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Washington, DC – A local record shop has two albums featuring Pope John Paul II displayed prominently in its front window for the past several weeks.  The store manager told me that neither record has enjoyed much sales success here in Washington, and that he has had difficulty selling his remaining copies even at bargain prices.
In a similar vein, the Pope’s recent visit to Washington in October failed to attract the huge crowds which had been predicted, in spite of extremely mild weather.  While walking among those in attendance for his Mass on the Mall (the grassy rectangle which stretches from the Capitol to the Washington Monument), I was struck by the general lack of fervor in the crowd.  The Pope’s visit had become, it appeared, more a media event than a religious experience.  Several local Catholics told me that they had not bothered to come to see the Pope in person because they had seen him on television and that they “did not want to have to fight the crowds.”

The death of Archbishop Fulton Sheen seemed to emphasize this shift which has taken place among Catholics over the past 30 years.  Decades ago, Bishop Sheen’s television sermons appeared weekly during prime time and regularly attracted over 20 million viewers – despite direct competition from Milton Berle’s popular comedy show.  It is difficult to imagine most Catholics today regularly preferring any prelate over the likes of Mork and Mindy or Laverne and Shirley.
This decline in outward expression of religious loyalty among Catholics may not be an accurate reflection of the state of the church in America, but it does strongly suggest a different mood – one closer to the general religious indifference and apathy of many Americans today.

I thought you might like to know.
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