
LOOKING TO SUNDAY® 
 

Sunday, October 13, 2013 
This email, entitled Looking to Sunday®, focuses on the Gospel Reading for the coming Sunday. 
It prepares readers to hear God’s Word at Mass and it offers a point of reflection to consider in 

the days leading to Sunday. Looking to Sunday is written by Father Tom Iwanowski. 
 

EMPTY PEW SYNDROME 
 

The empty nest syndrome is the feeling of sorrow and loneliness that some parents experience 
when their children leave home. The house, the “nest,” is not filled as it once was. While priests 
do not experience the empty nest syndrome, they certainly are experiencing an empty pew 
syndrome as fewer and fewer Catholics make Sunday Mass part of their week.  
 

During the past decades the number of Catholics attending Sunday Mass has dropped 
dramatically. Today less than 25% of Catholics attend Mass each Sunday, down from almost 
75% in the 1950s. 
 

Many explanations have been proposed to account for this decline in attendance. They include: 
the increasing secularism in American society; media bias and hostility to religion; reports of 
sexual abuse by clergy and the failure of church authorities to act; the breakdown of the family; 
the removal of religion from civic life; the scheduling of sporting events and other youth 
activities on Sunday mornings; the ever increasing demands of work that now invade the 
weekend; the lessening of societal pressure to be religiously involved; the loss of traditional 
values; the failure of the Church to preach the Gospel in a way that relates to today’s world; 
and the list could go on. 
 

But perhaps a significant cause for the decrease in the number of Catholics at Sunday Mass 
might be found in this Sunday’s Gospel (Luke 17:11-19). There ten men suffering from leprosy 
approach Jesus seeking his help. Jesus responds by sending them to the priests whose duty it 
was to determine who was afflicted with leprosy and who was healed.  
 

On their way, all ten men are miraculously made clean, but only one man, identified as a 
Samaritan, returns to Jesus to thank him.  
 

Jesus remarks, “Ten were cleansed, were they not? Where are the other nine? Has none but 
this foreigner returned to give thanks to God?" By implication, the other nine men must have 
been Jews. 
 

Perhaps the Samaritan returned to Jesus because he was so amazed at what occurred. Rather 
than ignoring and shunning him as would be expected, this young Jewish rabbi cured him. The 
Samaritan had cried out with the rest, but he did not expect to be treated like the others for 
Samaritans were despised because of their pagan ancestry and their imperfect adherence to 
Jewish ritual and law. For the Jews there were no “good Samaritans.” 
 

On the other hand, the other nine may have had some expectation that their plea would heard. 
Their cure was wonderful, but perhaps they saw it as something to which they were entitled. 
They asked. Jesus responded. And well he should have for they were descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob; they were part of God’s Chosen People. Perhaps it was this sense of 
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entitlement that blinded them to their obligation to return and to give thanks to the one who 
had cured them. 
 

Today many people, like those nine men of in the Gospel, have a sense of entitlement. They 
feel deserving and entitled to the blessings and good fortune that come their way in life. They 
complain to God when something goes wrong, but they fail to give thanks to God when things 
go right. 
 

The more people feel entitled, the more they think of themselves as “chosen” and special, the 
less they feel a need to come to Mass and to give thanks to God. The more entitled people feel, 
the more empty pews there are on Sunday. 
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