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The Future Church: How Ten Trends Are Revolutionizing the Catholic Church--- John 

Allen Jr. ( Doubleday, 2009) 469 pp. 

 Every few years a book—frequently enough, a book in sociology of religion-- 

appears which is somewhat indispensable to understand what is happening in the Catholic 

church. John Allen is the premier Vaticanologist among American journalists. Many may 

know his column, “ All Things Catholic” found regularly on line or  on the pages of  The 

National Catholic Reporter. Allen uses the best of sociological data to map ten trends 

which he argues are or will revolutionize the Catholic Church as a world-wide entity in 

the twenty-first century. 

 To make his cut as a trend (  something which no one can really deny is going to 

effect Catholicism greatly)  he proposes the following criteria: ( 1) The trend has to be 

global—not just found in North America or only Europe, but in the world-wide church. 

(2) Secondly, the proposed trend has to have significant impact at the Catholic grassroots; 



 2 

(3) There has to be evidence that the official leadership of the church is engaged in the 

issues which fall under the trend. “ If the church is to move in the direction the trend 

suggests, it can’t be something that officialdom would rule out on principle or that in 

practice it’s likely to ignore.”  (4) The trend must have explanatory power. “ A trend 

shouldn’t be a single issue or cause, but rather a broad category within which disparate 

pieces of the Catholic puzzle can be assembled.” ( 5) The trend has to have some 

predictive power. “ That is, understanding the current should help anticipate where the 

Church might go on a variety of fronts, even if the details of how the trend might work 

itself out are open-ended and dependent on a number of contingent factors.” Trends can 

not just be ripped from today’s headlines. ( 6)  A trend should not be ideological. “ It 

shouldn’t imply a judgment about what’s happening in the Church. Rather, it should 

describe a current that Catholics of all theological outlooks and political persuasions 

should be able to recognize, even if they might draw very different conclusions about its 

meaning or what to do about it.”. On the basis of these criteria, Allen ably discusses what 

he calls ten master trends in present day world Catholicism and suggests probable or, at 

least, likely scenarios based on them. I will now, briefly, list his ten master trends. 

(1)  A World Church:    The English writer Hilaire Belloc famously asserted at the 

beginning of the twentieth century that “ the faith is Europe and Europe is the faith:. By 

the end of the twentieth century ( given conversions, differential birth rates and 

demography) 65.5 percent of the Catholic population lives in Asia, Africa and Latin 

America.  In 2000, of the top ten countries in Catholic population in the world, the top 

four were outside Europe ( Brazil, Mexico, The United States and the Philippines).  Six 

of the top ten were outside Europe. Projections for 2050 predict that, by then, the top ten 
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Catholic countries will include eight which are outside Europe, which will include the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo ( 97 million Catholics). Uganda ( 56 million) and 

Nigeria. Only France and Italy ( as number seven and eight) will rank in the top ten.  

In Asia, in 2007 there were 350 million Christians compared to 372 Buddhists. By 2010 

it is predicted that there will be more Christians in Asia than Buddhists. 

 Southern Christianity is generally morally conservative ( on issues such as 

abortion, same-sex marriage, etc.) but politically liberal.  Southern bishops, priests and 

laity are: skeptical about capitalism and globalization; wary about the global influence of 

the United States; Pro-Palestinian and, by implication, sometimes critical of Israel; pro-

United Nations; Anti-War; in favor of a robust role for the state in the economy; quite 

green, favoring strong protections for the environment.  Eventually, as these numbers 

percolate through the world church, more leadership will come from Southern 

hemisphere Catholics. They will bring new issues and interests to the world church.  

Thus, they are more likely to be concerned about polygamy than same-sex marriage; they 

are more open to the miraculous; to combating witchcraft; to a reintroduction, on a larger 

scale, of exorcism against the devil or witchcraft; on an inculturation of the faith to their 

own culture.. The churches in the south will be young and optimistic, compared to an 

aging population in Europe and parts of North America. They will strongly support 

Catholic social teaching about combating poverty; working for equitable and fair 

development; opposing war; supporting environmental issues. They will tip the Vatican 

in a certain direction. Not all American Catholics—of left or right—will be supportive of 

that direction. 
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(2) Evangelical Catholicism—by this term, Allen intends to stress how some 

forces, within the world church, are working strenuously to build up a “ movement of 

distinct Catholic identity”, stressing their difference from other religions or secularity. 

These forces call for Catholicism to be uncompromisingly and unabashedly itself, more 

interested in evangelizing culture than accommodating it. Many younger Catholics these 

days sympathize with this movement, “ to build a fence and a clear identity around 

Catholicism”.  They did not grow up in a church where a Catholic identity could be 

simply taken for granted.  Increasingly, arguments will either be rooted in a strong sense 

of Catholic identity or they will go nowhere. The danger, of course, is that this trend 

could give rise to a kind of inner-Catholic polarized ‘tribalism’ with the church 

fragmented into progressive, conservative, charismatic etc. Catholics, each in their own 

enclave.  From the sector of evangelical Catholicism has arisen a new proliferation of 

apologetics or defense of the faith. In some ways, this form of theology may eclipse 

ecumenical theology. As the scholar, Robert Wilkin put it, in a 2004 address, for 

evangelical Catholics:” At this time in the Church’s history in the United States, it is less 

important to communicate the gospel to American culture than to rebuild the church’s 

distinctive culture.” 

(3) Islam:  Willy-nilly, Catholicism and Islam between them represent the bulk of 

religious people in our world. Dialogue with Islam ( particularly around an aggressive 

strategy of tit-for-tat religious freedoms— religious freedom for Islam in the west; equal 

freedom for Christianity in Moslem countries)  may eclipse the post-Vatican II 

preoccupation with dialogue with Judaism and Buddhism. But, extreme differences 

between Islam and Christianity can mask common concerns: a third-world concern for 
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justice, fair trade opportunities; debt relief. On a conservative moral agenda ( abortion 

and same-sex marriage) also Islam and Catholicism might find common cause. But in 

parts of Africa – especially Nigeria—one can expect clashes over issues of women’s right 

to an education; over attempts to impose Sharia law on Christians; on Catholic support 

for a separation of church and state.  

(4)  The New Demography: In the twenty-first century most European countries 

are facing an aging population, with dismal replacement rates through fertility. The third 

world is burgeoning. Immigration will be a hot button issue. There may arise among 

Catholics a major cleft, European versus American ( and the Southern hemisphere), a 

split on immigration.  In Europe, there will be a graying population with many challenges 

to the church to minister to, help, facilitate dignity for those who are aging.  

(5)  Expanding Lay Roles: Because of a priest shortage; because of new 

competition from lay-led Protestant sects in Latin America; because of the rise of some 

new lay movements in the church ( e.g. The New Catechumenate; Foculare; L’Arche 

communities caring for the disabled; The Community of San Egedio), all over the world -

church there will be an expansion of lay responsibility and ministerial roles in the church. 

They may look different in Latin America ( leader of a base community) than in the 

United States ( Pastoral Life coordinator responsible for parish life) but many new lay 

roles will expand and be experimented with. 

(6)  Pentecostalism: The fastest growing Christian movements in Latin America 

and Africa stem from Pentecostalism—a lay focused, emotional form of religion which 

highlights use of the whole body in worship, scripture and highly charged emotional 

music and swaying with the body. In responding to this threat, Catholic charismatics or 
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Pentecostals have been also growing apace. The World Christian database puts the 

number of Catholic charismatics world-wide at 120 million. They will be a force to 

contend with in the future church. 

(7)  Other Trends: (A) A Bio-Tech Revolution;  ( B) Ecology;  ( C) Multi-Polarism in 

World and Church  (D) Globalization 

 Allen rounds out his trends by lifting up revolutionary new technologies 

concerned with cloning ( of animals—For a Catholic, human cloning is forbidden); the 

genetic modification of crops; end-of-life issues; various forms of stem cell ( not all of 

them taken from embryos) research. The church will be kept busy throughout the coming 

century trying to understand, evaluate and assess the bio-tech revolutions and their 

impact on human dignity and respect for human life.   Issues of global warming, 

responsible and fair economic development, species depletion, loss of water resources 

will also make ecology a salient Catholic issue around the world church in the twenty-

first century. Importantly, in these debates, as Allen notes, “ the official Catholic 

approach to the environment insists upon linking ecology with social justice, and 

especially the welfare of the poor. “. There has been a noticeable greening of 

Catholicism. The Vatican has declared itself a carbon-neutral city state, offsetting its 

carbon footprint by plantings in a Hungarian forest.  

 Multi-Polarism refers to a new kind of world where—as during the Cold War—

the world is no longer bi-polar nor under American hegemony but where India, China, 

Brazil and Russia—possibly Turkey-- exert more influence on world debate and do not 

simply follow the bidding of the west or the United States. This too will have some 

impact on issues of inter-religious dialogue and Vatican diplomacy. In point of fact, 
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Catholicism was global before globalization occurred. It is all over the world and rooted 

deeply in many cultures and societies. It is uniquely situated to understand and try to 

foster a humane globalization. If it shows it is concerned really for the common good and 

not just its own institutional interests, the Catholic voice on a humane globalization could 

get quite a listening in a changed, multi-polar world. 

 As Allen argues, these trends do not, as such, determine how the church will react 

to them, shape them or be, itself, shaped by them. But all will be on the front-burner of 

action, reflection about the future of the church in the twenty-first century. Whether the 

church will rally its forces or be dispersed into competing tribal factions ( liberal versus 

conservative or traditionalist Catholics) is not certain. But, as Allen notes at the end of his 

splendid book: “ The raw truth is that Catholicism is enormously complex, often 

enormously ambivalent, and much of the time it lifts your soul and breaks your heart in 

roughly equal measure.”  

 Allen’s book is much richer in anecdote, statistics and telling detail—more 

interesting in predictions about probable or, at least, likely Catholic initiatives to face 

these ten trends-- than this brief review can capture. It would make an absolutely splendid 

text for a book discussion group in the parish. Where is our world heading ? What are 

likely Catholic responses to the new demography ? How should we evaluate those 

responses ( while not putting our head in the sand about what seem likely sociological 

trends, just because we don’t like what is happening in these trends). How do these trends 

effect our parish?  How might we understand them better in our own local context ? Read 

the book and ponder what you think the future church should look like! 


