
 Carlos Alberto Steil and Rodrigo Toniol  | 25

VOLUME 5 ISSUE 2 | SPRING 2021

as we have shown above, has produced neither a reduction in vocations nor an  
institutional retraction of the Catholic Church in society. 

Another difference worth mentioning is the destination of those who cease to 
declare themselves Catholic in the two countries. In France, those leaving Ca-
tholicism have swollen the ranks of those declaring themselves with no religion, 
now representing 50% of the population, while in Brazil they have migrated to 
Pentecostal religions (22%) with the numbers of those with no religion, though 
growing, representing just 8%.28 In both national contexts, though, the category of 
those with no religion tends to designate people unaffiliated to any specific religion 
(unchurched) rather than those who are entirely secularized. Today many of these 
people are followers of a lay spirituality, which is disseminating concomitantly with 
the institutional deregulation of religions and the autonomy of subjects in relation 
to specific religious traditions. 

The decline in the Catholic population in both contexts, albeit each with its own 
specificities, allows us to reiterate our interpretation that the crisis in Catholicism 
is an intrinsic part of a broader cultural process, one beyond the control of the 
Catholic Church over the loss of its congregations. But while the roots of the crisis 
are cultural, we need to recognize that “the relation between culture and religion,” 
as Sanchis reminds us, “it is not a simple or direct relation.”29 Thus, while we can 
affirm that the reduction in Catholic numbers coincides with the institutional cri-
sis of the Catholic Church in France, in Brazil such a direct coincidence is not 
observed. On the contrary, as we have aimed to show in this text, the Catholic 
Church in Brazil, as an institution, has expanded and become consolidated over 
recent decades, although it is simultaneously experiencing a crisis in its social and 
political recognition and legitimacy. It seems like we are facing, one more time, the 
bias and the epistemological inconsistency of Anglo-European interpretations to 
understand phenomenons on the global South. 

28	 In 1950, France had the same percentage as Brazil has today of people declaring themselves 
without any religion. Portier, “Les Mutations,”  201.

29	 Sanchis, “O Repto Pentecostal,” 53.
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As we have looked to demonstrate over the course of our discussion, the crisis in 
Catholicism is part of a much more extensive dilution of the conditions of repro-
duction and plausibility of the religious and cultural regime in which tradition-
al Catholicism operated until the second half of the twentieth century. The new 
regime, which became established with the process of modernization, reconfig-
ured the forms of religious belonging, as well as the ritual, aesthetic and moral 
practices, conferring individuals the right to opt personally for one path among 
the many that present themselves in a plural religious context. Catholic holism, 
which encompassed the diversity of religious manifestations, thus gave way to the 
emergence of a plural religious field in which differences became legitimate and 
desirable. Questions about whether and how to recognize such differences became 
focal points in disputes between religious actors and between them and other social 
fields, especially the political field.   
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The Good Friday service 
at the Chapel of Our 
Lady of Sorrows (das 
Dores da Santa Virgem 
Maria) in Ouro Preto, 
Brazil, attracts a more 
local, low-key crowd than 
the one in the center of 
town. Photo by Thomas 
M. Landy.


