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INTRODUCTION 
 
Two years ago, we walked into the back room of an Irish pub in Dorchester, Massachusetts. 
The room was filled with a group of Catholics eager to discuss Catholic identity in higher 
education.  We found seats among women who could have been our grandmothers—
women who experienced the renewal of the Second Vatican Council as adults. Some left 
their habits at the convent, many opened doors for Catholic women in theological education, 
and all found themselves attending Mass in the vernacular. We also sat down among women 
who could have been our mothers—women who weaned themselves from the Baltimore 
Catechism, reacted to Humanae Vitae, and encouraged their daughters to become altar boys. 
Yet only a few members of that first generation of girl altar servers sat among us, and we 
wondered why we didn’t hear more women our age talking about being Catholic. 
 
In front of us, a woman with kind eyes and graying hair wondered aloud why young people 
aren’t at Mass, aren’t really acting very Catholic. To our left, a woman in her fifties looked at 
us and wondered where young Catholics go after they graduate from Catholic colleges. A 
woman who didn’t catch our eyes asked, Why don’t they get it? They have to be patient with 
the church. They need to stay and make the changes we haven’t been able to make. 
 
It’s hard to find the right words when asked to speak for an entire population. So, mostly, 
we didn’t say much. At one point, Jen talked about the need for more engaging catechesis, 
but the conversation quickly returned to worried anecdotes about absent-from-the-pews 
young adult Catholics. We sat there quietly, listening. 
 
After two hours of saying very little, we were anything but quiet on the subway ride home. 
Why, we wanted to know, is Mass attendance the trademark of Catholic identity? Why not 
include a commitment to social justice or service work? And was there a misconception in 
the room that because we grew up after Vatican II, we didn’t grow up memorizing prayers 
or learning Catholic guilt? 
 
We walked off the subway and, for the next couple months, kept wondering: What makes us 
say “I’m Catholic,” especially when so many of our Catholic grade school friends no longer 
do? How do young women describe Catholic identity? How do we express our Catholicism? 
How would conversations like the one in Dorchester be different if young women had a 
significant voice? We have spent our Catholic lives learning from the experiences of Vatican 
II Catholics; what could these older Catholics learn from our experiences? 
 
Our generation is the first to come of age without any experiences of pre–Vatican II 
Catholicism, and that makes us a bit of an anomaly to older Catholics who knew popes 
before John Paul II and can’t imagine grade school Masses in English. Our Catholicism 
looks different from the Catholicism of women who grew up in the 1950s or 1960s. Nuns 
no longer surround us in our Catholic grade schools and we are invited to lead parts of 
liturgies. We grew up with first reconciliations rather than first confessions, and parish 
musicians played guitars, not just pipe organs. Our Catholic identity—filled with an 



appreciation for Catholic spirituality, supported by experiences of Mass in the vernacular, 
and flush with high expectations for the roles of women—is unprecedented in the history of 
American Catholicism. 
 
Yet, as it did on the previous generation’s women, being Catholic is having a powerful 
impact on our lives. Catholic social teaching is the reason many women decide to commit 
themselves to lives of service. A lifelong appreciation of the depth of the Catholic tradition 
inspires a new generation of scholars to work for change from within the institution. Despite 
the church’s position on gay marriage, the pull of Catholic identity keeps lesbians attending 
Mass. And a realization that Catholicism can be written into our DNA, ingrained in our 
bones, is part of why Catholic women called to priesthood have not become Episcopalians. 
 
This collection—twenty-nine memoirs about being Catholic and young and a woman written 
by authors born in the 1970s and 1980s—is our attempt to explore these often conflicting, 
sometimes complementary realities. 

 
 


