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population projections  I I I I I
Our population is aging and we are seeing a 
considerable increase in the number of people age 
55 and older. Per Meitler, “The population ages 65 
and older will grow by more than 50 percent, offer-
ing a pool of talent with years of service available. 
This population will tend to stay in place more than 
younger generations, and will tend to have a fixed 
income. There is a window of time to engage 
and serve this age cohort while their 
numbers are growing and before 
they reach a more elderly stage 
of life.”

The lack of economic opportu-
nity is causing a migration of 

our younger people. This is affecting the future of 
our cities and towns, and of course, our parishes 
as well. Per Meitler, “Age cohorts with children 
and families, particularly the group ages 35 to 
49, are declining across the diocese.” Consistent 
with their decline is a decline among school-age 
children. For many counties, young people tend 

to leave upon reaching adulthood, again, 
driven by economics. The outmigra-

tion of young people has a negative 
impact on employers who face a 
shrinking labor force; this, in turn, 
has a negative impact on 
school districts.

Among the additional topics 
to be covered in future reports:
•	Worship and the sacraments
•	Mass attendance
•	Catholic education
•	How we carry out our mission today
•	Parish resources through collections/giving 
•	Different parish structures and what they mean
•	Number of clergy past/present/future
•	Number of lay professionals
•	Ratios of clergy to people and lay professionals 
   to people
•	Key indicators of a vibrant parish
•	Key indicators of a healthy school

• One-third of Catholics in the Diocese of Erie are 
not registered in a parish, or about 80,000 persons.  

• The number of Catholic households registered in 
parishes declined 16 percent, or 11,529 households 
from 2004 to 2014.

•  Across the diocese, almost 40 percent of parishes 
indicated a very small change or no change in 

  registered households, so the significant decline 
has been among 74 parishes/missions out of a 
total 137 parishes/missions.

•	 In the Diocese of Erie from 1995 to 2014, two new 
parishes were created through mergers, 10 parish-
es ceased to exist through mergers, four existing 

  parishes were renamed as part of a merger and 
eight church buildings were closed and are no 

  longer used for worship.

•	 The average parish size in the diocese is 437 
   registered households. There are 14 parishes with 

more than 1,000 households and 24 parishes/
  missions with less than 100 households.

                   catholic Statistics what’s next?

JOIN THE DISCUSSION All parishioners in the Diocese of 
Erie are invited to take the survey now available at 
www.meitler.com/erie. The data collected from this effort 
will be a key component of the parish listening aspect of 
pastoral planning. STAY INFORMED Please visit 
www.ErieRCD.org/planning.asp for ongoing updates 
about the pastoral planning process.

+/-

This is the first in a four-part series of bulletin inserts
 providing an overview of recent data collected about the 
Diocese of Erie through the pastoral planning process.



At a glance Facts and figures about the Diocese of Erie
An introduction to the data

The Diocese of Erie has engaged in pastoral 
planning to strengthen parish ministries, enhance the 
life of parishes and schools, make the church more 
responsible as a steward of limited resources and 
create a stronger, more viable and capable church to 
carry out the mission of Jesus Christ.

Smart planning 
requires good data.
Over the next few 
weeks, the 
Diocese of Erie 
will release the 
relevant data 
that has been 
compiled by the 
Meitler firm with 
the highest level of 
reliability possible.
 
Data tells a story: the story of how we are changing, 
how the environment around us is changing, and who 
is in the communities where we live and 
minister. The data will provide an objective and 
sober assessment of the current situation and a look 
at the future in terms of how demographics of 
communities and parishes could change.

Extensive data was collected and analyzed from many 
sources in the diocese and the broader community. 
Information was collected directly from parishes and 
schools through a data form all parishes and schools 
were asked to complete. Interviews were conducted 
with many Catholic leaders and feedback was 
solicited through a series of kick-off meetings across 
the diocese. More information will be forthcoming 
from listening sessions, parishioner surveys and 
parish self-assessments. Taken together, this larger 
collection of information will be a vital resource for 
setting goals and making recommendations.

“Our goals are to revitalize our efforts at evangeliza-
tion, invigorate our ministry to all the poor and 
marginalized and proclaim the Gospel more effective-
ly to all, especially to our youth and the varied market-
places of our diocese,” Bishop Lawrence Persico says. 
Data informs all of these goals. It builds a common 
understanding of the current reality and poses many 
challenges and opportunities going forward.

The Diocese of Erie offers more 
than 90 ministries and services 
to people of all faiths through-
out its 13 counties. In its 2013 
annual report, Catholic Charities 
of the Diocese of Erie alone 
noted having served nearly 
78,000 children, adolescents, 
adults and seniors. While some 
people received multiple 
services, the outreach ranged 
from providing food and clothing 
to counseling and mental health 
services, social support services and 
assistance with transitional housing.

The generosity of the people of the Diocese of 
Erie continues to be an inspiration. Special collections 
for people affected by natural disasters consistently 
raise hundreds of thousands of dollars. In addition 
to their weekly offertory contributions, parishioners 
donate more than $6 million each year to the Catholic 
Services Appeal, supporting vital operations and out-
reach efforts for those in need.

Resources provided by the Catholic Church—
including schools which save Pennsylvanians more 
than $50 million in taxes each year—are vital assets in 
their communities.

But it’s not just treasure: People give of their talent and 
time as well. Faith magazine and FaithLife news-

paper are filled with stories 
of people whose volunteer 
efforts are nothing short of 
heroic. Whether it’s the men 
and women of Sacred Heart 
Parish in St. Marys who have 
raised over $1.5 million through 
their renowned bake sales, cate-
chists in every parish dedicated 
to passing on the faith, the sisters 
of the Community of Anawim 
serving the working poor through 
their free medical clinic in French-
ville, or deacons meeting with the 
incarcerated, the people in every 
corner of the Diocese of Erie are 

going above and beyond to serve their brothers and 
sisters in the name of Christ.

demographics  Population trends and their impact on the Diocese of Erie
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See HOMELESS, page 3

POPE QUOTEINSPIRING WORDS FROM POPE FRANCIS “I distrust a charity that costs nothing and does not hurt.”

Win The Ten Commandments6-disc Blu-Ray & DVD combo set

SEARCH this edition of FaithLife for the hidden answer  
to this question:
 Q: WHAT DID MOSES PART?  YOU MUST TELL US THE ARTICLE IN   

 WHICH YOU FIND THE ANSWER. 

One entry per person. If there are multiple winners, the 

names will be put in a random drawing. The winner will 

be announced in the March 9, 2014 edition of FaithLife. 

Employees of St. Mark Catholic Center are not eligible 

to participate.
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HERMITAGE—Bishop Lawrence Persico visited kindergartners at Blessed John Paul II Elementary School in 

Hermitage during Catholic Schools Week in January.

Tykes talk to bishop

Lenten practicesand regulations The season of  Lent begins this year on Ash 
Wednesday, March 5, and concludes when the Pas-
chal Triduum of  the Passion, Death and Resurrec-
tion of  the Lord begins at the start of  the Evening 
Mass of  the Lord's Supper on Holy Thursday eve-
ning, April 17, 2014. Traditional Lenten practices of  PRAYER, 

FASTING and ALSMGIVING and other forms 
of  self-denial are recommended most warmly by the 
church. Daily Mass is particularly encouraged. 

Lenten observances: n ASH WEDNESDAY, ALL FRIDAYS IN 
LENT and GOOD FRIDAY are days of absti-
nence from meat for those 14 years of age 
and older. 
n ASH WEDNESDAY AND GOOD FRIDAY 
are also days of fasting for those ages 18 to 
58 inclusive. (On these days, those bound by 
the law of fasting may take one full meal. Two 
smaller meals, sufficient to maintain strength 
according to one’s needs, are also permitted. 
Eating between meals is not permitted, but liq-
uids including milk and fruit juices are allowed. 
When health or work is seriously affected, the 
law does not oblige.) 

Email your answer to: faithlife@ErieRCD.org 
by March 2, 2014.

FaithLife
 Holy Redeemer Parish in Warren wants 
to get new carpeting in a meeting room 
this year and also replace the block-long 
concrete sidewalk outside the front of  the 
church on Pennsylvania Avenue. Both proj-
ects likely will happen—with no debt ac-
crued—as long as parishioners keep giving 
to the church the way they have for several 
years.
 “The people here just love the church. 
Anything that needs to be done, they just 
do it,” says Virginia Swoger, 78, a longtime 
parishioner with her husband, Pete, 80.
 For the past 12 years, the Swogers have 
served as the chair-couple of  the annual 
Catholic Services Appeal at Holy Redeem-
er. And for about as long, the parish has 
exceeded its annual diocesan assessment by 
200 to 300 percent. “Holy Redeemer always exceeds its goal, 

like many parishes, but it is the one that rais-
es the most over what it is assessed,” says 
Bill Grant, director of  stewardship and an-
nual giving for the Diocese of  Erie. The Catholic Services Appeal has been 

used by the diocese for more than 30 years 
to assist in outreach to the people of  the 13 
counties of  northwestern Pennsylvania. The 
appeal generates 48.1 percent of  the total 
diocesan income, which is used in various 
ministries: schools, administration, clergy 
formation, communication and evangeliza-
tion.
 But asking people for money, especially 
in light of  a difficult economy, can be a chal-
lenge. The Swogers, however, are commit-
ted for the long haul. Their special brand 
of  fundraising and the commitment of  the 
people to their parish have spelled success.
 “I guess giving to the church is one of  the 
priorities,” Pete Swoger says. The Swogers, who have been parishio-

ners at Holy Redeemer for nearly 40 years, 

2014 Catholic Services Appeal begins in Diocese of Erie

Warren parish raises 200% to 300% over assessment every year

have gathered a force of  about 40 people 
to make personal phone calls asking fellow 
parishioners to contribute to the Catholic 
Services Appeal. Years ago, the calls were 
harder to make, but now people have simply 
grown used to hearing the phone ring at this 

 Like most people in the diocese, 
parishioners at Holy Redeemer give 
anywhere from a small amount to 
into the thousands. However, the 
number of  families that participate 
at the Warren parish is more than 
most. About half  of  the estimated 
600 families make a pledge.

 Bill Grant is looking to increase 
the numbers of  families who partici-pate in the appeal this year. The av-erage participation rate in diocesan 

parishes is 31 percent. “We’d like to see an increase not 
only in terms of  dollars but in en-gagement,” Grant says. The Catholic Services Appeal 

goal this year is $3.9 million. One 
hundred percent of  what parishes 

raise over their individual assess-ments stays in the parish. The 2012 
appeal raised a record amount: 
about $6 million. That meant $2 mil-lion stayed in the 117 parishes of  the 

diocese.
 Bishop Lawrence Persico says 
it’s no coincidence that the Catholic 
Services Appeal is launched every 
year before Lent, a time of  prayer, 
fasting and almsgiving.

www.ErieRCD.org/CSA.asp  See a 10-minute video message from Bishop Lawrence Persico as well as the stories of many who have benefited from Catholic Services Appeal dollars.

The 2014 Catholic Services Appeal theme 
is, “Serving God by Serving Others — 
United in the Spirit of Love."

HINTS: n	The answer is not in any ads.  
 n	Consider a play on words.

time of  the year. “For the most part, people are ready to 
pledge when we call them anyway,” Pete 
Swoger says. “But I attribute the success 
of  our appeal to the personal contact. It’s a 
tad easier to say ‘yes’ when you’re talking to 
somebody.”

Mary SolbergFaithLife
 At 51, Jim is homeless and on dis-
ability. One night—during this end-
lessly long frigid winter—he found 
himself  on a cot at St. Joseph/Bread 
of  Life Parish in Erie. “I like to read about rock stars,” 

Jim said as he flipped through the 
pages of  No Regrets, the 2011 biogra-
phy of  Ace Frehley, the former lead 
guitarist and founding member of  
the rock band KISS. No Regrets seems to be a fitting 

book for the surroundings…not be-
cause the 30 homeless people who 
found shelter at the parish this Janu-
ary night don’t have regrets. They 
have plenty of  them. But like Frehley, 
so many homeless find themselves in 
desperate situa-tions because of  bad decisions. Unlike rock stars, though, the es-timated 1,500 home-less people in Erie County are faceless and nameless. Jim, for example, chose not to give his last name. He was one of  about 62 peo-

ple who found refuge from the sub-
zero temperatures for two weeks this 
winter at St. Joseph/Bread of  Life, 
located near W. 24th and Sassafras 
streets in Erie. The parish opened its doors as 

part of  Community Shelter Services’ 
overnight overflow shelter project. 
Local churches take turns providing 
dinner, breakfast, a bed and, mostly, 
warmth. With so many homeless 
people wandering the streets, particu-

larly in the cold weather, the need is great.
 “We have volunteers from all denominations,” said Bob Schell, a chaplain with Community Shelter Services. “We’re all coming togeth-er to work for Christ.” Besides St. Joseph/Bread of  Life, other Catholic parishes that have been involved in the over-flow shelter service this winter are St. Patrick, which helped the Rus-sian Orthodox Church of  the Nativity in De-cember and in February, and St. John Parish, which is sched-uled to host March 12-26. According to Nancy Murray, pastoral minister at St. Joseph/Bread of  Life, there were an average of  30 to 35 homeless people who stayed per night in the parish gym-nasium from Jan. 29 to Feb. 11. At least half  of  the parish’s 512 fami-lies volunteered in some capacity to make it a success. Workers opened the doors for dinner every day at 7:30 p.m. and closed at 7 a.m. after breakfast. Pa-

rishioners volunteered to work one of  three shifts: 7 to 11 p.m., 11 p.m. to 3 a.m., and 3 a.m. to 7 a.m. Murray worked the first shift, but always returned the next day at 5:30 a.m. to prepare break-fast and help with the departure of  guests.
 Living on four hours of  sleep 

per night for two weeks, Murray 
said, “I am so exhausted that I can’t 
even stand up, but that’s OK. It’s a 
very nice exhaustion.” Murray actually was inspired to 

undertake the project last year when 
Community Shelter Services asked 

Catholic parishesoffer food,warmth

HOMELESS

Photo by Mary Solberg

The frigid temperatures in the region this winter have forced many homeless people to search for overnight shelter. 

Here, people wait to be welcomed inside the social center of St. Joseph/Bread of Life Church in Erie.

Photo by Mary Solberg

Jim, a guest at the overnight shelter at St. Joseph/Bread of Life Parish, 

Erie, reads No Regrets in the warmth of his cot.

I see that these people are God's children, just like I am.”
 — Deanna Baker   Parishioner    St. Joseph/Bread of Life

“

“Let us remember the three key words for living in peace and joy in the family: 
Please, thank you and I’m sorry.”   – Pope Francis, 2013 Feast of the Holy Family 

Rosaries and holy cards, 
statues and medals: 

what do I do with religious 
articles I no longer need?

Work life: I’m short and 
it’s affecting my career! 

Turning a perceived 
weakness into a strength

Special Report: The 
canonizations of Pope John 
Paul II and Pope John XXIII

“It’s never too late, 
guys!”He played for the Saints and the 

‘49ers. He coached the Bears 
and the Saints. Now he’s all about 
reaching a different sort of goal.

Danny Abramowicz insists, 

Becoming a
great parish

“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you. My love to all of you in Christ Jesus.
 – St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, 16:24

Y o u  c a n  g e t  t h e r e !

“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you. My love to all of you in Christ Jesus.
 – St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, 16:24

general population

836,164
The population of the 13 
counties that comprise the 
Diocese of Erie, down from 
874,957 in 2000 (Source: P.A. 
State Data Center and U.S. Census Bureau)

26%
of the population self identifies as 
Catholic, higher than the national 
average of 19%. In Erie County, it’s 
34% while Elk County is 70%
(Source: 2010 U.S. Religion Census, Association 
of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies)

11
Projections indicate 
the Diocese of Erie as a 
whole will see  little population growth 
over the next 20 years, perhaps 
4 percent over the entire period. 
The two counties with notable growth in number of persons are Erie County, 
forecast to grow by 25,000 persons over 20 years, and Mercer County, forecast 
to grow by 4,700 persons over 20 years. Four other counties are projected to 
have further shrinkage in their populations and five other counties are 
projected to see very small growth.
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10,167 square miles in the Diocese of Erie
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of the 13 counties that comprise the Diocese of Erie lost 
population from 2000-2010. Erie County was an exception, 
holding mostly steady.

THE DIOCESE OF ERIE: A snapshot

“                 Our goals 
        are to revitalize 
     our efforts...”
   Bishop Persico

319
Masses offered 
each Sunday

153
Average Mass
attendance

46,798
One-time seating capacity 
in all diocesan churches

			   2003-04          2013-14

Total population

Total Catholic
population

Registered Parish
households

Parishes

Missions

Church buildings

Active priests	

Retired/sick/absent
priests

Women religious

Deacons

Seminarians 

Infant Baptisms

First Communions

Confirmations 

Catholic students
(Preschool -12th grade)

religious education 
students

Marriages

Deaths

Offertory

Average weekend
mass attendance

874,057

225,934

71,491

126

19

159 (2005)

46
(2005)

476 (2007)

29

24
(2005)

1,801

2,455

2,194

9,051  
(2009)

14,944

797

2,660

$27,108,735

65,858  
(2006)

	

	

	

836,164

225,000

59,962

117

20

142

121 (2015)

53
(2015)

295

63

14

1,033

1,527

1,411

7,961 

10,466

502

2,360

$28,506,318

48,696 

	

	

-16%

projected: 36 
(2025)

-43 %

-38 %

-36 %

-12% in 6 
years 

-30%

-37%

-11%

+5%

-26%

	

(additional 6 
studying in Erie 
for other dioceses)


