sources that have most influenced my decisions.

First is my experience of covering the Vatican and the global Church. Over the last decade, I’ve made reporting trips to forty countries on every continent, sometimes following the pope and sometimes on my own. I’ve had the opportunity to observe the Church in a variety of cultural, ethnic, socioeconomic, and political circumstances. Over time, that experience has given me a feel for what’s circulating in the global Catholic bloodstream, as opposed to something likely to be a transitory and local affair. I certainly don’t claim infallibility, but I’ve been lucky to be able to move around the Catholic world and to occupy a front-row seat for many of its recent dramas in a way that few other people have had the opportunity to do.

Second, I’m relying on thousands of hours of interviews with cardinals, bishops and priests, and even popes, as well as theologians, political activists, social workers, liturgical experts, leaders in ecumenical dialogue, and virtually every other species of life in the Catholic biosphere. Much of this conversation has come in and around the Vatican. Saint Peter’s Square is to the Church what Times Square is to the world: stand there long enough, and you’ll see virtually every Catholic alive. It’s the crossroads of the global Church, and that has given me a unique opportunity to take the temperature of the Catholic Church in various parts of the world.

Third, I’ve drawn upon reactions from thousands of readers of my online Internet column, once called “The Word from Rome” and now rechristened as “All Things Catholic.” I’ve developed this book a bit like open-source software, in that I’ve periodically put out bits and pieces of it and invited feedback. Though for the most part I never had the time to answer all those readers individually, they’ll find traces of their contributions here and there. My column has a readership that reflects a wide cross-section of Catholic instincts and experiences, and this input was enormously helpful in pointing out gaps in my logic, lifting up things I’d never considered, and generally making this a much more thoughtful book.

None of this adds up to scientific certainty, but if I had to bet on ten issues that will be important for Catholicism in 2075, I’d feel pretty good about these selections.

Not the Usual Suspects

Some readers might want to take that bet, if for no other reason than because the items on the list are certainly not the subjects that usually come up in popular discussions of the Catholic Church. There’s no trend concerning birth control, homosexuality, or abortion; nothing about women priests or the power of the pope; nothing about sex abuse by priests, clerical celibacy, democracy in the Church, or clefts between bishops and laity. (All these subjects are addressed throughout the book, but as pieces of a bigger picture.) In short, there’s an obvious gap between the ten trends listed above and the topics generally touted in newspaper headlines and TV talk shows.

That discrepancy is discussed at greater length in the chapter on “Trends That Aren’t,” but suffice it to say here that the decision not to round up the usual Catholic suspects isn’t an attempt to whitewash very real problems in the Church, nor is it based merely on the fact that some of these preoccupations in Europe and the United States are not live concerns for Africa, Latin America, and Asia, though that’s certainly the case.

Instead, the decision not to style these topics as trends is shaped by two descriptive observations. First, whatever opinion one might hold on the merits of existing power structures in Catholicism or its teaching on sexual morality, there’s little realistic basis to believe the official structures or doctrines of the Church will change significantly on these fronts in the period under consideration in this book, meaning the rest of the twenty-first century. For that reason, these are not forces likely to produce top-to-bottom transformation in the near future.

Second, without denying the importance of these hot-button issues, their centrality in day-to-day Catholic life is often exaggerated. In truth, a good deal of the most creative energy in the Church comes from individuals and groups least invested in internal debates, whether one would conventionally describe these circles as liberal, conservative, or somewhere in between. To take just one example, the Community of Sant’Egidio has to rank among today’s most effective actors on the Catholic stage through its promotion of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, conflict resolution, poverty relief, and opposition to the death penalty. The community takes no position, however, on matters such as gay marriage or clerical celibacy.

The HIV/AIDS epidemic offers another case in point. Most everyone knows that the Catholic Church is officially opposed to condoms as a solution to the crisis, but what people often fail to appreciate is that this position is more or less a footnote to the bigger story of Catholic mobilization. Today, the Vatican estimates that 27 percent of all AIDS patients worldwide are cared for by Catholic hospitals, hospices, and palliative care centers, representing by far the largest humanitarian response to the AIDS pandemic on earth. Discussion about whether the Catholic position on condoms ought to be revisited in light of AIDS is legitimate, and it goes on even at senior levels of the Church itself. Creating the impression that saying “no” to condoms is the dominant Catholic response to the crisis, however, falsifies reality. In fact, those Catholics most deeply involved with the AIDS issue probably spend the least time thinking about condoms—except, of course, when reporters and activists cajole them into doing so.

Such examples illustrate that trying to understand Catholicism primarily through the lens of the issues that make headlines results in only bits and pieces of the full picture coming into focus. No account of contemporary Catholicism can ignore its deep fissures surrounding such matters and they will repeatedly surface in this book. Nonetheless, we have to dig deeper to spot where things are truly heading.

Three Other Preliminaries

1. CONFLICTING IMPULSES

Even more than “How do you know?,” far and away the most popular question I get when I talk about these trends is, “What does it mean?” People want to know whether the Church will become more conservative, or more liberal; more clerical, or more lay-led; more traditional or more avant-garde; more centralized or more diverse; and a whole series of other binary oppositions that interest one faction or another. Unfortunately, the right answer to almost all of those questions is “both,” depending upon how you define the terms and which trend you’re talking about.

Not all of these trends cut in the same direction, and in some ways they quite obviously work at cross-purposes. The rise of Southern Catholicism, the emergence of multipolarism, and the spread of Pentecostalism will all push Catholicism to provide greater scope for “inculturation,” meaning allowing the faith to be shaped by the local culture in which it’s expressed. Evangelical Catholicism, on the other hand, emphasizes traditional modes of language, dress, and behavior that by and large took shape in the West. To take another looming contradiction, evangelical Catholicism is driving the Church into what are perceived in the West as steadily more conservative positions on issues such as homosexuality and end-of-life care, yet new biotechnology debates over genetic engineering and GMOs (genetically modified organisms) will likely see Catholicism aligned as much with the secular left as with the right. In other words, the impulses unleashed by the trends are going to butt heads in a variety of fields, and it’s hard to know right now exactly how things will shake out.

Anybody hoping for a straight, one-way line of development in the upside-down Church will be disappointed. Catholicism is too big and too complex not to contain conflicting tendencies. It’s not really a question of which way the Church will go, but which ways—and sometimes that movement will be pulling in opposite directions.

The boundaries between one trend and the next are fluid, and they interact with one another across the board. In a sense, there’s really only one trend here, globalization, which is producing reactions inside the Catholic Church as well as creating a whole new series of challenges outside. Yet each of these trends also has its own contours and its own inner logic. It makes more sense to treat them separately, noting along the way the places where the lines cross.

   2. A QUESTION OF LANGUAGE

Academics are notorious for debating the fine points of language, and theologians are no exception. Today, some Catholic writers draw a distinction between “global Catholicism” and “world Catholicism.” For those attached to this bit of nuance, the former is basically bad and the latter good. “Global Catholicism” is understood to be the Catholic equivalent of cultural globalization, meaning the eradication of local cultures and the imposition of a homogenized global system. “World Catholicism,” on the other hand, refers to the planetary diversity of various languages, ethnicities, and traditions brought together under the Catholic umbrella, without eviscerating what makes them unique. I understand the distinction, but I’m not convinced that the words in themselves carry the meaning that these theologians suggest. In this book, I use “global Catholicism” and “world Catholicism” interchangeably. What I mean by both terms is the universal, planetary dimension of Catholicism, without intending to take any position about the proper balance between unity and diversity.

   3. AMERICAN EYES

This is a book about world Catholicism, and Catholics from every corner of the globe tell their stories in these pages. Yet there’s a sense in which this is world Catholicism as seen through American eyes. By that, I don’t mean that the facts and figures have been skewed to serve American interests, nor that the selection of trends has been driven exclusively by an American sense of priorities. Were that the case, for example, the sexual abuse crisis would certainly be on the list. (I explain in the chapter “Trends That Aren’t” why the crisis didn’t make the cut.) But along the way, I pay special attention to what the mega-trends I’m describing will mean for the Catholic Church in the United States, both as a whole and for the various subgroups within it, as well as their implications for the American government and broader American culture.

This is not intended to suggest that every trajectory in the life of the Catholic Church ought to be measured by its potential impact on the United States. I like to remind American Catholics that we constitute 6 percent of the global Catholic population, which means that 94 percent of the Catholics in the world are not necessarily like us. If anything, the United States probably looms too large already on the global Catholic scene. Americans had eleven cardinals in the conclave that elected Pope Benedict XVI, for example, the same number as all of Africa, even though Africa has twice the Catholic population. Brazil, the largest Catholic country on earth, only had three votes, which works out to one cardinal-elector for every 6 million American Catholics and for every 43 million Catholics in Brazil. Though Catholicism is not a democracy, that sort of discrepancy understandably strikes many Catholics around the world as unfair.

I look at the trends through American eyes firstly because that’s likely to be the primary readership of the book, and I want American readers to be able to connect the dots between these broad forces and their own lives. Secondly, my experience living abroad suggests that sometimes Americans need help thinking in these terms. It sometimes comes more naturally for Catholics elsewhere to connect what’s happening in Congo, or Colombia, or Cambodia to their own fate. A largely benign form of national parochialism is in some ways the original sin of much Catholic conversation in the United States. Pick up any random sample of recent titles on Catholicism in America, no matter what the political or theological stance, and in most cases the author’s imagination seems to stop at the water’s edge. The impression is that the future of American Catholicism is largely a domestic enterprise, with at most a fleeting connection with the rest of the Church.

I hope the American lens in this book will help Catholics in the United States to think in a more global key. As a matter of faith, doing so is implied in calling the Church “catholic;” as a matter of descriptive fact, it will be ever more difficult in the twenty-first century to consider issues in American Catholicism in isolation from the rest of the Church. In that sense, the choice to see through American eyes is a way of preparing readers for what’s coming.




TREND ONE

[image: ]
A WORLD CHURCH

Picture a warm Wednesday morning in Rome in the spring of 2050. Pope Victor IV, a Nigerian who took his name in honor of history’s first African pope (Victor I, 186–197), is arriving for his weekly General Audience in a sun-splashed Saint Peter’s Square. Though Victor takes pains to stress that he’s the shepherd of the universal Church, not just a son of Africa, this doesn’t stop television networks from supplying a soundtrack of pulsating traditional African music whenever he appears, or flashing images of gyrating tribal dancers. As the camera zooms in on the pope, TV commentators, as they invariably do, remark on how his immaculate white vestments set off his beaming black face. Most of these pundits have long since given up trying to reconcile Victor’s earthy, exuberant personality with his uncompromising stance on hot-button issues such as abortion and gay marriage. After he denounced homosexuality as a “perversion” and a “disease” during a major address at the United Nations, many secular commentators in Europe and North America desperately tried to dislike him, but his infectious happiness has made doing so difficult. This simply is not the dour moral conservatism they expect from religious leaders.

Instead of the gentle papal wave of his predecessors, Victor pumps his fists and cries “Christ is Risen!” as he exits the pope-mobile and makes his way up the steps of the massive square, to the canopy where he will speak—and, if he holds to form, where he will also crack jokes, perform a few dance steps, and occasionally break into song. Since many Catholics in the audience are part of the Church’s vast charismatic movement, they wave their arms in the air in a gesture of spontaneous praise. Some are quietly speaking in tongues, causing a babble of voices to rise from the square.

Journalists are hoping for comment from the pope on a recent proposal from the Vatican’s Synod of Bishops for excommunication of Catholic executives responsible for companies that do not pay a living wage. Victor himself, a staunch critic of the inequities of global capitalism, had issued such a decree when he was the Cardinal-Archbishop of Lagos. A handful of Catholic CEOs in Nigeria, including a couple of members of the highly influential Knights of Malta, a group generally restricted to the Catholic jet set, actually found themselves turned away at the communion line. The idea of extending that policy to the universal Church drew a scathing editorial in the Wall Street Journal and some incendiary comments among Catholic neoconservatives, but it elicited widespread enthusiasm in the global South, where the vast majority of Victor’s flock lives.

Today, however, the pope chooses to talk about something else, continuing a series of catechetical talks he began earlier in the year on witchcraft. He assures his listeners that Christus Victor, “Christ the Victor,” is stronger than the spiritual “powers of this world,” even though their power is real and dangerous. Lest this awaken Western stereotypes of primitive African religiosity, the pope engages in a brief theological tour de force, citing authorities from Justin Martyr and Saint Gregory of Nyssa through Saint Thomas Aquinas, grounding his teaching in classic Catholic tradition. As he finishes the audience, Victor descends to the first row of pilgrims, where, as he does each Wednesday, he performs brief prayers of exorcism for visitors who have reported episodes of demonic possession. As he exits the square, cries of “viva il papa!” rise up in a welter of tongues, including dozens of indigenous tribal languages from Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

At one point during the audience, a loud boom is heard over the square. It’s later identified as a Roman bus backfiring, but one wag suggests it was actually the sound of Hilaire Belloc, the Anglo-French Catholic writer of the early twentieth century who famously asserted that “the Faith is Europe, and Europe is the Faith,” rolling over in his grave.

The foregoing may seem like a scene from a papal potboiler. Yet each element is firmly grounded in current trajectories within the Catholic Church, so that while the details are fiction, the overall picture stands decidedly in the realm of fact.

At birth Christianity was not a product of Europe, but of Palestinian Judaism during the Hellenistic era. In terms of its aspirations, it was directed at the world. This universality, however, has been difficult to discern for much of Christianity’s 2,000 years, since for most of that time it has seemed as tightly bound to European civilization as Hinduism is to India, or Shintoism to Japan. Where Europe went, Christianity went along for the ride, but where Europe did not venture, Christianity generally did not penetrate. Thus most of the Americas became Christian, but the great empires of Asia, such as Japan and China, largely eluded its grasp.

What makes the twentieth century unique is that this tight identification between the West and Christianity disintegrated. To consider the Catholic Church, at the beginning of the twentieth century, just 25 percent of the world’s Catholic population lived outside Europe and North America. By century’s end, however, 65.5 percent of the Catholic population was found in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In a geographical sense, the twentieth century literally turned Catholicism “upside down.” To paraphrase Belloc, today it would be more demographically and culturally accurate to say that “the South is the Faith, and the Faith is the South.”

Of course, numbers by themselves don’t tell the whole story. The preponderance of African, Asian, and Latin American Catholics at the grassroots does not mean they yet exercise an equivalent influence in Church affairs. Consider that the Italian cardinals cast nineteen votes in the 2005 conclave that elected Pope Benedict XVI, equivalent to the total number for Africa and Asia combined, despite the fact that there are just 55 million Catholics in Italy compared to 237 million in Africa and Asia. Given the slow pace of change in the official structures of Catholicism, it will be some time before the leadership ranks more accurately reflect the Church’s demographic composition. Under any conceivable scenario, Catholic realignment does not augur a future in which the South simply replaces the North, but rather one in which ideas, movements, and controversies radiate out from multiple centers in both North and South.

More importantly, citing the baptismal rolls in a given region does not tell you much about the quality of the faith lived there. For more than five hundred years, Roman Catholicism enjoyed a near-monopoly in Latin America, with virtually every man, woman, and child counted as a member of the Catholic Church. Yet due to factors such as a chronic shortage of clergy and a pastoral model that did not prize the acquisition of an adult faith, the continent’s Catholic homogeneity was something of an illusion—an illusion that is progressively being shattered by the growth of Pentecostal movements. It’s also worth recalling that Rwanda, the site of the most horrifying genocide of the late twentieth century, is just over 50 percent Catholic (and 85 percent Christian), which means that the carnage was largely carried out by baptized Christians. Clearly, the religious affiliation of the country did not translate into Christ-like conduct.

Those cautions notwithstanding, there’s no doubt that in the twenty-first century and beyond, Catholicism in the South is moving from being an object of history to a subject. Europe and the United States in this era of world Catholicism will not disappear, but the global South will provide a steadily growing share of leadership and vision. The late German Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner described this process as the emergence of a “World Church,” which is the title I’ve elected to give the trend. Rahner believed that the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) launched a “qualitative leap” toward a new stage in Church history, in which the Church would no longer be dominated exclusively by European or Western cultural forms, functioning in other parts of the world like an “export firm.” As a theological matter, Rahner said, Catholicism had always been a “World Church” in principle, but now that identity is being realized as a sociological fact. Rahner said that the significance of the shift to this World Church is on a par with the transition in the first century from Christianity as a sect within Palestinian Judaism to a broad-based religious movement in the Greco-Roman world. “A frontier has been crossed,” Rahner wrote in 1979, “behind which it will never again be possible to return, even to the slightest degree.” As we will see below, this is one of those rare cases in which a theologian’s claim is open to empirical verification, and the numbers bear Rahner out.

This trend cuts across every issue in the life of the Catholic Church, from its doctrine to its modes of worship, from its political vision to its pastoral style. This chapter traces the shifts that are under way and looks down the line at how they might play out.

WHAT’S HAPPENING

The Numbers

A professor of mine once said he could write a history of the world in one sentence: “First the Agricultural Revolution happened, then the Industrial Revolution.” In his estimation, those were the two historical forces with greatest consequence for shaping the modern world. Similarly, if I were asked to offer a history of Roman Catholicism in the twentieth century in one sentence, I would reply: “The center of gravity shifted from North to South.” It would be a counterintuitive claim, since historians are accustomed to thinking of the great Catholic turning points of the past hundred years as the signing of the Lateran Pacts in 1929, resolving the famous “Roman question;” the pontificate of Pius XII from 1939 to 1958, which saw the Church through the Second World War and left controversy about the Church’s reaction to the Holocaust; the Second Vatican Council, which launched an era of reform; and the pontificate of John Paul II (1978–2005), which exercised an enormous impact on the political and cultural debates of his day. All were indeed mammoth chapters in twentieth-century Church history. Yet in terms of both scope and scale, the eruption of the South towers over them all.

According to the invaluable work Global Catholicism: Portrait of a World Church by Bryan Froehle and Mary L. Gautier, in 1900, at the dawn of the twentieth century, there were roughly 266.5 million Catholics in the world, of whom over 200 million were in Europe and North America and just 66 million were scattered across the entire rest of the planet. Most of this remainder was in Latin America, some 53 million. The cultural and ethnic profile of the Church in 1900 was not terribly different from what it had been during the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century.

In 2000, by way of contrast, there were slightly under 1.1 billion Roman Catholics in the world, of whom just 350 million were Europeans and North Americans. The overwhelming majority, a staggering 720 million people, lived in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. Almost half the Catholic total, over 400 million people, lived in Latin America alone. Projecting forward to the year 2025, only one Catholic in five in the world will be a non-Hispanic Caucasian. This is the most rapid, and most sweeping, demographic transformation of Roman Catholicism in its two-thousand-year history.

These demographic trends are changing the Catholic map of the world. In the year 2000, these were the ten largest Catholic populations by country:


	Brazil: 149 million


	Mexico: 92 million


	United States: 67 million


	Philippines: 65 million


	Italy: 56 million


	France: 46 million


	Colombia: 38 million


	Spain: 38 million


	Poland: 37 million


	Argentina: 34 million




It’s an arresting exercise to look down the line to the year 2050, drawing on population projections from the United Nations Population Division, and presuming that the Catholic percentage in each nation will remain more or less the same. This may overestimate the Catholic population in Latin America, where Catholicism is losing members both to Pentecostalism and to religious indifference, and in Europe, where secularization continues to eat away at Catholic faith and practice. It almost certainly underestimates the African totals, where growth in Catholicism is outpacing overall population growth. Nevertheless, based on the UN projections, here is the projected list of largest Catholic nations in 2050:


	Brazil: 215 million


	Mexico: 132 million


	Philippines: 105 million


	United States: 99 million


	Democratic Republic of the Congo: 97 million


	Uganda: 56 million


	France: 49 million


	Italy: 49 million


	Nigeria: 47 million


	Argentina: 46.1 million




For the first time, three African nations—the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda, and Nigeria—will take their place among the largest Catholic nations in the world. Among the traditional Catholic powers these new African behemoths will dislodge are Spain and Poland, two cornerstones of the old European Christendom. Seven of the ten largest Catholic nations in the world will be south of the United States and Europe.

Africa offers the most striking illustration of what’s happened in the past hundred years. During the twentieth century, the Catholic population of sub-Saharan Africa went from 1.9 million to more than 130 million—a staggering growth rate of 6,708 percent. Vocations are also booming. Bigard Memorial Seminary in southeastern Nigeria, with an enrollment of over 1,100, is said to be the largest Catholic seminary in the world. Its student population by itself is roughly one-fifth the total number of seminarians in the United States. Yet despite this phenomenal harvest, there is no surplus of priests in Africa, in large part because Africans are being baptized even more rapidly than they’re being ordained.

Asia too saw impressive Catholic growth. Catholicism started the century as 1.2 percent of the Asian population, according to World Christian Database, and ended the century at 3 percent, meaning that the Church more than doubled its “market share.” India’s Catholic population grew from under 2 million to over 17 million, and should be at least 26 million by mid-century. From 1985 to 2005, the percentage of the population in South Korea which identifies itself as Catholic more than doubled, standing today at just over 11 percent, according to the 2005 census, meaning more than 5 million people. In 2000, there were more Catholic baptisms in the Philippines alone than in France, Spain, Italy, and Poland combined. In terms of Christianity as a whole, there were 350 million Christians in Asia in 2007 as compared to 372 million Buddhists. By 2010, there should be more Christians in Asia than Buddhists—a mind-bending reversal of normal impressions about the continent’s preferred religion.

What all this means is that the global story of Catholicism today is growth, not decline. That’s generally not the impression one picks up from casual conversation or TV sound bites in Europe or the United States, where talk of a “crisis” is the more usual fare. In 2003, David Brooks published an article in the Atlantic Monthly documenting global Christian expansion. Brooks was biting in his indictment of secular elites such as those who edit the magazine for which he was writing: “A great Niagara of religious fervor is cascading down around them,” he wrote, “while they stand obtuse and dry in the little cave of their own parochialism.”

Numerical growth by itself, of course, does not mean that everything in the Church is hunky-dory. As Pope Benedict XVI said in July 2007, “Statistics are not our divinity.” Nevertheless, the remarkable Catholic Niagara of the twentieth century does suggest a baseline of vitality in the Church that too often escapes attention amid perceptions of drift and decline in Europe and other zones of the West.

The Causes of Catholic Growth

Peter Berger, a distinguished sociologist of religion, says that no important social phenomenon ever has just a single cause. That’s certainly the case with the growth of Catholicism across the global South in the twentieth century. Believers, of course, interpret what happened as a work of the Holy Spirit. Church leaders also point to the hard work of Catholic missionaries at the retail level. Without negating the role of divine providence and direct missionary effort, social scientists also point to at least four other empirical factors: overall population growth; the transition from missionary to local churches; local circumstances that drove religious realignments; and the capacity of Christianity to embrace indigenous cultures.

   1. POPULATION GROWTH

The twentieth century witnessed a population explosion across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and Catholicism was one of the boats lifted highest by this tide. Global demographics are therefore the single most important factor in explaining the expansion of the Catholic population in the last century. Overall, the global population went from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 6.5 billion in 2005, while the Catholic population grew from 459 million to 1.1 billion—meaning that both grew by a factor of roughly 2.5 times, so that the overall expansion of the Catholic Church roughly kept pace with the global population. That total, however, glosses over wide regional differences. The Church suffered serious losses in the North, but grew dramatically in the South.

The population of Latin America and the Caribbean went from just over 60 million in 1900 to 167 million in 1950, and to 561 million by 2000. The Catholic share of the Latin American population actually declined over this period, from 97 percent to just over 80 percent today, but the raw number of Catholics soared to 449 million. In Africa, the total population went from 224 million in 1950 to 905 million in 2000, and in Asia it grew from 1.4 billion in 1950 to 3.6 billion in 2000; and in both instances the Catholic share of the population outpaced overall growth. The total number of African and Asian Catholics grew enormously, to 130 million and 107 million respectively by the year 2000.

As lower global fertility levels begin to kick in worldwide during the twenty-first century (a trend outlined in chapter four), the Catholic population will probably begin to decline along with the overall population. This century will therefore likely not witness the same explosive Catholic growth as the last.

2. LOCAL CONTROL

In many parts of the global South, the number of Western missionaries peaked around Vatican II in the mid-1960s and then began to decline. In part, this drop-off was related to post–Vatican II declines in the priesthood and religious life; in part, it was the result of a conscious Catholic policy of encouraging local control of the Church, promoting indigenous vocations and leadership. This transition to local control, many experts believe, contributed to Catholic expansion.

Froehle observes that when a church is dependent largely upon foreign missionaries, most incentives cut against rapid growth. Foreign personnel and money are relatively fixed, so bringing in rising numbers of converts puts greater strains on a limited set of resources. When the church is locally run, on the other hand, growth can become self-sustaining, as personnel and resources expand with overall membership. To put this simplistically, one million new Nigerian Catholics can’t produce a single new Irish missionary, but they can produce lots of Nigerian priests. The more a church is seen as local, the greater its potential for long-term growth.

Pentecostal writer Allan Anderson argues that one factor fueling the expansion of Pentecostalism in the twentieth century was its “church-planting” approach to evangelization, which meant the quickest possible transition to indigenous leadership. Moreover, Anderson says, many of the largest and most successful forms of Pentecostalism in the global South were unrelated to Western missionary efforts, such as the Akurinu movement in East Africa or the Indian Pentecostal Church of God. The late-twentieth-century expansion of Protestant Christianity in China likewise began during the Cultural Revolution, at a time when it was virtually impossible for foreigners to even set foot on Chinese soil, let alone direct missionary enterprises. These observations tend to confirm Froehle’s argument, that home-grown Christianity is best positioned for rapid expansion.

   3. LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Historical processes in Africa help explain why both Christianity and Islam prospered in the twentieth century. Though exact numbers are impossible, owing to imprecise and often politically skewed census methods, the best guess by most demographers is that there are close to 400 million Muslims and 400 million Christians in Africa today, each representing more than 40 percent of the total population. Jesuit Fr. Tom Michel, one of Catholicism’s leading experts on Islam, has pointed out that Africa in the twentieth century was among the last places on earth where old tribal religions broke down, and the population chose from among the major faiths on offer, Islam and Christianity. The two achieved a rough stalemate, making them a bit like the Coke and Pepsi of global religion.

Similarly, Catholicism’s gains in India reflect unique historical and social factors. Catholicism had its greatest missionary success among the Dalits, the permanent underclass of the Indian caste system, who often see choosing a non-Hindu religion as a means of rejecting oppression. Dalits account for somewhere between 60 and 75 percent of the total Catholic population of India. In South Korea, most experts believe that the dramatic expansion of Catholicism in the second half of the twentieth century is related in part to the leadership role played by Catholic activists in Korea’s prodemocracy movement, especially Catholic layman Kim Dae-jung, who served as the country’s president from 1998 to 2003 and who is known as the “Asian Mandela.”

What these examples demonstrate is that no “one-size-fits-all” explanation for Catholic growth or decline is possible. In every part of the world, growth or decline is connected in part to local circumstances, and the future prospects for the Church will rise or fall as those circumstances evolve. For example, Catholicism could score significant missionary gains in China if the climate for religious liberty improves. There’s already movement afoot; by one estimate, there are now substantially more Christians in China than Communists. (Roughly 50 million Chinese are formal party members, while best-guess estimates for all Chinese Christians, Protestants and Catholics together, is around 80 million.)

   4. ABSORBING INDIGENOUS CULTURE

Gambian scholar Lamin Sanneh, a Catholic convert who teaches at Yale University, observes that Christianity had an important edge over Islam in some parts of Africa in its capacity to absorb the local language and culture, as opposed to Islam’s need to “Arabize” its converts. This point too is counterintuitive, since critics have often accused Christianity of imposing European culture upon converts. To paraphrase von Clausewitz’s famous remark about war, Christian evangelization has usually been seen as an extension of colonialism by other means.

In reality, Sanneh says, the explosion of Christianity was as much a reaction against colonialism as it was a product of it. Christianity, he found, grew where the local culture had preserved the indigenous name for God, as well as aspects of the native religion; Islam was successful where the indigenous religion had largely been obliterated. The capacity to “baptize” preexisting cultural traditions, and to insert them into a Christian context, has always been part of Christianity’s missionary genius. The transition in Catholicism after Vatican II to celebrating Mass and the other sacraments in the local languages, according to experts such as Sanneh, was an enormous missionary asset in much of the global South.

Profile of Southern Catholicism

Skepticism is certainly in order about generalizations concerning 720 million people. Any bald claim about Catholicism across the global South will engender millions of exceptions. There is enormous variation between continents; Catholicism in sub-Saharan Africa is scarcely a half-century old, while the Church has more than 500 years of history in Latin America. There are also important contrasts within continents; the socially progressive, reform-oriented spirit of Brazilian Catholicism is distinct from the more clerical and devotional stamp of the Mexican church. Even within nations, there are differences—urban versus rural, indigenous versus European descent, and so on.

That said, the following five points are widespread enough to treat them as defining qualities.

   1. MORALLY CONSERVATIVE, POLITICALLY LIBERAL

Western categories of “liberal” and “conservative” are often misleading in analyzing the South, because they presume a taxonomy that is not part of Southern culture. Nevertheless, “liberal” and “conservative” are familiar terms to European and American ears, and hence are most likely to roughly communicate something of Southern attitudes.

By Northern standards, Southern Catholics typically hold conservative attitudes on moral questions such as abortion, homosexuality, and the family. This dynamic is clear today within the Anglican Communion, where a minority of liberal Anglicans in the North, especially in the United States and Canada, is pressing ahead with the ordination of gay clergy and the blessing of same-sex unions, against a determined African majority that strongly opposes such measures. Today, there are some 38 million Anglicans in Africa, half the global total of 76 million.

A similar clash of cultures runs through Catholicism. One symbolic expression of this gap came in May 2003, when Nigerian Cardinal Francis Arinze, a senior Vatican official, delivered the commencement address at Georgetown University. Arinze inadvertently waded into America’s culture wars, declaring:


In many parts of the world, the family is under siege. It is opposed by an anti-life mentality as is seen in contraception, abortion, infanticide and euthanasia. It is scorned and banalized by pornography, desecrated by fornication and adultery, mocked by homosexuality, sabotaged by irregular unions and cut in two by divorce.



His apparent comparison of homosexuality to pornography and other social ills prompted a letter of protest signed by over seventy members of the faculty. For his part, Arinze expressed astonishment that anyone could take offense. Perhaps that is because, while America may be debating the gay rights issue, Nigeria certainly isn’t. According to a 2006 Pew Global Survey, a whopping 98 percent of Nigerian Christians believe that homosexuality is “never justified.”

Arinze is seen as a conservative on Church matters, but even Africans with more liberal views tend to share his instincts on sexual morality. The late Fr. John Mary Waliggo of Uganda, for example, was an influential African Catholic theologian and a member of his country’s Human Rights Commission. He spoke admiringly of feminism and liberation theology, but he nevertheless defended his culture’s staunch moral traditionalism.

“Things such as homosexuality are not just seen as sins, but as perversions,” Waliggo said in a 2006 interview. “They’re seen as hideous, they make you an outcast from your clan and village. If a man impregnates his sister, or if he has sex with another man, this is a kind of social sin which people believe will bring misery on the entire village, so he’d better just go away. This is what the people believe, and [as a theologian] you can’t isolate yourself from society We’ve had too much armchair theology in the church. We want to be synthesizers and prophets of the people.”

In Asia and Latin America, similar attitudes prevail. According to the 2006 Pew study, 72 percent of Indians, 78 percent of South Koreans, and 56 percent of Filipinos believe that homosexuality is “never justified.” Even in sexually liberal Brazil, a strong 49 percent of the population agrees that homosexuality is “never justified,” roughly the same percentage as in the United States. In Guatemala, 63 percent of the population takes that view. On the abortion issue, 79 percent of Brazilians, 85 percent of Guatemalans, 68 percent of Indians, and 97 percent of Filipinos are opposed to abortion, and solid majorities in almost every country want abortion to be against the civil law.

There are dissenting voices. Brazilian Catholic theologian Marco Fabri dos Anjos argued in 1999 that theologians must listen to victims in “exceptional situations,” such as the oppressed and homosexuals. Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa struck a tolerant note when asked about homosexuality during the 2007 World Social Forum in Nairobi, Kenya: “To penalize someone because of their sexual orientation is like what used to happen to us; to be penalized for something which we could do nothing [about]—our ethnicity, our race. I would find it quite unacceptable to condemn and persecute a minority that has already been persecuted,” he said. In that light, it would be inaccurate to suggest that Southern Christians speak only with one voice. Yet it would be equally inaccurate to suggest that Anjos and Tutu represent anything other than a minority view.

When one leaves the ambit of personal morality and enters the terrain of economic, political, and military matters, however, Southern Catholic attitudes often strike Northern observers as remarkably “liberal.” To be specific, Southern bishops, priests, religious, and laity often are:


	Skeptical of capitalism and globalization;


	Wary about the global influence of the United States;


	Pro-Palestinian and, by implication, sometimes critical of Israel;


	Pro-United Nations;


	Anti-war, and therefore overwhelmingly opposed to U.S. military action in Iraq and elsewhere;


	In favor of a robust role for the state in the economy;


	Quite “green,” favoring strong protections for the environment.




In a 2002 issue of the journal Theological Studies, Dean Brackley, an American Jesuit who teaches in El Salvador, and Thomas Schubeck, a Jesuit from John Carroll University in Cleveland, surveyed moral theology in Latin America since the Second Vatican Council. While distinguishing various currents, Brackley and Schubeck found a “Latin consensus” on matters of economic justice. They described it this way: “The market is a useful, even necessary means for stimulating production and allocating resources. However, in the ‘new economy,’ overreliance on the market has aggravated social inequality, further concentrated wealth and income, and left millions mired in misery.” The “Latin consensus” is not merely that too many people are poor; it is also that the free market, left to its own devices, necessarily produces a widening gap between wealth and poverty.

One example of this consensus in the Catholic hierarchy is the Archbishop of Tegucigalpa, Honduras, Cardinal Óscar Rodríguez-Maradiaga. A handsome, charismatic figure who plays the saxophone and pilots airplanes, Rodríguez has been an outspoken opponent of globalization, especially free trade agreements which he believes work to the disadvantage of the impoverished South. He has been a global leader in the campaign for debt relief. In a 2003 address to a group of Catholic charities in Rome, Rodríguez warned that globalization without solidarity amounts to “suicide for the poor and, therefore, for the majority of humanity.”

Catholic bishops across the global South hold similar views. In a 127-page report issued in 2004, the Catholic bishops of Asia declared that “neoliberal economic globalization” destroys Asian families because it is the primary cause of poverty on the continent. In June 2005, a group of Catholic bishops from Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Tanzania, Sudan, Uganda, Zambia, Somalia, and Djibouti declared that, “We are particularly horrified by the ravages of unbridled capitalism, which has taken away and stifled local ownership of economic initiatives and is leading to a dangerous gap between the rich few and the poor majority.”

   2. MIRACLES, HEALINGS, AND THE SUPERNATURAL

Attitudes toward the supernatural are perhaps the fundamental dividing line between the religious climates of the North and the South. In the North, even believing Christians are sometimes reluctant to talk too openly about the spiritual world. Claims of miraculous healings, of appearances of the Virgin Mary, or of demonic possession are sometimes greeted with skepticism, likely to be taken as indications of mental imbalance or emotional immaturity. (This is in some ways a description of elites rather than the grassroots, but it’s pervasive nonetheless.) In the South, the spiritual realm is tangible, palpable, and constantly nearby—in some ways, more real than the physical world. Illness is as likely to be attributed to evil spirits as to physical causes, and this-worldly misfortune is seen in light of personal sin instead of bad luck.

As Anglican Kenyan theologian John Mbiti writes: “For African peoples, this is a religious universe…. The invisible world presses hard upon the visible: one speaks to the other, and Africans ‘see’ that invisible universe when they look at, hear or feel the visible and tangible world.” Similar statements could be made about much of Asia and Latin America. A popular Korean Baptist minister, for example, is famed for raising seven people from the dead, three of them before their funerals! Statistics from the 2006 Pew survey again illustrate the point. While just 29 percent of Americans report that they have witnessed divine healings, 56 percent of Guatemalans, 71 percent of Kenyans, 62 percent of Nigerians, and 44 percent of Indians claim to have done so. Just 11 percent of Americans claim to have experienced or witnessed exorcisms, but 34 percent of Brazilians, 38 percent of Guatemalans, 61 percent of Kenyans, 57 percent of Nigerians, and 28 percent of Filipinos say they have had these experiences.

Given this appetite for the supernatural, one source of pastoral concern in the Catholic South is the border between “folk religion,” often magic and witchcraft, and orthodox faith. In August 2006, the Catholic bishops of Southern Africa, which includes South Africa, Swaziland, and Botswana, issued a pastoral letter warning their priests not to moonlight as witch doctors and fortune tellers. Many in Southern Africa turn to sangomas, or traditional healers, to cure illness, ward off evil spirits, and even improve their sex lives, and some priests apparently have grafted that role onto their other pastoral tasks.

Interest in exorcism and demonic possession is also a defining feature of non-Western Christian cultures. Fr. Rufus Perea, a priest of the Mumbai archdiocese in India, has served as the president of the International Association of Exorcists, a Catholic body founded in 1993. In a 2000 interview, Perea said that the group’s membership has swelled from just six in the early 1990s to hundreds. Perea also heads a companion association for lay people who cannot officially function as an exorcist, but who nevertheless offer informal prayers for deliverance.

   3. PLURALISM, NOT SECULARISM

Much of Catholic life in the global North can be understood as a reaction to secularism, either attempting to meet it halfway (often the liberal impulse) or to fight it off (the conservative instinct). Outside of Europe and some elite pockets of the United States, however, secularism is not really a grassroots phenomenon. The social reality facing Catholicism in the global South is instead a highly competitive religious marketplace.

This contrast was on display during the Vatican’s Synod on the Bible in 2008. Bishops from Europe and North America warned against a skeptical reading of Scripture based on secularism, while bishops from the South focused more on biblical literalism and fundamentalism, which many of their people imbibe from nearly ubiquitous Evangelical and Pentecostal movements. Alternatively, some bishops voiced concern with quasi-magical readings of the Bible informed by native religious traditions.

To put the point as simply as possible, the problem in the South usually isn’t too much skepticism about religion, but too much credulity.

This fundamental cultural divide has consequences across the board, including the priorities of Church leaders and public perceptions of Catholicism. Southern Catholic leaders don’t worry as much about defending the binding character of revealed truth, or the Church’s hierarchical structures. Those things are largely uncontroversial in cultures in which robust religiosity is part of the air people breathe.

Instead, the task in the South is to accent what’s distinctive about Catholicism vis-á-vis other religious alternatives, which, among other things, tends to alter the Church’s cultural profile. Where the main rival to Catholicism is agnostic secularism, popular caricatures of Catholicism will style it as a conservative social institution, perhaps a little hide-bound. Where the alternative is Islam or Pentecostalism, however, Catholicism often appears comparatively moderate and sophisticated, arguably better able to engage modern science, politics, and economics than its competitors.

   4. PROBLEMS OF GROWTH, NOT DECLINE

The biggest pastoral and administrative headache for many Southern Catholic leaders is managing growth, not contraction. For example, in 2005 I asked then-Archbishop Ndingi Mwana a’Nzeki of Nairobi, Kenya, to describe his most urgent challenges. He began by citing a problem that would be the wildest dream of many a Western bishop: “We have so many vocations.” As a result, he explained, the infrastructure of Kenyan Catholicism for accommodating candidates for the priesthood is almost at the breaking point.

“Seminaries built for one hundred now have almost two hundred,” he said. “They were built in the 1960s. Saint Thomas [in Nairobi], for example, opened in 1963 for fifty students, and now there are over one hundred. Another was built for one hundred, it now has many more.”

Another challenge mentioned by Nzeki, and again one unfamiliar to most Western dioceses, is catechizing and forming the swelling numbers of Kenyans joining the Catholic Church. In that regard, he called for Western Catholics to volunteer to spend some time in his country, helping to educate new Catholics in the faith.

Monsignor Joseph Obunga, the former secretary general of the Uganda Bishops Conference, who died in April 2005, was blunt in asking for financial help from wealthy Catholic communities during a 2004 interview in Kampala.

“The bishops’ conference here is struggling to make the seminaries run,” Obunga said. “We need help. The support we give priests is very low, in the dioceses, also economically…. I would like to see more collaboration between the Americans, who have got money, and the Africans, who have got vocations …. The Church is one, universal, and Catholic, but we need to see those words put into action.”

Africa is not alone. Even while Pentecostals eat away at a once-homogenous Catholic population in Honduras, the national seminary had an enrollment of 170 in 2007, an all-time high for a country where the total number of priests is slightly more than 400. Twenty years ago, there were fewer than 40 candidates. Bolivia saw the most remarkable increase; in 1972, the entire country had 49 seminarians, while in 2001 the number was 714, representing growth of 1,357 percent. Overall, seminary enrollments in Latin America have gone up 440 percent over the last quarter-century, according to statistics collected by the “Religion in Latin America” Web site created by Dominican Fr. Edward Cleary of Providence College. In North East India, a region of eight states centering on the city of Assam, there are now 1.5 million Catholics, just a century after missionaries first arrived. Local dioceses are today ordaining an average of fifty new priests every year, an impressive
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