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Faith in Flux

What U.S. Catholic Beliefs Mean for the Diaconate

By Terry Poplava, General Manager,
ACST Catholic

The Catholic Church in America
stands at a fascinating crossroads. Our
latest American Beliefs research shows
something we might not expect: faith is
rising in certain key areas, yet parish life
continues to face real challenges.

More Catholics today affirm belief in
Jesus’ resurrection and divinity than they
did just four years ago. Nearly seven in ten
say they have a personal relationship with
Jesus—a remarkable increase since 2021.
At the same time, however, more Catholics
say their faith does not require participa-
tion in a parish. Many have drifted from
Mass after the pandemic, while others
express distrust of organized religion or
church leaders.

For those of us who care deeply about
parish life, this paradox is both sobering
and hopeful. And for deacons in particu-
lar, it presents an opportunity.

A Faith that's Growing—But Apart
from the Parish

In the 2025 study, 49% of Catholics
strohgly agreed that Jesus rose from the
dead, compared to 44% in 2021. Belief
in His full divinity and humanity also in-
creased, as did the number of Catholics
describing a personal relationship with Je-
sus. These are heartening numbers. They
suggest that the Eucharistic Revival and
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renewed focus on the Real Presence have
borne fruit.

But the same survey shows that 71%
of Catholics believe faith in Jesus does not
require church participation. The number
of those who have simply “fallen out of the
habit” of Mass attendance now represents
one of the leading reasons for non-partic-
ipation.

This is where the deacon’s ministry be-
comes vital. You stand at the ambo, at the
baptismal font and in the hospital room,
in the parish hall and on the street. You are
ordained for service in both liturgy and

life. You can meet people where they are
and invite them back into the sacramental
life of the Church.

The Call for Warmth and Welcome

When Catholics are looking for a new
parish, their top desire is not programs or
technology. It is “warm and friendly en-
counters” Even more than sacramental
availability or quality sermons, Catholics
tell us they are seeking a place where they
are known and welcomed.

Deacons are uniquely positioned to
embody this welcome. You are often the

first face parishioners see at baptisms,
weddings, or funerals. You greet them at
the door, prepare them for sacraments,
and listen to their struggles. Your ministry
of presence—rooted in charity and hospi-
tality—may be the very thing that recon-
nects Catholics who feel disconnected
from the parish.

This “warmth” is not superficial. It re-
flects the deep truth that we were made
for community. The Catechism reminds us
that “the human person needs to live in so-
ciety” (CCC 1879). The deacon’s attentive
presence can be a sacramental sign of that
belonging

Tradition over Trend

Another striking finding: Catholics
strongly prefer a traditional liturgical ex-
perience over a contemporary one. This
has pastoral implications. Many parishes
are redesigning sanctuaries to highlight
sacred art, cruciform architecture, can-
dles, and icons, outward signs that point
to the mysteries of the Church and rever-
ence for the sacred.

For deacons, who assist at the altar
and proclaim the Gospel, the call is clear.
Reverence matters. The way you serve,
the way you chant the dismissal, the way
you handle the Book of the Gospels—all of
these communicate the sacredness of the
liturgy. Catholics are telling us they long
for that sense of awe.

Addressing Mistrust

Among the top reasons Catholics cite
for not attending Mass: religion is too fo-
cused on money, church leaders cannot be
trusted, and religious people are too judg-
mental. These are not easy perceptions to
overcome.

But deacons can help rebuild trust.
Deacons are men with one foot in the
sanctuary and one in the workplace. Many
serve while also working in secular profes-
sions, raising families, and living in neigh-
borhoods alongside the people they serve.
This closeness gives a deacon credibility
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and makes them relatable. When preach-
ing, teaching, or accompanying parishio-
ners, deacons carry both the authority of
their ordination and the authenticity of
their shared experience.

By listening well, preaching honest-
ly, and living transparently, deacons can
counteract some of the suspicion people
carry toward the Church.

Speaking into Social Concerns

The study also identifies what weighs
most heavily on Catholics outside of
church: finances, savings and retirement,
and immigration, especially among His-
panic Catholics. These concerns are not
distractions from parish life; they are cen-
tral to the lives of parishioners.

Deacons can make a difference by ac-
knowledging these realities in homilies,
in conversations after Mass, and in min-
istries of charity and justice. To preach
about the Gospel while ignoring the finan-
cial anxieties or immigration struggles of
parishioners risks creating distance. To
address them with compassion and wis-
dom creates connection.

The Deacon’s Opportunity

Taken together, the data paints a pic-
ture of “faith in flux” Personal belief is
strengthening, but parish participation is
fragile. People seek both reverence in litur-
gy and warmth in community. They long
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for Jesus, yet sometimes at a distance from
His Church.

For the deacon, this moment is an invi-
tation. Your ministry at the altar can help
restore reverence. Your ministry of service
can rebuild trust. Your ministry of pres-
ence can offer the warmth people crave.
And your preaching can bridge the Gospel
to the pressing concerns of daily life.

The Catholic Church in America needs
deacons who can stand at these intersec-
tions—faith and doubt, reverence and wel-
come, church and world. You are there not
only to serve, but to help the faithful see
that their personal relationship with Jesus
finds its fullest expression in the commu-
nity gathered around the Eucharist.

The data may reveal contradictions,
but in the contradictions lies your mission.

Terry Poplava serves as General Manager,
ACST Catholic. As a cradle Catholic, his faith
was lukewarm until he was confronted by the
intense challenge and commitment he heard
in the message about Stewardship. “What

do I own and what owns me?” which led

him to executive roles at Our Sunday Visitor
and Catholic Leadership Institute before his
current focus on serving the Catholic Church
at ACS Technologies. Terry has extensive expe-
rience working with churches across the US,,
supporting their planning, stewardship, and
engagement efforts.
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