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Catholic Liturgy and Attendance: An Inseparable Link 

A canon so untouched that it varied seven words in fourteen centuries. A hand gesture so 

precise that rulers could be calibrated by the distance between the palms. A code of rubrics so 

strict that violators could commit five hundred mortal sins in the course of an hour. Such were 

characteristics of the Roman Catholic Mass for over a millennium. By all accounts, this highest 

expression of Catholic worship was a stunning spectacle. Commonly called “the most beautiful 

thing this side of heaven,” the Mass was conducted entirely in Latin with both priest and 

congregation facing eastward. Gregorian chant alternated with hushed awe as the priest 

confected the Eucharist. Communion was administered on the tongue to kneeling faithful. These 

sacred rituals and their scrupulous execution united generations of Catholics in every corner of 

the world. Believed by many to be unchangeable, the Mass was the one constant in a rapidly 

modernizing world; tampering with its timeless formulas was so taboo that some Catholics were 

shocked and scandalized when in 1962 Pope John XXIII added a single name to the long list of 

saints and martyrs read by the priest during Canon of the Mass. 

Yet a mere decade later, the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council—popularly called 

“Vatican II” and lasting from 1962 to 1965—left the Catholic Mass as commonly celebrated 

nearly indistinguishable from its previous form. In the name of the Council and in virtually all 

U.S. Catholic parishes, Latin was altogether abandoned in favor of vernacular languages, the 

priest turned around to face the laypeople, Gregorian Chant gave way to guitar and folk music, 
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and communion traditionally received kneeling and on the tongue began to be received directly 

in the hand while standing. Similarly manifested in the wide-scale removal of religious art, 

statues, and icons from church interiors, this shift from the sacred to the banal has had enormous 

consequences that continue to this day, particularly with regard to attendance. Since the liturgical 

revolution, Mass attendance in the United States has plummeted. In 1955 approximately three-

fourths of American Catholics reported attending Mass each Sunday. Today, only two in five 

respond affirmatively to the same question. Thus, the Catholic Church in the United States is not 

facing just an short-lived attendance dip, but rather a prolonged attendance crisis, a crisis to 

which Church leaders, particularly the U.S. Catholic Bishops, must proactively respond. 

Just as the attendance problem began with the liturgy, so too is the solution found in the 

liturgy. There is no more effective way to increase church attendance than by revitalizing, re-

solemnizing, and re-sanctifying the celebration of the Roman Catholic Mass. The Mass is the key 

to reversing the decline for two reasons. First, the Mass is the supreme prayer of the Church and, 

as such, must convey outwardly what Catholics believe interiorly. Far from original, this concept 

is as old as the Latin words that express it—lex orandi, lex credendi, lex vivendi—literally “the 

law of prayer is the law of belief is the law of life.” In other words, how one prays affects what 

he believes, which in turn influences how he lives. This relationship holds true for most every 

religion, and Catholicism is no exception. Second, the Mass is the primary way—and for some 

the only way—Catholics experience their faith. More than anything else, attendance at Mass 

instills one’s unique identity as a Catholic. For both reasons, a Mass devoid of reverence, awe, 

and mystery will always weaken faith, curtail identity, and ultimately decrease attendance. 

Therefore, the Roman Catholic Mass must be transformed from the banal to the beautiful, from 

the earthly to the heavenly, and—quite literally—from the ordinary to the extraordinary. 
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The Data: A Crisis That Cannot Be Denied 

The concrete fact that U.S. Catholic Mass attendance has declined drastically over the 

past fifty years transcends every poll, study, and sponsoring organization alike. The only real 

issue up for debate is the precise extent of the decline. While in small regions it may be possible 

to exactly determine Mass attendance by physically counting the number of churchgoers, 

attendance for vast regions—for example, the United States—can only be estimated by personal 

interviews or surveys. The accuracy of the data is thus subject to the truthfulness of respondents’ 

answers as well as the ability of the sample to represent the population as a whole. As with any 

survey or interview, well-designed sampling procedures, unbiased question wordings, and 

unassuming interviewer personalities are essential for low experimental margin of error. 

Perhaps the most commonly-cited church attendance figures are those of Gallup. For the 

past seventy years, Gallup has conducted phone interviews with a random sample of Americans, 

with one of the questions asking, “Did you, yourself, happen to attend church or synagogue in 

the last seven days, or not?” Affirmative responses among Catholics, though consistently above 

60 percent in the proceeding years, peaked at 74 percent from 1957 to 1958 (“Self-reported”). In 

successive years attendance began to decline, at first gradually, and then sharply from 67 percent 

in 1965—the last year of the Council—to just 40 percent in 2003. A similar Gallup poll showed 

nearly identical results. From 1955 to 2003, self-reported Mass attendance among Catholics 

declined from 75 to 45 percent, tying a Protestant attendance which over the same time period 

actually increased three percentage points (Saad). The same study also found that young Catholic 

adults aged 21 to 29 were the least-churched age group, with just 30 percent reporting to attend 

Mass. As alarming as this data may seem, it is only the tip of the iceberg. 
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The statistics above merely indicate how many Catholics report attending Mass each 

week. In actuality, respondents tend to exaggerate their frequency of attendance, perhaps to 

conform to societal expectations or to avoid being labeled a “bad” Catholic. A 2010 study by the 

University of Michigan Institute for Social Research found that in religious matters, “America 

maintains a gap of 10 to 18 percentage points between what people say they do on survey 

questions, and what diary data says they actually do” (Swanbrow). A similar study conducted by 

Georgetown University’s Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) found this 

number to be 12 percent (Gray). Regardless of which figure is used, actual Mass attendance 

among Catholics is significantly lower than the Gallup polls indicate. CARA’s best estimate is 

that 31 percent of baptized Catholics attend Mass on any given Sunday; 23 percent attend every 

Sunday (Gray). For young adults—the very future of the Catholic Church—this number is as low 

as 10 percent. 

It is important, however, to note that the relatively high self-reported attendance figures 

from before the Council are also not exempt from over-inflation. As a result, “If one is seeking to 

make a comparison of Mass attendance in the 1950s to now, the drop is not 80% to 20%. Instead 

it is from a peak of 62% in 1958 to about 31% now. This is still a remarkable decline” (Gray). 

The CARA data also indicates that Catholic Mass attendance tends to increase slightly during 

Advent and Lent; on Christmas Day and Easter Sunday it spikes to an estimated 68 percent. 

Thus, “the Mass attendance you [currently] see at Christmas and Easter is a lot like the 

attendance you might have seen in a typical week in the late-1950s” (Gray). 

In the eyes of Catholic Church leaders, particularly the U.S. Bishops, these statistics 

should be cause for serious alarm. Unlike many Protestant denominations where going to Sunday 

services is often only recommended, the Catholic Church requires its members to attend Mass 
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each Sunday and on certain Holy Days. This demand is, in fact, the first precept of the Church. 

The Church teaches that deliberately missing Mass on such days is a mortal sin which kills the 

life of the soul and, if never repented of, leads to an eternity in hell. Yet Catholics’ general 

failure to go to Mass reveals that they either do not know this teaching of their Church or do not 

seem to care. The aforementioned fact that Protestants—who generally do not view missing 

services as a serious sin—attend church at the same rate as Catholics only reinforces the fact that 

the latter’s grave obligation to attend Mass has little influence on their ultimate decision. On a 

practical level, the catastrophically low rates of attendance among young Catholics reveal a 

Church headed toward extinction. Therefore, the U.S. Bishops should and must do everything in 

their power to increase Mass attendance if they truly care about the future of their Church and 

the spiritual well-being of their flock. To do nothing in such an urgent situation would indicate 

cowardice at best, a loss of faith at worst. 

 

Background: A Roller-Coaster History 

In 1962 Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican Council—an enormous gathering 

of all the world’s bishops—with the express purpose of aggiornamento, that is, a “bringing up to 

date” of a Church that in many aspects had scarcely been touched in centuries. One such area 

was the liturgy, which quickly occupied center stage of the Council’s deliberations. On 

December 4, 1963, Pope Paul VI promulgated the Council’s Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 

Sacrosanctum Concilium. This landmark document gave general guidelines for the reform of the 

Latin Rite that was to follow. Sacrosanctum Concilium emphasized the importance of promoting 

“full and active participation” by the laypeople during the celebration of the Mass and called for 

a revision of its texts and rites accordingly so that Catholics could understand “more clearly the 
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holy things which they signify” (pars.14, 21). The rest of the document, however, was far more 

conservative than most Catholics realize. Sacrosanctum Concilium warned: “That sound 

tradition may be retained…there must be no innovations unless the good of the Church genuinely 

and certainly requires them; and care must be taken that any new forms adopted should in some 

way grow organically from forms already existing” (para. 23). 

Specifically, Sacrosanctum Concilium, while permitting an expanded use of the 

vernacular, ordered that “the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin rites” (para. 

36). It additionally recognized Gregorian Chant “as specifically suited to the Roman Rite” and 

decreed that it be given “pride of place in liturgical services” (para. 116). The Council even went 

so far as to term religious art “among the noblest activities of man’s genius” and warn bishops to 

be “very careful to see that sacred furnishings and works of value are not disposed of or 

dispersed; for they are the ornaments of the house of God” (paras. 122, 126). In short, the 

Council desired to propose liturgical renewal, not mandate a liturgical revolution. In reality, 

however, the noble aspirations of the former goal were almost universally subverted by a post-

Conciliar idea of change that asserted the latter. In his 2000 Catholic Dossier article “The Mass 

of Vatican II,” Rev. Joseph Fessio of the Society of Jesus—breaking the Jesuit stereotype of 

liturgical innovator—writes candidly about the widespread acceptance of practices the Council 

never called for, or even explicitly condemned. 

The Council did not say that Mass should be celebrated facing the people. That is not in 

Vatican II; it is not mentioned. It is not even raised in the documents that record the 

formation of the Constitution on the Liturgy; it didn’t come up… The Council also said 

nothing about moving the Tabernacle. It said nothing about removing altar rails. It said 

nothing about taking out kneelers. It said nothing about turning the altar around. It said 

nothing about multiple canons. That, too, is an invention; a pure invention. 
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But these “inventions” did happen, and to an astonishing degree, in virtually every parish 

following the Council. Employing the so-called “Spirit of Vatican II,” progressive bishops, 

priests, and liturgists interpreted the Council’s general goal of reform as divine mandate to 

impose liturgical experimentation far beyond—and often in direct contradiction to—both 

Sacrosanctum Concilium’s explicit orders and its implicit assumptions. As a result, the Mass that 

emerged was a stark contrast to the Mass envisioned by the Council, which Fessio concludes 

would have looked strikingly similar to the pre-Conciliar rite. While officially remaining 

normative—and by no means forbidden—Latin, Gregorian Chant, sacred furnishings, and the 

common eastward orientation of priest and people virtually disappeared from American liturgical 

life. In its place, a Mass celebrated entirely in the vernacular, re-oriented to face the laypeople, 

accompanied by guitars and folk music, and located in churches gutted of religious art and 

statues became the new de facto norm. 

Because what happened after the Council is such a far cry from what it called for, it 

would be grossly unfair to blame the Council itself for the crisis. It is safe to say that had 

Sacrosanctum Concilium been implemented according to its objective principles—as opposed to 

its subjective “spirit”—the liturgical meltdown that followed would have been much less drastic, 

if not eliminated altogether. And while certainly contributing to the attendance collapse, it would 

also be unfair to assert that these liturgical changes are entirely to blame. Several outside factors 

contemporary to and immediately after the Council very plausibly account for some significant 

portion of the recent decline. Many of the values that popularly characterize the late nineteen 

sixties—questioning of authority, challenging of conformity, and unprecedented secularization—

run in direct opposition to a Church that upholds submission to religious authority, the 

importance of its tradition, and fidelity to the Gospel. Nowhere is this new life outlook better 
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demonstrated than in Catholics’ large-scale rejection of Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical 

Humanae Vitae which, during the very middle of the sexual revolution, reaffirmed the Church’s 

teaching on the intrinsic evil of contraception. 

Some, such as retired Catholic priest and current America Magazine columnist Rev. 

Andrew Greeley, argue that the post-Conciliar attendance decline was not a direct result of the 

changes to the Mass, but rather of a change of thinking fostered by such extensive reforms. 

According to Greeley, the dramatic changes sparked by the Council—not just to the liturgy but 

to other areas of Catholic life such as regulations on fasting and abstinence—led some Catholics 

to question if God could not change too. In his June 2004 column “Children of the Council,” 

Greeley describes the post-Conciliar attitude of many Catholics in the pews: “If it was no longer 

a mortal sin that would send you to hell to eat meat on Friday or drink a glass of water before 

receiving Communion, then were you really likely to go to hell for missing Mass on Sunday or 

practicing birth control to keep you marriage together?” Far from downplaying the connection 

between the liturgical changes and the attendance decline, Greeley instead cites this new 

mentality as an intermediary step between cause and effect. 

Within the Church, the decades following the Council were also characterized by a 

substantially less-rigorous catechesis in Catholic classrooms and a decreased emphasis from the 

pulpit on the spiritual dangers of missing Sunday Mass. Whereas before the Council the Catholic 

Church was viewed as unchanging and unchangeable, Greeley argues that threats of mortal sin 

and ultimate damnation had little effect—if preached at all—in a Church so thoroughly rocked 

by the winds of change. Regardless of what ultimately caused the decline, the fact is that it 

happened and now something must be done to fix it. The solution, perhaps as obvious as it is 

ironic, involves changing the liturgy. 
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The Solution: The Restoration and the Reform of the Reform 

 The way to bolster attendance and strengthen the faithful as a whole is to completely 

restore the pre-Conciliar Latin Mass as the normative liturgy of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Lastly reissued in 1962 by Pope John XXIII just months before the Council, this Mass was 

codified by Pope St. Pius V in 1570 after the Council of Trent and goes back virtually unchanged 

to the sixth century. After the Second Vatican Council the new and simplified missal of 1970—

allowing for the first time options such as using the vernacular and celebration facing the 

people—replaced the missal of 1962, though the latter was never officially suppressed and a 

small number of priests continued to celebrate it with the permission of their bishop. Despite 

hostilities from Church progressives who looked with contempt and suspicion on those attracted 

to the widely-abandoned rite, the number of such indult—or special permission—Masses 

increased steadily over the decades. In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI, long known to be sympathetic 

to the old Mass, issued Summorum Pontificum. This landmark document, written motu proprio 

or “at his own initiative,” allowed priests to celebrate the 1962 Missal without permission from 

their bishop and urged Catholics “to preserve the riches which have developed in the Church’s 

faith and prayer, and to give them their proper place” (Benedict). Benedict went on to term the 

pre-Conciliar missal of 1962 the “Extraordinary Form” while the post-Conciliar missal of 1970 

would remain the “Ordinary Form” of the Roman Rite.
1
 As a result of Summorum Pontificum, 

the number of Extraordinary Form Masses celebrated per Sunday in the United States has 

increased significantly, from 240 in 2007 to approximately 400 in 2010 (“Traditional”). While 

still representing a tiny fraction of the nation’s Masses, the slow yet steady growth of the 

                                                 
1
 The terms “Extraordinary Form” and “Traditional Latin Mass” are both interchangeable and refer to the pre-

Conciliar missal which must be celebrated entirely in Latin. The term “Latin Mass” is ambiguous because both 

forms of the Mass can be celebrated in Latin, though the Ordinary Form allows for the option of the vernacular. 
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Extraordinary Form nevertheless demonstrates that the long-term solution to the attendance crisis 

is indeed beginning. 

 Returning to the Extraordinary Form will increase attendance because compared to the 

Ordinary Form it better expresses Catholic belief. The Church teaches that the Mass is not 

merely a gathering of believers for worship; rather, it is the unbloody re-presentation of the 

sacrifice of Christ on Calvary (“Catechism,” para. 1367). This internal belief of the Mass as a 

sacrifice is externally represented in the Extraordinary Form by the required ad orientem—

literally “to the east”—posture of both priest and people. Far from the priest “turning his back on 

the people,” the eastward gaze reflects the scriptural reference to Christ’s return from the east 

and the common orientation symbolizes the priest leading his flock to Christ. If Christ is the 

primary focus of the liturgy, then it follows that everyone—including the priest—should be 

facing the crucifix, the visible representation of Christ’s bodily sacrifice. Celebration facing the 

people—as usually done in, but by no means required by, the Ordinary Form—forces the priest 

to turn his back on God and take center stage as a kind of entertainer for the people. It also 

distorts the idea of a common journey toward a common goal and instead creates an atmosphere 

more akin to a conversation about God than a prayer to God. As Cardinal Ratzinger—now Pope 

Benedict XVI—wrote in his 2000 book The Spirit of the Liturgy, “Looking at the priest has no 

importance. What matters is looking together at the Lord” (81). 

 Similarly, the Extraordinary Form explicitly conveys the Catholic belief that the 

communion received at Mass is the literal body and blood of Christ under the appearance of 

bread and wine. As such, the priest never separates his thumb and forefinger after touching the 

consecrated Host, lest any particle which may have adhered to the fingers be lost. In addition, 

communion must be received kneeling and on the tongue, the posture of reverence and 
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unworthiness of the hands once again demonstrating the sacredness of the moment which 

Catholics believe is an encounter with God Himself. In contrast, the U.S. norm for reception in 

the Ordinary Form is standing. Approved in the years after the Council, the popular option to 

receive the Host directly in the hand often made receiving communion more akin to picking up 

fast food than to encountering the divine. Unsurprisingly, these options—once again, not 

requirements—contributed to a massive loss of faith in the Real Presence of Christ in the 

Eucharist among Catholics, and with it, a decline in attendance. After all, what Catholic would 

get up early on Sunday morning just to receive an unleavened wafer? On the other hand, what 

Catholic would ever pass up an opportunity to receive his Savior’s body, blood, soul, and 

divinity? 

 The Extraordinary Form is also superior in fostering a sense of unity. Perhaps its defining 

characteristic, the use of Latin makes the Church catholic—meaning universal—in its truest 

sense. The use of Latin allows the Mass to transcend language, culture, and race. In other words, 

Mass celebrated in the Extraordinary Form is the same anywhere in the world, save the homily 

and a translation of the readings, which are done in the vernacular. The lay faithful follow along 

in missals, which contain the Latin text of the Mass on one side and their own native language on 

the other. In this way, Catholics from all across the globe can participate side-by-side in their 

Church’s universal and supreme prayer. Far from being a detriment, the fact that Latin is a 

“dead” language and not subject to change makes it ideal for safeguarding the unchanging 

doctrines the Mass expresses. 

 The highly-structured Latin language also adds a certain dignity to the Mass, not just to 

what is said but also to what is sung. Gregorian chant is among the oldest type of music in the 

world. Introduced into the Mass in the sixth century by Pope Gregory the Great, Gregorian chant 



 12 

has its earliest basis in ancient Jewish hymnody originally chanted in Hebrew (Fessio). 

According to Fessio, “If you sing the Psalms at Mass with the Gregorian tones, you are as close 

as you can get to praying with Jesus and Mary.” Thus, such use of a sacred language is not 

unique to Catholicism. What Hebrew is to Jews and Arabic is to Muslims, Latin is to Catholics. 

 Finally, the Extraordinary Form conveys a sense of mystery that the Ordinary Form 

commonly lacks. This is accomplished by the use of Latin, but also by prolonged periods of 

silence during the holiest moments of the Mass. The Canon of the Mass, for example, is prayed 

in a whisper by the priest; the only sound the laypeople hear is a brief bell ring that signals the 

consecration. The suspense induced by the silence together with the priest’s precise 

genuflections and perfectly-choreographed movements at the altar combine to create an 

atmosphere that draws even the most casual observer into the depth of the Eucharistic mystery. 

Understanding each word of the Mass thus becomes secondary, as the observer in the pew is 

forced to admit that regardless of language, the miracle of the altar remains utterly 

incomprehensible. Whereas the Ordinary Form emphasizes external participation and superficial 

understanding at all costs, the Extraordinary Form allows the “full and active participation” 

called for by Sacrosanctum Concilium to encompass the internal and mysterious. 

 With regard to attendance, therefore, promoting and eventually restoring the 

Extraordinary Form to every Catholic parish is the key to reversing the decline. The rubrics built 

into its very structure wordlessly emphasize and make explicit what Catholics are called to 

believe about the Mass. Overall, the Extraordinary Form conveys that Mass is something 

important. It visibly portrays the Catholic teaching—sometimes only imaginary in the Ordinary 

Form—that the Mass is a taste of heaven. It calls the faithful on earth to unite themselves “with 

the heavenly liturgy and anticipate eternal life, when God will be all in all” (“Catechism,” para. 
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1326). When celebrated this way, attending Mass each Sunday thus becomes an anticipation 

rather than a routine, a joy rather than a burden, a privilege rather than a duty. 

It must be recognized, however, that the long-term solution of restoring the Extraordinary 

Form, though the ultimate goal, must be undertaken gradually and with great care. Human beings 

in general dislike change, especially in something as familiar and dear as religious services. The 

abrupt manner by which shocking changes were imposed after the Council is a mistake that 

cannot afford to be repeated. While some Catholics would undoubtedly welcome a more 

dignified and reverent liturgy, others would be equally repulsed by a sudden return to the old 

Mass. Without proper catechesis to explain the significance of the unfamiliar rituals, bringing 

back the Extraordinary Form at the snap of a finger would likely empty—not fill—the pews on 

Sunday morning. 

 The short-term solution, then, is to use the current Ordinary Form Mass as a means to this 

long-term end. If the Catholic faithful—clergy and laypeople alike—are not ready for the big 

step to the Extraordinary Form, celebrating the current Mass with increased solemnity can serve 

as a bridge to the older form. In other words, after forty-five years of the “Spirit of Vatican II,” 

Sacrosanctum Concilium should finally begin to be implemented according to the letter of its 

law. This means that bishops should encourage their priests to gradually incorporate more Latin 

and Gregorian Chant into their celebrations of Mass. In addition, the faithful should be 

catechized about the benefits of the ad orientem posture and the importance of reverent reception 

of communion. Finally, priests should take care to resist the temptation to improvise or otherwise 

take center stage in a liturgy that belongs to God. At the same time, though, bishops should do 

everything in their power to promote the Extraordinary Form for the faithful who are ready to 
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make the transition. As extensive field research in the Ann Arbor area demonstrates, this Mass 

represents the future of the Catholic Church in America. 

 

Field Research: The Future Church 

 As part of my research, I attended both forms—Ordinary and Extraordinary—of the Mass 

at two different churches in and around Ann Arbor, Michigan. This experience convinced me of 

three things. First, the Extraordinary Form is beautiful. The descriptions given in the previous 

section are all from first-hand experience.  Besides the Catholic beliefs it portrays, the 

Extraordinary Form has an aesthetic quality that even non-Catholics would appreciate. Second, 

the Ordinary Form can indeed be celebrated with great solemnity and reverence. While I believe 

the Extraordinary From is superior in most every way, a properly-celebrated Ordinary Form 

Mass—that is, done according to the letter of Sacrosanctum Concilium—can also be quite 

moving and do much to increase attendance. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, there is a 

paradox in age between the two forms. Most people would assume that the Extraordinary Form 

would only be attended by older Catholics nostalgic for the Mass of their youth. In reality, the 

exact opposite is true. The average age of Extraordinary Form attendees tends to be markedly 

younger than that of the Ordinary Form, a fact that in the long run could have enormous 

implications. 

 The first church I attended was Saint Andrew Catholic Church in Saline, just ten minutes 

south of Ann Arbor. The Mass at Saint Andrew is very representative of the typical Catholic 

liturgy. It is celebrated in the Ordinary Form, facing the people, and entirely in English. The 

pastor does love Latin, as demonstrated by his visible delight whenever the choir sings a rare 

Panis Angelicus and his silent recitation of prayers before communion, audible only when he 
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forgets to turn off his microphone. Guitars are nowhere to be seen and the choir is by no means 

inadequate, yet there is still an odd sense of superficiality, almost over-familiarity, in the music. 

The result of singing the same forty hymns for the past forty years is that many in the 

congregation appear to be in autopilot during much of the Mass. Most congregants dress in 

casually formal attire, disregarding an occasional suit and, from the other extreme, tank top. 

Chatter is generally at a minimum; that is, until the final note of the recessional song fades away 

and the space of prayer erupts into a zone of socialization. Though by no means intentionally 

irreverent, such is the normative experience of the twenty-some percent of Catholics who still go 

to Mass. 

 Mass at the second church I attended, Old Saint Patrick Catholic Church in Ann Arbor, is 

a stark contrast. Beginning last September, the pastor began celebrating the Extraordinary Form 

once a month at the request of the local bishop. I had the extreme good fortune of attending the 

April Mass, which was celebrated by none other than the bishop himself during his yearly visit to 

the parish. The 300-seat church was packed to standing room-only for the occasion, though the 

congregation was so quiet before Mass that the bishop might as well have assumed that the pews 

behind him were empty. The choir’s wide range of repertoire, including Gregorian Chant, 

polyphony, and ancient hymns, contributed to its heavenly sound. If not a suit, most men wore a 

dress shirt and tie, and many women wore the mantilla thoroughly discontinued after the 

Council. After the last note of the recessional died, the entire congregation remained kneeling in 

prayer, nobody wanting to be the first to leave the pews. Undoubtedly most noteworthy, 

however, was the age of the congregation. The church was bursting with the college students and 

young families almost non-existent at Saint Andrew. I was not the only person to notice the vast 

number of stereotypically “unchurched” youth; the pastor himself remarked in the following 
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week’s bulletin that “Many noted how generally young the attendees were” (Gawronski 1). I 

would estimate that the average age of the congregation was in the mid-twenties, at least two 

decades younger than the graying parish of Saint Andrew. 

 The pastor at Old Saint Patrick also celebrates the aforementioned “solemnized” 

Ordinary Form Mass. Despite being mostly in English, the average observer with minimal 

liturgical experience could very likely think he was attending the Extraordinary Form. The Mass 

is said ad orientem at the church’s original high altar, communion is received at a recently re-

installed altar rail, and the Kyrie, Gloria, Sanctus, Mysterium Fidei, Agnus Dei, and Pater Noster 

are regularly sung in Gregorian Chant. In other words, the liturgy is as close as I have ever seen 

to the principles of Sacrosanctum Concilium. Unfortunately, such celebration of the Ordinary 

Form is incredibly rare, perhaps even more uncommon than the Extraordinary Form itself. Yet 

the crowd at this Mass, which I also attended, was very much the same—large, young, and 

vibrant. Thus, the Ordinary Form can certainly serve as a stepping stone to increasing 

attendance; indeed, at Old Saint Patrick it has already been done. All it takes is the 

determination—hardly revolutionary—to actually celebrate the Mass how the Church intends it 

to be celebrated. 

 Though gaining momentum in recent years, this new liturgical movement still faces many 

obstacles. Many older Catholics, thoroughly shaped by the “Spirit of Vatican II,” are vehemently 

opposed to a return to the Extraordinary Form, which they view as a step backward to an archaic 

past. This includes several bishops, priests, and other influential leaders of the Church who in the 

past have taken active steps to block the implementation of Summorum Pontificum and other 

traditional liturgical reforms. Just this month a Solemn Pontifical Mass in the Extraordinary 

Form, scheduled to be attended by thousands and broadcast internationally to millions more, was 
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suddenly and inexplicably cancelled by the Archdiocese of Washington D.C. At the local level, 

most parishes remain untouched by the Extraordinary Form and most Catholics have never even 

heard of Summorum Pontificum. Seminaries still refuse to train their students in the 

Extraordinary Form, leaving interested future priests on their own to learn the complicated 

rubrics. Meanwhile, the Mass exodus—literally and figuratively—continues. 

There are, however, many causes for hope. Pope Benedict XVI has demonstrated by his 

personal example his willingness to lead the Church in a “reform of the reform” in order to 

reestablish continuity with a liturgical past ruptured by misinterpretation of the Council. Since 

being elected pontiff in 2005, Benedict has restored the use of Latin, kneeling for communion, 

and sacred music to his papal Masses. While he has yet to celebrate the Extraordinary Form in 

public, Benedict has celebrated the Ordinary From ad orientem on multiple occasions. Within 

the United States, the number of Extraordinary Form Masses is growing steadily. The nation’s 

bishops are also preparing to implement a new translation of the Mass, which will come to every 

Catholic parish this November. The new English text features elevated language and more literal 

translations of the original Latin in an attempt to restore dignity to the Ordinary Form. But 

perhaps the greatest hope for the Church of the future is the Church of the future—the Catholic 

youth. As “Spirit of Vatican II” parishes are aging and dying, Catholic youth are flocking to the 

Extraordinary Form and to reverent celebrations of the Ordinary Form. Whereas the well of 

progressive vocations has long dried up, traditional seminaries are churning out young priests 

dedicated to the restoration of the liturgy and unafraid to preach the dangers of missing Sunday 

Mass. And amidst a rapidly changing society, young Catholics are clinging to the changeless, to 

a liturgy relevant precisely because it is irrelevant to the outside world. Time is on our side. This 
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“biological solution” is indeed long-term, but it guarantees that Catholic churches of the future 

will not be empty—that is, if one knows where to look. 
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