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Churches’ Mass appeal
Attendance has risen with services in different languages
BY CEDAR ATTANASIO AND CLAIRE GALVIN

Marcelo Meirelles, of Bridgeport, attends morning Mass in Brazilian Portuguese with his daughters
Joyce, 11, left, and Julie Meirelles, 7, at St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Church in Bridgeport last week.
A number of Catholic churches in the area have seen attendance gains as they offered services in
languages other than English.
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Worshippers take part in the morning Mass, held in Brazilian
Portuguese, at St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Church in Bridgeport
last Sunday.
Brian A. Pounds / Hearst Connecticut Media

BRIDGEPORT — Stained-glass gospel scenes stretch to the ceiling. Parishioners fill a quarter of the pews.
Stations of the Cross, each titled with an ornate caption in English, ring the walls of St. Charles Borromeo
Church.

The Mass, however, is in Spanish. It’s the fourth service of the day conducted in a language other than
English at this brimming Bridgeport church.

Pastors held a Haitian Creole Mass at 7:30 a.m. ; there will be another in the early evening. At 10:30 a.m., it
was Brazilian Portuguese speakers saying “and also with you” to the priest.

Father Francisco Gomez-Franco, who is from Mexico, belts a sermon in Spanish and performs the liturgy.
He announces community events. Today, he's trying to keep it short, but usually he paraphrases things in
English for the minority of the crowd who attend with their families, but don't speak Spanish perfectly.

Gomez reminds teens in secular public schools and their parents that they must attend religious classes.
He’s only talking about a small percentage of families, he stresses, but there are some kids coming up for
Holy Communion “who wouldn’t know how to say an ‘Our Father’ or a ‘Hail Mary.’ ”

Father Gomez is not talking about the Jimenez family, who have three children helping with the Mass.

“I’m basically the leader because I’ve been serving since I was 8 years old. I’m 15,” said Kairyn Jimenez,
who speaks both English and Spanish.

Kairyn is one of dozens of American-born children at the Mass with their foreign-born parents. These
families may be helping their church defy regional and national trends.

The number of Americans who identify as Catholic has shrunk in recent years, and Connecticut leads the
nation in that decline.

In 2007, 23.9 percent of Americans identified as Catholic, according to a nationwide survey conducted by
the Pew Research Center. By 2014, that share had fallen to 20.8 percent.

Connecticut showed the sharpest decline of the 50 states — 10 percent.

The Pew Religious Landscapes Studies were conducted in 2007 and 2014 via telephone interviews with
more than 35,000 Americans.



In Bridgeport, affiliation is also down, with 11 percent fewer families registered with parishes in 2015 that
2010.

That decline does not necessarily mean a drop in faith. Families could be moving to other parishes, for
example.

What’s interesting is that while the number of families is down, mass attendance is up two percent, based
on a survey conducted by the Fairfield County diocese.

At St. Charles, Mass attendance grew 37 percent between 2010 and 2015, based on the survey. It’s the
sharpest increase in the area.

Masses in other languages cohere families and cater to the preferences of individual worshippers. Like
Kairyn, Angel Luis and Alcantara came with at least one parent who had immigrated to the United States
from South America.

“I feel comfortable,” said Angel, 26, a heating and cooling mechanic born in Venezuela. “I like that (there
are other masses) because not everyone speaks English.”

Many parishioners of St. Charles do speak English. Yet their children interact as part of a larger community
that bridges linguistic divides.

Those religious classes? They are mixed; as were most youth group outings over the summer.

“My friend goes to the English language Mass, because she (only) speaks English,” said Luis, 16, a U.S.-
born junior at Fairchild Wheeler Interdistrict Magnet school, adding that during Christmas and other church
events, all of the congregations come together. “It gets pretty full and everyone is here.”

The Pew study showed that the Catholic church is not the only major denomination to shrink in recent
years. Americans identifying themselves as adherents to one of the mainline Protestant denominations
shrank by 3.4 percent from 2007 to 2014, and evangelical Protestants by just under 1 percent.

Christians overall decreased from 78.4 percent to 70.6 percent of the population, a net decline of 5 million
people. The drop was visible across demographic categories, including age, race, sex and educational level,
but was particularly pronounced among younger age groups.

Non-Christians, including Jews, Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus, saw an increase of 1.2 percent, with
Muslims accounting for nearly half of that total.

The number of Americans who describe themselves as “unaffiliated,” including atheists, agnostics or
“nothing in particular,” climbed 6.7 percent.

The Bridgeport Diocese’s director of strategic and pastoral planning, Patrick C. Turner, is aware of the
challenges nationwide, and is part of a team helping local parishes react to shrinking membership in some
areas.

In the Trumbull/Monroe parish, mass attendance was down 10 percent between 2010 and 2016, from
5,705 in 2011 to 5,161 in 2015. Stamford has seen a drop of 16 percent and Fairfield 10 percent.

“The Diocese is currently undertaking a pastoral planning process in all 82 parishes,“ he told Hearst
Connecticut Media via email. “The process is designed for each parish to identify strengths and challenges
and lay out pastoral priorities for the next two years. These challenges are based on the year-long Synod
process that Bishop Caggiano undertook shortly after his arrival here.”



Turner, who provided the local statistics used in this article, cautions against any monolithic conclusions.
The Mass attendance census represents only a few days per year, and there is migration between churches, he
explained.

There are plenty of exceptions to the trends.

For example, St. Catherine of Siena parish has seen a 38 percent increase in weekend Mass attendance,
from 1,139 in 2011 to 1,571 in 2015.

That’s in Trumbull, where numbers are down on average. While the church offers four masses on Sunday,
none of them are offered in a language other than English, according to its website.

A common theme in Christian religious texts is for something cruel to happen in the Old Testament, only
for it to be redeemed, smoothed out if you will, in the New Testament.

“Eye for an eye” (Exodus 21:24) gives way to “turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:48).

Likewise, residents of the Old Testament world scattered around the world and condemned to speak
different languages come together in the world of the New Testament.

“Suddenly a sound like a mighty rushing wind came from heaven (...) and they were all filled with the Holy
Spirit and began to speak in other tongues (...),” reads Acts 2:2-8 of the Modern English Version of the text.

Anecdotally, it appears that Bridgeport-area churches attract more of the faithful, more of the time, when
the “rushing wind” is “in other tongues.” Historically, immigrant groups have overlapped and taken each
other’s places in city neighborhoods. At St. Charles, it started with Italians, and then Puerto Ricans.

“They held the first Mass in my brother’s house,” said Raul Ruiz, choir co-director and saxophonist, says of
his early involvement in the church in the 1970s.

In the nave, Ruiz’s saxophone joins maracas, a shaker, bongos and three singers that share a very
Caribbean sound with the congregation. Each of the other services — Brazilian Portuguese, English, and
Haitian Creole — have their own bands with their own cultural takes on instrumentation.

Puerto Ricans and Spanish-speaking immigrants, he explained, took charge of fundraising in the 1970s and
1980s to save the church’s foundation, literally. Over the past 15 years, he said affectionately, more Brazilians
are stepping up, filling pews and organizing major church events that others managed in the past.

Through the ebb and flow of changing demographics, St. Charles has served American-born parishioners as
well as immigrants and their families. It not only keeps the church alive but allows generations with complex
identities like Luis and Kairyn to express a particular facet of their true selves.

Bicultural identity isn’t just what’s on the outside. It's more than a flag waving in front of an Olympic match
or parade, or a few words or recipes that have handed down from Grandma. For Kairyn, it’s an identity that
touches the soul, perhaps summed up in one short sentence.

“I prefer to pray in Spanish,” she said.


