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Over the years I’ve been fairly interested in trends. I suppose you might call it within the Church, in terms of statistics - obviously for a bit of self interest in priests, the number of priests available, vocations and so on. But over the last thirty or more years I’ve kept a table of Mass attendance amongst other things, and the picture is not exciting but it’s interesting.     Back in 1978, 33 years ago, there were 237,000 -  nearly 238,000 people attending Mass within the Archdiocese of Melbourne.  

Over the next ten years that declined:  1988 it declined to 213,000 a drop of ten percent. And then in the ten years between 1988 and 1998 it declined 49,000 - half a grand final crowd, which is 22.9 nearly 25 percent in ten years.  So you’ve got, in the twenty years from 1978 to 1998, about a 33 percent drop - one third.  And then in the thirteen years that have elapsed till last year’s Mass attendance, we’ve gone from 213,000 in 1988 to 164,000 in 1998 and then a drop of another nearly 30,000 to 135,000 last year.  It all adds up on the basis of 237,000 to 135,000 which is 102,000 - about 43 percent in thirty three years.

Now you might say “well I felt bad enough when I came in here”  And this makes you feel worse.  It shouldn’t, because we’ve known it all along.  We’ve seen it happening around us, for as my mother used to say: “years and years and years”.  It’s just a little more bald when it’s put into those sort of statistics.  And if you throw in the fact of course that the nominal Catholic population, at least the Catholic population within the Archdiocese, has gone ahead in leaps and bounds.  I was trying to search out what that would be and I couldn’t find the figures, but one would guess in those thirty-three years, particularly with a lot of immigrants from places like the Philippines and so on, many of whom are the people who are keeping the show on the road, the Catholic population has probably gone up by forty to fifty percent during that time. 

So it’s a challenging situation, and of course it’s not just Mass attendance; it’s reflected in any number of other different areas. It’s reflected obviously in the decline of priests and religious. You’re not going to get too many priests and religious out of people who don’t go to Mass.  And if you had the decline that great, particularly amongst the under fifty age group, it’s not surprising, for the past ten or fifteen years and foreseeable next ten or so, that if we ordain a couple of priests for the Archdiocese of Melbourne each year we’ll be doing very well. 

Parishes have amalgamated and merged and  that’s just a fact of life that we have to manage.  More importantly, without touching too much of a nerve, for so many people who are still coming and are in their senior years, the real pain of this is not just in the statistics; the real pain is within the family circumstances where the next generation, and the next, say:  “Well that was alright for you, Mum and Dad, or Nana and Pa, but really I’m not interested.”  And it’s that absence, of particularly weekly or regular Mass attendance, that can be very difficult.  

Fascinatingly enough, that sort of Mass decline has not been reflected in Baptisms.  We would still, in this parish, conduct three to four baptisms (on average) every week.  However, we’re knocking them back in terms of our schools. So, on one hand all is not lost!  And as long as people are still in our schools, still seeking to be baptised, it’s not a total ‘walking away from the Church.’   In many ways the powerhouse of Catholics practices faith and worship. It is what we do here - it’s in the Eucharist - it’s gathering around the altar, and you’ve got a decline of fifty percent or more; really proportionately you’d probably be closer to fifty-five to sixty percent over these past thirty or so years. Well then, obviously there is a bit of a difficulty.

Jesus told us that the truth will set us free, and no amount of spin or ignoring, or saying we don’t like to think about that, will make it go away.  Sometimes if we face up to the realities we can begin to address a situation more effectively.   And can things turn around? Of course they can!  We see so many elements of life which change; businesses which are very successful can fold;  fledgling businesses which start to gather in very small areas can be very successful.  We see it in sport; we see it in politics - situations come and situations go.  

But on the local level, and particularly on the area of family, it’s really important because of the wish of so many Catholic people in those senior years that still make up the bulk of those 137,000, that are still coming. The fact that to get the kids and grandkids to come along at Christmas, well that’s pretty good. And maybe, if you are very discreet and very diplomatic, you might even get them along at Easter as well!  But with regard as to what’s in between, well it’s not going to happen irrespective of the Catholic schools and the baptisms.
We come together on the day when we just hear something which is important, and that is that Jesus went to Church.  The setting of the Gospel today is Jesus in the synagogue, Jesus in community worship.  And it’s quite fascinating when we have discussions with people who aren’t Church goers, and really don’t put much emphasis on it. You’ll get lots of different answers and I’m sure many of you have heard them many times before.  The most often proffered one is “I’m too busy, life’s too hectic. Sunday’s the busiest day of the week”. They’ve got to take the kids to footy training or there’ve got to take then to tennis or “That’s the only day we get clear”,  or  “We’ve got to go shopping” or any other number of different things.  Sunday is now, in many ways, the busiest day of the week and so that’s something that people will say.  Some will say that the Church as an organisation has blotted its copy book on any number of different areas and that they’re just not interested. That’s a harder one to tackle because there are vestiges of significant truth in all of that. 

But perhaps the sort of argument you hear most of all, on top of “I’m too busy” and so on, is “I don’t have to go to church to be a good person. I’ll just do what Jesus did”. The reality is to say: “Well Jesus went to Church, so cop that!” And Jesus did go to Church; he worshiped in private, he went away to a lonely place, and we’re told many times in terms of his personal and private prayer, but he also gathered the apostles together. He went himself to the synagogue.  And we gather from what is told to us from the Gospel that that was not just a one off, that was a consistent part of his practice in terms of public worship.

 If we genuinely want to do what Jesus did, then we do what we’re doing here, and maybe especially for the people who are part of this extended congregation on radio, that is important because they are; and I call it that extended congregation because they are linked with us. They are the people who would be here in the main if they could be here, and it’s probably of significant distress to many people because of age and infirmity and sickness etc. that they can’t be gathered around the Eucharistic altar as we are.

But it’s fascinating if you look at the whole picture, irrespective of, or,  if you can put aside the fact that the church says you should, look at the question as to why the church says we should. There are any number of elements built into ourselves as human beings that it’s a very natural thing for us to gather together with those who share a common interest; a common enthusiasm; a common passion, because we find that when we do we are made more interested, more enthusiastic than ever about whatever that might happen to be. For example, people who barrack for a particular footy team come together. You imagine if you went off to Skilled Stadium during the middle of the footy season and you were the only one there!  Now what’s happening on the ground might be exactly the same as if there were 30,000 people screaming their lungs out, but it’s a sense of community that is built, particularly down here, if they’re all decked out in blue and white. The whole sense of enjoyment and enthusiasm is lifted up.  

But as well as that you get the fact that Jesus said: “Do this in memory of me”. Very basic, very fundamental, and we can’t do that unless we do what we’re doing here.  He also said “Where two or three gather in my name I am there in their midst”.  And so the whole sense of worship, of prayerfulness of faith of religious practice is not just to be me and Jesus. It’s an old country song by Tom T. Hall “Me and Jesus got a good thing going, Me and Jesus got it all worked out”.  A good song and it’s important to have me and Jesus, but that’s not the only side of the story. What we do here is tremendously important, and I say these things to you because it’s not easy for you who are here, for you who are listening, to maintain that sense of fidelity, enthusiasm when so many others are not doing that.

It’s so easy to say:  “does it really matter, there’s so many other people who are not going -does it really matter”? And the answer is:  “Yes, it does”.  The fact that others aren’t doing it, anywhere near in the way that they were, is a challenge; and it can be very deflating and it can be a real test of  just how committed we are.  There’s another old saying:  “When the going gets tough, the tough get going”.  And that’s what we need to do in terms that we are recognising that we are holding on to the core of something which has been a very fundamental part, not only of the Church, but a fundamental part of society - because alongside the deterioration of religious practice and faith practice, is a lessening of influence of Christian faith within the context of our community life together. 

And so we wonder why, why is it that you can’t walk the streets safely?  Why is it that we can’t trust so many people in business? Why is it that we are suspicious of one another and read all the fine print because someone’s always going to be trying to rip us off?  Now you might say well that’s always been there.  It probably has, but whether it’s been there to the degree that it is now is a good subject for questioning. It all happens of course by degrees. We don’t realise how much it’s happening until we look at the picture, and going back thirty- three years and seeing a decline, while the population has risen and the baptised Catholic population has also risen. The percentage of people who come together to worship within the Eucharistic framework that translates into going to Mass has dropped on that basis -  probably between fifty-five and sixty percent.  

And we knew it! It’s just that’s it’s a bit confronting when you see it in print.  So what does that mean we do?  It just means that we have a look at the practice of Jesus himself, and we draw encouragement from Jesus himself as we draw encouragement from one another. It would be fantastic if we looked around here and the average age was twenty-five but it’s not and I’m not even going to hazard a guess as to what it is.  But ‘wouldn’t it be lovely’ as they say, if the average age was twenty five.  

We had a Mass on Australia Day and a whole group of young people, mainly Pilipino based - lovely young people - invaded St. Mary’s and they were here for the Australia Day Mass, about three or four rows of them.  I thanked them at the end of the Mass and I said “You’ve just dropped the average age of people here by about thirty five years”.  It was terrific!  It showed that these things are possible. They are possible, but sometimes there are times when we’ve just got to hang on.  There’s another song by the Little River Band:  “Hang on, help is on its way”. What sort of help? Ultimately, help of the Lord in terms of fidelity. We’ve seen society change so much in any number of different ways. The Eucharistic practice that we took for granted for so many years is not popular, so to speak, amongst a large degree of people under the age of, say, forty-five or fifty.  Will that change? Can’t say, but it might. The one thing that will ensure that it won’t improve, is if we let go ourselves.  So I say this: When we produce statistics like that, it’s not meant to discourage you; its meant to do exactly the opposite.  It’s meant to say:  Well, OK we’re there; we’ve got to pedal a bit harder; we’ve got to work a bit harder, pray a bit harder, and maybe within the context of family, where the sort of discussions come up about  “I don’t have to go to church to be a good person - I’ll just be like Jesus” -  just keep this little arrow in your quiver and say:  “Jesus went to Church - why shouldn’t you if you want to do what Jesus did?  Go to church and see how you get on there.” 

But a lot of people would not necessarily recognise that, but it’s there in the scripture; private worship was important to Jesus;  private prayer, but common worship with his fellow believers was very important to him as well.  He leads by example as well as by instruction. You are giving the example, and thank God for that!  But from time to time when the opportunity presents itself maybe there’s a chance to lead, not so much by instruction but by educated guidance and encouragement.

*** * ***

