
Obligation or opportunity?  
Now that people have formed a new habit of not going to church on 
Sunday, how likely are they to revert to their old habit? 

I hear of announcements that 
the "dispensation from the 
obligation to attend Sunday 
Mass in person" in effect 
during the pandemic will be 
lifted and the "obligation" 
reinstated." Do not miss 
Sunday Mass under penalty of 
law." We can be confident that 
anyone who violates the 
"obligation" is no more likely 
to find a halberd-bearing Swiss 
Guard at their door than I was 
to find an FBI agent under my 
bed. Researchers in the United 
States found that before the 

pandemic more than one-quarter of Catholics who went to Mass on Sunday did so out of habit. In 
some, maybe most, cases, what lay behind the habit was a sense of being under an obligation to 
attend. Though the statistics may vary in other countries, the situation is probably not very different. 
Now that people have formed a new habit of not going to church on Sunday, how likely are they to 
revert to their old habit? Will reinstating an "obligation" be effective at helping people reactivate 
that old habit? Even from a marketing point of view, it is likely to provoke resistance, liturgical tag 
tearing. Instead of emphasizing obligation why don't bishops emphasize opportunity?" After more 
than a year and a half of being unable to come together in worship, we now have the opportunity to 
do so again!" is more attractive than, "Your dispensation from the obligation to attend Sunday Mass 
is hereby cancelled." 

LISTEN 

Of course, if people's pre-pandemic experience was of uninspiring preaching that insulted the spirits 
and intelligence of its victims, sloppy liturgy and a crowd rather than a community, no amount of 
enthusiastic sales pitches will bring them back. Something else may complicate drawing people back 
into church buildings. Those interested in maintaining whatever liturgical connection they could 
during pandemic shutdowns and had internet access have had almost two years to shop around 
among streamed offerings. They have found preaching, music and a liturgical style that helps their 
religious life. While not so good as in-person celebrations of the liturgy, in a sad number of cases it 
may be better than what is on offer at local churches. Given the choice between un-involving in-
person liturgy and moderately involving remote liturgy, people may opt for virtual participation, 
even if that precludes receiving the Eucharist. Perhaps that is the reason for emphasizing 
reinstatement of an obligation. Since so much of people's Sunday experience has been uninspiring or 
even repelling, and since many have found more satisfactory alternatives including total non-
engagement, bishops feel they must resort to probably futile coercion. What might bishops do 
instead? Or better, what have we a right to expect from them?  (William Grimm)  

 

Read more at: https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/obligation-or-opportunity/14743 


