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SOCIAL SCIENCES

Tricia C. Bruce

Catholic culture. How do we come to know Catho-

lic culture? What tools are at our disposal to under-
and the peopl.e, instituti.ons, and systems of meaning that
rogether comprise Catholic cultgre(s)? These questions turn
45 toward the methodological and epistemological
rengths of social science to ascertain ‘truths’ (with a small
), empirically. Social science enables us to read culture,
understand culture, and recognise cultural change. While
it proceeds according to different methods, logics, and aims,
it is not inherently incompatible with those of faith. A
Catholic understanding’ of social science—and a social
scientific understanding of Catholicism—embeds mutual
respect for the relevance of faith and reason to all people
and the social worlds they inhabit. This essay takes seri-
ously this mutual respect, with an eye toward dialogue and
understanding born of knowledge and empathy.

A disclaimer and a few words of positioning: I am a
sociologist, ot a theologian. I am a graduate of all public
schools, not Catholic ones. I am a trained social scientist, not
a trained or ordained minister. My personal commitments
and passions as a sociologist have led me into deep sociolog-
ical study of Catholicism and, in particular, American Cath-
olics and the US Catholic Church. This has generated
Scholarly publications including the books: American Parishes:
g‘f’”akl:ng Local Catholicism; Parish and Place: Making Room for

Wersity in the American Catholic Church; Polarization in the

C OMMUNICATING CATHOLIC CULTURE requires knowing
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US Catholic Church: Naming the Wounds; Begmnmg to Hgal and
Faithful Revolution: How Voice of thf: Fallt'hﬁll Is Changz{qg the
Church.! 1 speak here to a social scientific ur?d'erstandmg of
Catholicism without purporting to speak officially of or for'a
Catholic understanding of social science, alone.' Spcwlogy is
necessarily a collective endeavour, as 15 Catholicism.

The sociological perspective—-infused by what C. Wright

Mills famously coined ‘the sociological imaginatio;?’ .—Offers
a conduit between the Catholic Intellectual Tradition and

contemporary culture2 A sociology of Catholf'cis.m t.akes
seriously two truths: (1) the relevance of a c.ilstmctlvely
Catholic religious sensibility and (2) the empirical ground-
ing of the social world. From these truths grows th.e
recognition and measurement of what the late pnest—soc;-
ologist and author Andrew Greeley called The. C_atl?olzc
Imagination, ‘one that views the world and all that is in it as
enchanted, haunted by the Holy Spirit and the presence of
grace.’® More hauntingly, the synthesis of perspectives casts
a shadow of “sociological noir,” the term sociologist Kieran
Flanagan uses to describe our attentiveness to ‘inconvenient
matters so capriciously disregarded” such as those found
‘in the darkness of modernity” including legacies of sin and
suffering.* These are not always happy truths that social
scientists find, in other words, but they are there whether
or not we measure, see, and attend to them.

The sociological imagination embeds a promise; so, too,
does the Catholic Intellectual Tradition. The promise (and
task) of the sociological imagination, Mills tells us, is that
it ‘enables us to grasp history and biography and the
relations between the two within society.’s It links people
to society as a whole, recognising that an ‘I’ is just as much
a‘we.” The promise of the Catholic Intellectual Tradition is
that faith and reason are not mutually exclusive nor extrin-
sic to one another, but reciprocal. Its quest and revelations
are accompanied by intent and direction; its conclusions are
not innocuous but worthy of dialogue and practical action.

SN
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Both of these promises—that of the socig]o ical imag;

.n and that of the Catholic Intellect - agis

nation ¢ e dision ctual Tradition—
oynthesise qtherw1se isjointed hermeneutics to deliver an
ifnpfoved’ mtggrated approach to understanding socia]
orlds. And, llke.all Rromlses, both are imbued with moral
intent: @ normiatlve should’ informing how and why to
appanCh questions about the social world in this way. The
work of social science and social scientists must take
seriously its own presuppositions, commitments, and
releological ends.® This is not positivist, value-neutral
territory, even as trained social scientists necessarily
approach their methodology to reduce bias and accurately
capture empirical truths. Positionality matters, but not in
isolation: its relevance lies in what questions are pursued
and the broader moral projects that findings carry among
audiences who hear them. The norms of social science guide
how studies are done; their synthesis within the Catholic
Intellectual Tradition invites dialogue as to why and for what.

What promises spawn from joining the sociological
imagination with the Catholic Intellectual Tradition in
studies of the social world, in attempts to know Catholic
culture? What is the promise of these two promises? It is that
history, biography, reason, and faith can be helpfully inter-
twined as a means of reading and knowing society and the
people in it. It is a path of knowledge, empathy, and dialogue
that is superior to avoidance, ignorance, misinformation, an.d
apathy. It is a path to understanding and sharing Catholic
culture in dialogue with the contemporary world.

This chapter forewarns neither enchantment nor .shad-
ows, but illumination as a precursor to comn}umca.tlon. It
holds that linking the sociological imagination with the
Catholic Intellectual Tradition uncovers an enriched per-
spective on the Church, Catholicism, Catholics, ar_ld human
Persons in the contemporary world. Specifi'call}'l, it assesses
the promise of pairing the sociological imagination with the

: pairing the oclo08 I, formal
Catholic Intellectual Tradition to the most local, fo
Organisational unit of the Catholic Church: the parish. I
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have seen personally the synergy and prorr_lise that comes
through sociological study of the parish, as it has occupied
my attention in recent scholarship. Lessons from this foc'us
on the parish lead into three premises of a palreo promise
for a wide array of applications, pursued in tho interest of
knowing (and thereby communicating) Catholic culture. I
conclude with a call for future work re-envisioned through
the paired promise—and responsibility —of this approach.

A Paired Promise Realised in Sociological
Studies of the Parish

Given its role as activator, tether, and intermediary between
local Catholics and a global Catholic church, the Catholic
parish—and parishes overall—provide a powerful demon-
stration of the promise realised in synthesising the socio-
logical imagination with the Catholic Intellectual Tradition.
The parish is a site of cultural production, appropriation,
and communication. It is at once an organic and agency-
driven, grassroots manifestation of Catholic faith and a
highly authoritative, structurally beset, regulated manifes-
tation of that same Catholic faith. As I wrote with my
coauthors in our introduction to American Parishes, the
parish is ‘not solely the product of divine sources but also
social ones,” inhabiting the intersection of community,
geography, and authority.” Querying the parish through
social science methodologies ‘can tell us what people are.”®

Social scientists” attempts to assess Catholic cultures via
the parish, however, reveal an uneven history and recep-
tivity—one that links to Catholic leaders’ skepticism or
uncertainty toward hearing about empirical data on Cath-
olics. It has taken time to appreciate the promise of the
sociological imagination alongside that of faith. The history
of social scientific parish studies draws attention to tensions
between the “academy’ and the Church. Elsewhere I have
summarised this contentious history of the sociological
study of parishes, noting how ‘Then and now, the sociology
of parishes posed a dual-constituency value proposition’:
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ood for the aca_demy, goosi for the Church 9 But, all too
often, the practical unfolding of it, instead ‘setting u
sociology as a problem-naming science’ and, therefors
isociology (a.md S_OCi‘?logiStS) as problem generating /10 ’
Notable in this historical re-telling of parish studies is
the pre-Vatican Il research of sociologist-priest Joseph
Fichter, whose in-depth research into a single parish in New
Orleans, Louisiana, catalysed a contemporary approach to
parish studies.!t Among the findings of Fichter’s study were
revelations that the Catholic laity’s beliefs and behaviours
did not neatly align with those pronounced by priests
during homilies each week or pulmonated by Catholic
hierarchy on behalf of a universal Church. There were both
active Catholics and inactive ones; Catholics who upheld
and abided by core teachings of the faith and Catholics who
wore the religious identity but not corollary implications
for behaviour. Catholics, it turned out, didn’t always like
the homilies of parish priests, nor heed their advice when
making decisions about personal and family lives. This
imperfect alignment between the culture of ‘the Church’
and that of ‘lay Catholics’ —illuminated through a sociolog-
ical examination of the parish—may not be particularly
surprising to us today given its resonance with contempo-
rary studies. But in 1951, Fichter’s book roiled many
Catholic leaders for its daring introduction of empirical data
into conversations about faith. Better to separate faith from
reason and sociology from Catholicism, it seemed: the news
otherwise was not the most welcome. In using the methoq-
ology of social science to identify empirical patterns, soct-
ologists seemed to be causing the problems. Fichter’s own
superior successfully petitioned to SUppress subsequent
volumes of his groundbreaking study on parishes. 4
The promise of the sociological imagination synthesise p
with the Catholic Intellectual Tradition was r.escue.d (an :
perhaps Fichter even vindicated) by later affirmations ©
social science within the documents of .the Second ‘Vanctlin
Council (1962-1965). Specifically, Gaudii ¢t 5P S
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Church in the Modern World’? acknowledged then-tensions
between faith and science, noting how “many of oyr contem.-
oraries seem to fear that a closer bond between human
activity and religion will work against the independence of
men, of societies, or of the sciences.””? It deplored ‘habits o
mind, which are sometimes found too among Christiang
which do not sufficiently attend to the rightful independence
of science and which, from the arguments and controversjes
they spark, lead many minds to conclude that faith ang
science are mutually opposed.”’® But rather than retreat intg
one or other, the Conciliar document instead set forth the
notion that faith and (social) science need not be opposed,
but that ‘if methodical investigation within every branch of
learning is carried out in a genuinely scientific manner and
in accord with moral norms, it never truly conflicts with faith,
for earthly matters and the concerns of faith derive from the
same God.# Allowing for history, biography, reason, faith—
a.k.a. a Catholic approach to social science—could ‘not only
bring men hope of improved self-knowledge; in conjunction
with technical methods, they are helping men exert direct
influence on the life of social groups.’'> Moreover, pastoral
care incorporating ‘secular sciences, especially of psychology
and sociology’ is imperative ‘so that the faithful may be
brought to a more adequate and mature life of faith.”¢
Gaudium et spes further credits social scientists’ quest to
unveil the underlying ‘stability, truth, goodness, proper
laws and order’ of things, saying that:

Indeed whoever labours to penetrate the secrets of
reality with a humble and steady mind, even though
he is unaware of the fact, is nevertheless being led
by the hand of God, who holds all things in exist-
ence, and gives them their identity.!”

Social scientists, as such, are labourers who penetrate the
secrets of reality. Their work is part of a larger moral project
Classic social theorist Georg Simmel likewise cornpelled the
exploration of secrets's; social scientists are empOWer e




Understanding of Social Sciences

4 Catholic 217

communicate the secrets of social realities to a broader
audience.19 ‘

The approach validated by Gaudium et spes set a trajectory
forwhat transpired henceforth among social scientific efforts
o examine Catholic cultures in the parish. The document
forecast also the relevance of positionality and connection to
larger moral projects, ideas drawing special attention once
the sociology of Catholicism moved from the primary

urview of social scientifically trained priests and women
religious to Catholic lay people and even non-Catholic
scholars following Vatican II. Pope St John Paul II's later
reception to this approach paired a respect for social science
with scepticism toward its implicit normativity. On this,
Robert Royal summarises that the insights of social science
‘provide information on which faith and reason must reflect
in order to integrate them fully into a properly unified
Christian world view’ and that ‘All cultures contain truths
mixed with errors, and it is one of the tasks of a properly
understood reason to sift those cultures for what they can
bring to the faith and what the faith can bring to them.””
Penetrating the aforementioned ‘secrets of reality,” in other
words, social scientists undoubtedly disclose troubling
truths. This is where social scientific methodology transcends
positionality and findings grant opportunities to foster
broader moral projects, mutually conceived.

The sociological study of parishes has uncovered many
secrets of reality in and among Catholic cultures. Contempo-
rary studies have engaged the paired promise of the socio-
logical imagination with the Catholic Intellectual Tradition,
contributing to dialogue and enriching our understanding
of the Church, Catholics, and humans in the world. ,

We have learned, for example, that many of toqayf
parishes are necessarily merged, clustered, or ‘supersized
s a means of accommodating more (and more geog.raph;
cally dispersed) Catholics, with fewer aval}able priests.

ioceses in the Northeast and Midwest United States, for
Xample, face monumental decisions on how best to con-
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tract an infrastructure built long ago to accommodate a
more densely concentrated urban Catholic population,
Dioceses in the South and West US, by contrast, expand to
keep up with population growth in new areas, but often
without sufficient numbers of priests to serve them. Parish
leadership has necessarily shifted from the nearly exclusive
realm of priests to that of permanent deacons and (often
unpaid) lay leaders. Parishes now operate largely as the
collaborative project of the unordained and varyingly
trained even as they must still answer to the codified norms
of canon law and oversight of a local bishop.

The practical reallocation of leadership at the most local
level from the ordained to the non-ordained is also mean-
ingful for its implications regarding authority and power
in the Church. Sociological explorations reveal myriad ways
in which lay Catholics engage in ‘interpretative autonomy’2
as a central component of their commitment to a shared
religious tradition. Catholicism viewed through the socio-
logical perspective—alongside faith and reason —is not one
of top-down doctrinal delivery and bottom-up adherence
but one of doctrinal reflexivity and cultural production.
Flipping this script of ‘Church’ and how it is lived in
practice ‘emphasises awareness of the social as opposed to
the natural or divine construction of doctrine,” says sociol-
ogist Michele Dillon, leaving room for both persons and
parishes ‘to interrogate traditions for clues, symbols, and
ideas that might legitimate an emancipatory agenda.’?® In
other words, holistic teachings and institutional structures
of the Catholic Church are contended with through the
f:hange-oriented agency of lay Catholics together in par-
ishes. This may take the form of activism that privileges
changes to personal lifestyle above comprehensive systems
under Fhe purview of Catholic hierarchy, as Maureen Day
sl'flows in Catholic Activism Today.24 Or it could take the forr'n
Em(r:ath?hcs recalling and rejecting elements of Cathohli
Cathgo}llico carve out .compatible identities such as Blac

s who negotiate painful past exclusion from the
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ChUIjCh ‘by sifti'ng in elements of the African American
religious experience and Roman Catholic tradition to
produce a unique black Catholic cultural identity.’s These
kinds of activities—viewed from the ground-up through
the methods of social science—harken a reconceptualisation
of who and what is Church at every level.

We have also learned about how today’s Catholic par-
ishes (and the dioceses that piece them together within
wider community fabrics) become laboratories for encoun-
ters with the increasing cultural diversity. Sometimes such
encounters are avoided: despite Gospel messages to the
contrary, parishes are even more segregated racially and
socioeconomically than the neighbourhoods they inhabit.?
In other examples, ‘personal parishes’ revitalise the older
national parish model to strengthen community among
similarly situated Catholics.?” Dioceses and bishops make
room for diversity by ensuring that parishes act as both
generalist and specialist organisations. But, more com-
monly, internal diversity clashes with the aforementioned
trend of declines in vocation and supersized parishes. This
means that contemporary parishes do not generate a single,
unified community worshiping together buta multicultural
tableau with many Mass times in many languages. Parishes
display uneven efforts to incorporate a multitude of tradi-
tions and cultural preferences embraced by specialised
groups of Catholics. ‘Shared parishes’ blend one or more
cultural communities under a single parish roof —often-
times whites and Hispanics/Latinos.?® While strategies of
assimilation have been largely replaced by those of inclu-
sion, parishes and their leaders frequently find themselyes
bereft of the resources and tools required for effective
inclusivity. Seminaries now train priests in language and
cultural competencies; vocations grow slowly among

. L P ' : i hic of
minority Catholic groups to shift the racial de_mogral:; r
parish leadership. International priests, too, fill gaps de y
both the priest shortage and the changing racial demo-
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graphics of lay Catholic's. BuF inequa}ities alongside the
dynamics of power and inclusion persist.

Sociological considerations of parishes also revea] them
as places where Catholics actively negotiate what it meang
to be Catholic, the meaning of a local Catholic community
and shared narratives for belonging. Jerome Baggett in Sensé
of the Faithful interviewed hundreds of Catholics belonging
to six Catholic parishes in northern California to assesg
‘nonofficial’ viewpoints in the pews and revelations of
religion as ‘repertoires of symbols that specifically represent
what is taken to be sacred.”? Such religious cultures, Baggett
tells us, are available at a societal level, appropriated at the
individual level, and allocated at the organizational level—
via parishes. Parishes ‘are institutional carriers of the reli-
gious meanings embedded in the symbolic repertoire that is
the Catholic tradition, but not every parish does this in the
same way.'® Even as Catholicism unifies a shared tradition
globally and bureaucratizes this through legal-rational meas-
ures, culturally it is lived out and embraced differently by
different Catholics—albeit together. Parishioners choose
from an array of ways to live out their religious identities.
‘Tacit discursive rules’ guide the nature of discussions within
Catholic parishes. Catholic traditions are subject to investi-
gation; Catholic ‘insiders” innovate.

Diverse Catholic parish cultures leads inevitability to
divergence and disagreement on a broader scale. Polarisa-
tion infuses parishes and the Catholic Church as a whole,
inhibiting dialogue: we know this because this, t00, is
among the secrets of reality that social scientists uncover.?!
An in-depth study of religious orientations in two parishes
led soc.iologist Mary Ellen Konieczny to conclude that
i?rtlhc})lh@ anchor themselves in a shared tradition bl;t
consr,)e auS;eildlfferent religious beliefs and prac.tlces alnté
becauz ¥, pass on a fragmented tradition—'incomp’® 9

cause some aspects of the tradition have been deleg!®
mised in these local cultur :ced, or not
known, /32 This fra . es, are not practised, ' an

gmentation and compartmentahsal

.
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pleeds into broader moral polarisation across American
society: born not solely of individual attitudes nor elites
within large-scale institutions but of local religious cultures.
These empirical truths, too, are part of learning and com-
municating the relevance of Catholic cultures.

Penetrating the secrets of reality of all cultures, including
Catholicism, necessitates looking beyond the uppermost
layer and within that which is hidden upon first glance.
Social scientists who study parishes reveal versions of truth
that, while perhaps troubling and even contradictory, invite
dialogue and strategic next steps for those who take them
seriously. These are among the secrets that sociological
studies of Catholicism reveal. Some news is ‘better’ than
others, audience and intention dependent. But all is a route
to knowledge of Catholic cultures—internally varied,
divergent, and ‘errantly’ judged as they may be.

Premises of a Paired Promise

As with studies of the parish, the paired promise of the
sociological imagination intertwined with the Catholic
Intellectual Tradition portends great insight when predi-
cated on shared premises. The following premises convey
simple but imperative foundations for utilising social
science to know and communicate Catholic cultures. '
First, a Catholic approach to social science (ag with a social
scientific approach to Catholicism) takes faith seriously,
alongside the norms of scientific research. A well-execute':d
sociological study of Catholicism does not work to 'explam
away Catholicism as merely the byproduct of something else.
None of the studies summarised here concludfe with t‘he
errancy of religious belief or those V\{hO adhc?re to 1t,hnor‘ WI:?
its ultimate insignificance for identities and hvefi bg av1i).u d
By contrast: faith is a social fact, even as it 15 rea 1sed
differently or collectively challenged gnd r'eapproprl-atil.
The end goal of social science is not to identify the_varlfa hei
that renders religion null. Itis to study the properties 0 the

social fabric, including Catholic cultures.
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Second, a Catholic approach to .sc.)cial science (.as with 3
social scientific approach to Cathollc;lsm) necessarily r ecog-
nises the collective as embeddeq in the person and the

erson as embedded in the collective. These are core tenets
of both social science and the Catholic Intellectual Traditiop.
the interwovenness of the ‘I’ and the ‘we.” Parishes illustrate
powerfully the reasons we cannot examine the micro
(individual) level without attention to the meso (organisa-
tional) and macro (institutional and big picture) levels of
social realities. Catholicism as a whole is fertile ground for
exploring the interplay of structure and agency, particularly
given Catholics’ penchant for internalising traditional
messages alongside local inculturation and lay agency.
These premises are compatible and reinforcing in both
social science and Catholicism, and thus especially promis-
ing for interrogating and communicating Catholic culture.

Third, the paired promise described in these pages neces-
sarily embeds a set of norms and direction that merit disclo-
sure and discussion. It is disingenuous to describe the
‘promise’ of either social science and the Catholic Intellectual
Tradition as absolved of positionality or moral intent. Better
to ask what broader dialogue such work contributes to, how
it will be received, and what difference it can make. This is

not to undermine scientific norms but to recognise potential
perils alongside promises. These are not benign endeavours.
Questions of morality be treated with attention and care, not
ignored. Social scientists can ask why and for whom they
study what they do, even as they employ the highest stand-
ards of their discipline to uncover valid truths. Advancing
the normative goals of the Catholic Intellectual Tradition
does not bypass those of social science. In this, methodology
?lrilaci application transcend positionality, that is, it is better t;
rathogue about ho_w astudy is done and how its findings are use't

€ than leveling blind criticism at who is conducting !

based upon discipline and positionality alone.
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Conclusion

Catholic cultures—like all cultures—are changing, and
rapidly so. This does not come as a surprise; Gaudium et spes
toreshadowed this:

The circumstances of the life of modern man have been
so profoundly changed in their social and cultural
aspects, that we can speak of a new age of human
history. New ways are open, therefore, for the perfec-
tion and the further extension of culture. These ways
have been prepared by the enormous growth of natu-
ral, human and social sciences, by technical progress,
and advances in developing and organizing means
whereby men can communicate with one another.®

We cannot know, understand, or dialogue about these
changes without leveraging the tools of social science and
heeding the information it provides. This is what it means
to pair the promises of the sociological imagination with
those of the Catholic Intellectual Tradition. Naivety and
ignorance do not lead to Truth or Goodness; denial pro-
motes neither ‘truth’ nor Truth.

- How might the contemporary Catholic Church, those who
lead it, and those who actively participate in its culture
envision their role in this dialogue? It is clear that ignoring,
suppressing, or brandishing as flawed the lessons of social
science are not paths to effective dialogue. Listening and
disceming is a better tack, as is evaluating methodology
alongside positionality and intent under the purview of
broader moral projects. It takes applying faith :and reason
and the sociological imagination to see the ways In which a_ll
Catholics apply faith and reason when living out their
religious lives collectively, within the parish and beyond. A
Catholic understanding of social sciences does not run away
from this realisation. It starts with it asa foundational premise.

There are limits to this approach, of course. SOC}al
Science has its blind spots. Methodology 'mvo-lves a series
of strategic choices; those choices are necessarily disclosed
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and critiqued through peer review. Empirical studies
revealing secrets about reality can be difficult to recejye
amid believed Truths about those same realities. It may be
tempting to set aside conc1u§i0ps deemed incompatible or
emphasise the most optimlstlc- of outco'mes.. But these
challenges, too, are part of this palred_ promise: intertwining
history, biography, reason, and faith on a path toward
knowledge, empathy, and dialogue.

What responsibility comes from pairing the promise of
the sociological imagination—to see the ‘I" in the ‘we’ and
the ‘we’ in the ‘I'—with that of the Catholic Intellectual
Tradition, accepting faith and reason as mutually enhanc-
ing? It is to treat what one finds —those secrets of reality —
with respect and care, through filters of both faith and
reason. It is not to dismiss social scientific findings as
falsehoods or inconvenient truths, nor to blame the bearer
of ‘bad news.” It is instead to proceed with faith that reason
need not threaten dialogue but enhance it. Seeing and
knowing Catholic culture is a precursor to communicating
Catholic culture. Better to know the empirical world as it is
than pretend that it exists is it doesn’t. This is the paired
promise—and responsibility —afforded by a Catholic
understanding of social sciences.
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