
understand themselves to be part of 

the Catholic Church––to be practicing 

Catholics––there is a continuation of 

identity and of having a relationship with 

the Church that is a complicated one. It’s 

something people are still working out. 

A lot of the narrative around people who 

leave the Church is exactly that––they 

left, and it’s over––so there’s this sense 

that people exit and that for the Church, 

there’s a numerical loss in the pews. But 

I want to tell the story in a di�erent way: 

something true about it––it’s a quip, and 

as scholars we’re always careful not to 

essentialize or to assume that everything 
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massa: As you well know, in the 
last religious census, the three largest 
religious groups in the United States, in 
descending order, are first: Evangelical 
Protestants; second: Catholics; and third: 
former Catholics. Former Catholics make 
up the third largest denomination in the 
United States. Tell me a little more about 
the “stickiness” that would account for 
the fact that so many Catholics do not 
define themselves as Catholics. They 
define themselves as “former Catholics.” 
Why is that? 

willard:  Right. So people are trying to 
get at this by using relational language. 
How do you talk about having had this 
incredibly intense relationship that 
is really changed, but is in important 
ways not over? There are other kinds 
of relationships like that, maybe if you 
were married and are no longer married, 
or after a parent dies. How do you talk 
about the end of a certain kind of identity, 
where who you are has changed in many 
ways, but you are never going to not have 
been formed by that relationship?  So 
sometimes it is institutional – like you’re 
an alumnae of the college that you went 
to, or refer to your hometown even if 
you don’t live there anymore, or you’re 
a veteran of the armed services, or an 
immigrant or refugee from a place where 
you grew up and still make those kinds 
of foods. I’m bringing those relational 
but somehow apart accounts to Catholic 
identity. 

So in response to your comment, I would 
say two things. One, as you noted, is that 
Catholic formation is sticky. The other, 
which is also notable, is that there are so 
many ex-Catholics. The numbers that I 
saw are that 10% of the American popula-
tion identify as ex-Catholics, and another 
10% identify as cultural Catholics. So 
very high percentage of those that once 
participated in the sacraments do not 
identify themselves cleanly as Catholics. 

To be clear: I am not interested in writing 
a polemic about why people should leave 
the Church. I am not trying to weigh in 
and advocate for that by any means. But 

I do think that someone needs to think 
more about what’s happening to that 
Catholic formation once people are no 
longer in the pews. I do not think that 
religious biographies or cultures of these 
people should be represented only as the 
end of the story, which is the way it would 
be done by a parish ministry survey or 
a grim meeting of the U.S. Council of 
Catholic Bishops. Instead, it should be 

an interesting question for some com-
pelling, wise, loving individuals that had 
a formation that was powerful and that 
keeps acting through them.

massa: Give me an example of some 
of the figures you’re looking at in this 
project. Who comes to mind when I say 
“former Catholic”?

willard:  Well, the way that this project 
of scholarship started for me was when I 
was researching the Boston response to 
the disclosures of sexual abuse and the 
ensuing crisis. Actually in that project 
I was interested in why and how certain 
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It would be interesting to also ask some 
questions more thoroughly or to tell a 
story––where are those people and why 
did they go?

massa: You are absolutely right. We are 
sitting in Boston, and that is where the 
bomb dropped on the sex abuse crisis. 
The sex abuse crisis, especially in the 
Northeast, plays a large part of the an-
swering role. But there are other people. 
When I think of former Catholics, I think 
of people like Bruce Springsteen, who 
were not touched at all by the sex abuse 
crisis, at least personally. So how do you 
account for that?

willard: That’s a great example. I was 
looking up entertainers and comedians. 
There are huge numbers of post-Cath-
olic comedians! I do not actually think 
that is a coincidence. I feel like there is 
something about bodily participation, 
and also about doing work back upon 
what that Catholic life was. Mark Ruf-
falo is an example of someone who was 
raised Catholic, and he suggests that 
his commitment to the social teachings 
outstrips his ability to be in the pews. He 
feels like he has to leave, because he is 
also committed to affirming the LGBTQ 
community and female leadership that 
he feels is not getting affirmation in the 
Church. And yes, Springsteen’s a great 
example. He has been written up even as 
having a kind of liturgical message and 
medium that he delivers in the world. 

A really fun, interesting part of this 
project could be looking at the encyclicals 
of the Second Vatican Council and the 
injunction to go out into the world. You 
could tell a sort of happy story. One way 
of reading these people who no longer 
attend mass, but are still nurses or still 
social workers or still teaching their kids 
to show respect for structural reasons for 
poverty and to know that we’re responsi-
ble for people on this earth. You could say 
the message of Jesus Christ lives on in 
those people. Those people are living out 
the demands of their formation. One way 
of interpreting this is Catholic formation 

in the social teachings eventually work-
ing back upon Catholic identification. 

That’s a second reason I’m compelled by 
this project. There are a lot of white Cath-
olic guys that are patrolling who is in and 
who is out. As I become a more mature 
scholar and feminist and citizen, I real-
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out of those parishes, but they will not 
leave. Julie Byrne recently wrote the book 
The Other Catholics: Remaking America’s 
Largest Religion, (Columbia University 
Press, 2016). She said that increasingly 
people are experimenting with being 
outside the apostolic succession but still 
understand themselves to be part of the 
global communion of Catholicism. I 
think my cohort––many of us actually 
had Robert Orsi as a teacher––are think-
ing more capaciously about how the story 
that the hierarchy told us is actually not 
how things look in communities. 

A theologian at Villanova who is your 
friend and colleague, Massimo Faggi-
oli––he provides a lot of theoretical re-
sources for thinking about the ways that 
doctrinal injunctions “go into the world.” 
That would be a resource for recognizing 
dispersal and multiple forms of Catholic 
practices need to be, should be, and can 
be told. 

massa: What you’re doing is a very 
interesting take on “lived religion.” You 
mentioned Bob Orsi, who now teaches 
at Northwestern University. He’s one of 
the most important voices in lifting up 
lived religion as a category. What you 
are doing is saying you could conceive of 
being a former Catholic as a form of lived 
religion. Is that fair?

willard: Yes. This is deep water, 
but there is a certain way in which I do 
think people are living their religion, 
even if they’re living it ambivalently, in 
their memory, or with nostalgia. I hold 
myself accountable to the two examples 
of Walter Robinson and John Wojnows-
ki, the survivor of sexual abuse. How 
do I tell their stories as lived religion, 
showing how they are both living their 
Catholicism, even if they are not in the 
pews. But I do not want to say that these 
are crypto-Catholics. I am aware of the 
risk that “religion is solely the creation 
of a scholar’s study,” as J. Z. Smith said. 
Remember that I said that one audience 
for this project is contesting who gets 
to draw the lines about Catholic identi-
ty, and on what terms. As a scholar of 
religion, I do not want to be sitting in 
my armchair telling people if they are 

Catholic or not––“you’re in, you’re out.” I 
want to thread this delicate channel of re-
specting self-ascription of identity. People 
are going to describe themselves as being 
Catholic or are being living in a Catholic 
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studies as a challenge to the methods 
that are authorized by the ecclesiological 
hierarchy. A woman standing at the front 
of a classroom, and disseminating her re-
search through Oxford University Press, 
is performing a contest of the narrative 
of the hierarchy. But that contest takes in-
stitutions. It takes access to universities, 
colleagues, and presses. 

massa: This, as I understand it, is a 
project that is going to become an article 
or something like an article. But if it is 
going to grow into a larger project––and I 
hope it does grow into a larger project––
where would you want to go with that 
project?

willard: I have made a little outline, 
which is revisable, and I genuinely hope 
people will respond. 

First, I have the cover. It’s an M.C. Escher 
drawing of the birds that are flying, and 
turning into landscapes and farms, so 
you see both change and constancy. 

I have an introduction, where I locate 
myself and my training and the kind of 
terms I would use. 

Part One would be the conditions for 
Catholic afterlives, and that is a little bit 
of a history. One is the recent origins 
of Catholic afterlives, talking about the 
last two generations––what has changed 
demographically, what has changed with 
the birth control encyclical, and what has 
changed with the decrease in religious 
attendance in general in America. 

Another chapter might be between the 
living and the dead, about the ways that 
generations show fidelity to one another 
by participating in the same tradition 
and the way that there is loss and there 
is struggle to figure out how you connect 
if you are not going to be in the same 
kind of participating religious world. 
This understanding is indebted to Orsi’s 
definition of religion, which he develops 
in Between Heaven and Earth (Princeton 
University Press, 2006). and in this 
amazing introduction that he wrote to the 
Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies 
(Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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