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This dissertation is an ethnographic study of contemporary lay Catholic missionaries who 

evangelize on college campuses in the U.S. With a case study of missionaries who work for 

Disciples in Relationship Evangelizing Catholic Together (DIRECT, a pseudonym), I study the 

relationship between young adult Catholic prayer and Catholic subjectivity in contemporary 

American religious life. DIRECT hires recent college graduates to spend at least two years 

evangelizing on college campuses around the country. These missionaries invite college students 

into “dynamically orthodox Catholicism”—a way of being Catholic that is loyal to the Vatican, 

committed to a personal relationship with Jesus, and well-versed in American popular culture.    

These millennial-generation Catholics embody and promote a post-Vatican II 

Catholicism that interweaves distinctly Catholic prayer forms like the rosary and the Mass with 

the methods of twentieth-century evangelical Protestants and the anxieties of contemporary 

middle-class young adulthood. They claim and propose Catholicism as uniquely able to 

overcome the perceived threats of secularism, relativism, and modernity. With a predominantly 

white, well-educated, and middle-class population, a carefully policed relationship with 

evangelical Protestants, and a savvy social media presence, DIRECT missionaries work to make 

Catholicism appealing to American college students. 

This dissertation intervenes in three bodies of literature: the academic study of prayer, 

American Catholic studies, and young adult religious identity. This work engages a burgeoning 

field of scholars studying prayer in its multiplicity. Prayer is the intersubjective practices 

whereby Catholic subjectivities were made, gendered, and challenged. As a contribution to the 



study of U.S. Catholicism, this dissertation argues that prayer forms like devotions to saints and 

Adoration and lectio divina are reimagined by missionaries into a millennial-generation 

Catholicism that is proudly distinct from, yet extremely conversant with, its twenty-first century 

American landscape. Finally, this work complicates sociologists’ claims about the nature of 

unencumbered young adults choosing religious identity. This research demonstrates that 

families, friends, and prayers inform and complicate the contours of millennials’ Catholic 

identity. 

This dissertation studies how prayer lives, shaped by social and historical contingencies, 

inform, shape, and redefine young adult Catholic subjectivities in—and for—the twenty-first 

century United States. 

 


