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Launching Catholic game-changers: ‘Transform ourselves’

Matthew Kelly

ELISABETH DEFFNER

BY ELISABETH DEFFNER

“People engage and disengage in 
their marriage. People engage 
and disengage in parenting. 
People engage and disengage 

in their personal finances,” declared Mat-
thew Kelly, pacing along the stage in the 
Anaheim Convention Center Arena. 

“And people engage and disengage in the 
church as well.”

In the first of two presentations during 
the recent Los Angeles Religious Education 
Congress, Kelly focused not only on “slack-
er” Catholics, but on Catholics who are con-
cerned for the future of the church, but don’t 
know how to help. 

“Most Catholics,” the best-selling author 
said simply, “don’t believe the future can be 
bigger than the past.” 

What’s needed to stem this way of think-
ing — and to stem, and eventually turn 
around, the flood of Catholics leaving the 
church — are game-changers, he said. 

Turning things around, changing the game 
— those sound like major undertakings, and 
they are; but Kelly emphasized that true 
game-changers are simple. They are not 

Arianne Gasser of Canton, Ohio, is 
proud to call herself a graduate 
student at a prestigious Catholic 
university, and she also is proud to 

call herself an atheist.
The pride she has in her atheist status is 

part of what inspired her to travel from the 
Philadelphia area, where she is enrolled at 
Villanova University, to Washington in March 
to join thousands of other atheists, agnostics 
and other nonbelievers for the “Reason Ral-
ly,” an event that was billed as an assembly 
to unify secular people nationwide.

Carrying a sign that reads, “This is what 
an atheist looks like,” Gasser is part of a 
growing segment of Americans under the 

Secularism in America: Growing movement raises concerns
BY CHAZ MUTH age of 30 who identify themselves as athe-

ists or agnostics.
It’s a movement that concerns Catholic 

leaders worldwide, including Pope Benedict 
XVI.

“We have morals and we have beliefs and 
we have these values,” said Gasser, as she 
walked along the National Mall and marveled 
at how many people turned out for the rally. 
“People just think that we’re evil, God-hating. 
We’re just people. We just don’t believe that 
something happens to us after we die.”

A survey released in 2009 by the Pew 
Research Center found that a quarter of 
Americans between the ages of 18 and 29 
surveyed said they were atheists, agnostics 
or had no religion.

“Radical secularism” threatens the core 
values of American culture, the pope warned 

a group of U.S. bishops visiting 
the Vatican in January. He called 
on the church in the U.S., as well 
as politicians and other laypeople, 
to render “public moral witness” 
on crucial social issues.

“The larger concern with secu-
larism is that it damages people, 
and that it actually keeps people 
from being reasonable with one 
another,” said Chad C. Pecknold, 
assistant professor of systematic 
theology in the School of Theol-
ogy and Religious Studies at The 
Catholic University of America in 
Washington.

“It creates a great level of intol-
erance for people of faith. I think 
secularism for Pope Benedict is a 
feature of this growing bifurcation 
between faith and reason,” he told 
Catholic News Service.

Pecknold, who also is the au-

complex answers to difficult problems. 
To counter the challenges facing the 

church, there’s no need to brainstorm a new 
national or international program. In fact, 
the solution is much more basic: It is for 
each of us to transform ourselves. 

“Part of our mission as Catholics is to 
transform the world,” Kelly said. “Our chal-
lenge to transform the world will always be a 
challenge to transform the individual.”  

New Year’s resolutions to the contrary, 
self-transformation is not an easy task to 
undertake — and part of it is because of 
our mindset: true change can be draining. 
“We’re more interested in surviving than we 
are in thriving,” Kelly admitted. “We’re more 
interested in maintenance than in mission.” 

The early Christians captured people’s 
attention because they were so different; 
their very lifestyles made them stand out 
from the crowd, Kelly said. The way they 
loved — forgiving their enemies, a complete 
turnaround from the old rule of “an eye for 
an eye” — was a radical departure from the 
norm. 

But today, Catholic Christians tend to 
blend in with the crowd. As Kelly put it, “We 
don’t live differently, we don’t love differ-
ently, we don’t work differently.” Our coun-

tercultural roots have withered. 
After sharing two game-changers his orga-

nization, The Dynamic Catholic Institute, has 
undertaken — a book give-away at Christ-
mas and new programs for major sacramen-
tal moments in the lives of Catholics — Kelly 
invited each attendee to implement a game-
changer to implement in his own life. To give 
his audience a running start, he offered three 
game-changers to choose from: reading the 
Gospels for 10 minutes each day for a whole 
year; receiving the sacrament of reconcili-
ation once a month for a whole year; and 
keeping a Mass journal to track suggestions 
(one from each Mass) for ways to become a 
better version of one’s self. 

The ripple effects of these efforts to re-
engage in our faith and to become better 
people — the people God created us to 
be — will go on to transform our parishes, 
schools, dioceses, and the Church as a 
whole, Kelly said. 

“There’s nothing wrong with Catholicism 
that can’t be fixed by everything that’s right 
with Catholicism,” he declared. 

“This I know for sure: the world’s in need 
of changing, and there’s no group of people 
in the world better positioned to effect that 
change than Catholics.”  TD

thor of the 2010 book “Christianity and Poli-
tics: A Brief Guide to the History,” said secu-
larism is a greater threat to humanity than to 
the Catholic Church because it could lead to 
great social unrest and fragmentation.

Vilification of Muslims in the United States 
following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New 
York, Washington and Pennsylvania can be 
viewed as an example of secularists’ intoler-
ance.

Richard Dawkins, vice president of the 
British Humanist Association and author 
of the 2006 book “The God Delusion,” was 
quoted as saying religion is dangerous “be-
cause it gives people unshakeable confi-
dence in their own righteousness. Danger-
ous because it gives them false courage 
to kill themselves, which automatically re-
moves normal barriers to killing others.”

His remarks are an illustration of hostili-
ties toward people of faith, Pecknold said.

“These are all examples of an attempt to 
cause civil unrest, which I don’t think are 
sustainable,” he said. “It could actually lead 
to greater and greater social unrest, and 
could potentially give so much power to cul-
ture wars that we become an increasingly 
fragmented society.”

The greatest threat to civil society comes 
from militant atheists, Pecknold told CNS.

Gasser and many of the atheists and ag-
nostics who gathered at the “Reason Rally” 
said they don’t see the secular movement as 
a threat to society. They just want people to 
respect their right to shun organized religion 
and to have their voices heard by politicians 
and policymakers.

They carried signs that read “Good with-
out a God,” “Proud to be an atheist,” and 
“It’s OK to be an atheist.”

Others carried signs or wore shirts that 
had more provocative messages, such as “If 

you really believe prayer worked, you’d stop 
voting,” “Freedom is the distance between 
church and state,” and “No God, No Devil, 
Just Us.”

Gasser said she just wants her voice to be 
heard with the same volume as Christians, 
Muslims and Jews.

“I’m not really into politics, but I do think 
that secular beliefs need to be treated equal-
ly with people who are believers,” she told 
CNS. “I don’t think we’re recognized in the 
government policies and the way people 
cover campaigns. It’s just all appealing to 
religious people, but there are so many of us 
who want to have a say in how our country 
is run.”

The poll numbers revealing growing athe-
ist numbers and events like the “Reason 
Rally” have theology scholars focusing on 
what they believe is driving the secularism 
movement.

“The cultural conditions have become 
more conducive to atheism. We can see that 
in economic ways in that we are encouraged 
to think of ourselves as economic individu-
als,” Pecknold said.

“We see that in the Tea Party, a libertar-
ian approach to economic good in which 
economics is something that is merely rep-
resenting my own self-interests,” he said. 
“That kind of radical individualism in eco-
nomic terms or philosophical terms is itself 
kind of a practical atheism, in which you de-
tach yourself from any sort of transcendent 
notion of the good, any sort of sense of a 
common good that you would participate in.

“A kind of view in which I can participate 
in something bigger than myself is kind of 
eroded from our economic practice as hu-
man beings.” TD

—CNS


