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 First, congratulations to the Unitarian Church of Montreal on your 175th anniversary. That is 

an impressive achievement. I want to thank Diane for inviting me to be with you today. It is an 

honor and a great pleasure. Thanks also to those of you who helped organize this event, and to the 

panelists for their participation today. I look forward to hearing your observations. Finally, thanks to 

all of you for being here.  

I have to say that it is good to be back in Canada. My father was born in Saskatchewan, and 

although he moved to Northern Michigan as a child, Canada remained an important part of his 

identity – something he passed on to me and my brothers. I have always been mad at him for being 

naturalized as a U.S. citizen a couple of years before I was born. But I did grow up in Detroit, just 

across the river from Windsor, Ontario, and I’ve visited many times over the years. Most recently I 

spent six delightful weeks at the University of Victoria in 2012 as part of a sabbatical research 

project. So thanks for inviting me back. 

 My point of departure today is the thoughtful paper prepared by John Inder, entitled 

“Remaining Religiously Relevant,” in which he offered what he called “some thoughts for speakers 

to consider.” It’s always nice to have a clear assignment. John noted that religious liberals “may be 

the most vulnerable to secularism,” and asked provocatively whether liberal religion can “move 

forward and offer something sufficiently distinctive from secularism to maintain its usefulness?” I 

think his starting assumption is basically correct, and I will explore several dimensions of his 

question in my talk today. 

 Now, just to be clear about religious liberalism: Religious liberals start with the assumption 

that religion should live in the present, not in the past. This means that religious beliefs should be, 
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and can be, for example, compatible with modern science. Religious liberals tend to reject rigid 

dogmas. They are open to new ideas and they understand that religious beliefs will change over 

time. They are comfortable with diversity and religious pluralism. And we should note that religious 

liberalism is not limited to Unitarians or Unitarian Universalists. It includes Reform and 

Reconstructionist Judaism, for example; many members of the United Church and other Protestant 

denominations in Canada would consider themselves liberal; many moderate and liberal Muslims 

would be religious liberals in the sense I am using this term; and others. So the questions about 

secularism we are discussing today relate to all of these groups in various ways. 

 Here is my plan for this afternoon. First, in order to provide a bit of context, I will begin by 

looking briefly at some of the data that marks our increasingly secular society.  

Second, I will make some observations about religious liberalism and its relationship to the 

secular society. The question I want to explore here is: What is it about liberalism that might make 

us especially vulnerable to secularism? 

 Next, I will broaden the inquiry by looking beyond secularism to other important tendencies 

that define the time we live in. The question here might be something like, how can a religious 

movement founded on principles of rational inquiry and truth-seeking remain relevant in an 

irrational post-truth society? 

 Finally, I will return to the main question, and ask: Now what? How do we remain relevant 

and viable under these challenging circumstances? I will offer some ideas of my own here, but my 

ideas are not the only ones and may not be the best ones. I’m sure the panel members will have 

something to say about this, and my hope is that the ideas we share can provide some useful 

fodder for conversation about these issues.  

1. How secular are we? 
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 So, to the first point: How secular are we? What do we mean when we say that society is 

becoming more secularized? What is changing, and what might these changes mean for us? I am 

not going to get into the complex academic and philosophical debates around the meaning of the 

term “secularism.” That would take too much time, and in any case these academic debates are not 

all that helpful for the questions we are exploring today. We can probably agree that our Western 

societies are becoming increasingly secular, or at least less religious, by almost any definition. The 

numbers tell the main story. 

The latest data from Statistics Canada, based on the 2011 census, indicate that 24% of the 

Canadian population belongs to the “none” category, people who claim no religious affiliation.1 This 

is up from 16% in 2001, a huge increase in one decade. This number varies from city to city and 

province to province. Of course secularization is about more than numbers; a society can be 

secularized in ways that have little to do with religious affiliation. I understand that the situation in 

Quebec is far more interesting and complex than the numbers would suggest. But the numbers are 

a useful reference point, and they do tell us something important about the evolution and diversity 

of Canadian society. 

As you probably know, Unitarians in Canada are part of this trend. Vyda Ng, executive 

director of the Canadian Unitarian Council, reported last year that there were 3804 Unitarians in 

Canada in 2015, down from 5280 a decade earlier.2 That represents a loss of about 7% a year, 

nearly a statistical mirror image of the increase in the “nones” in the society as a whole. I don’t 

know if these numbers are themselves an indication of our vulnerability to secularism, but they 

certainly show that we are not immune to the larger trends.  

Just to provide a couple of points of comparison, we can look briefly at the numbers in the 

United States and the Netherlands. In the U.S., the latest Pew Religious Landscape Survey, from 
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2014, shows that 23% of the population is now unaffiliated, basically the same as Canada.3 This is 

up from 14% in the 2007 survey.  

We get a very different picture if we look at the Netherlands. The most recent numbers 

from the Dutch central bureau of statistics tell us that 50% of the Dutch population is now 

religiously unaffiliated.4 This is up from 44% in 2010. Another widely discussed study, using 

somewhat different criteria, concluded last year that 68% of the Dutch population no longer 

belongs to any religious group.5 Not all countries in Europe are as secularized as the Netherlands. 

But these numbers suggest that religious liberals in the Netherlands have the same problems as you 

have here, but in a more exaggerated form.  

Over the long-term, my own expectation was that the number of “nones” would continue to 

increase for the foreseeable future. This seems to be the case for much of Europe, including the 

Netherlands. But figures from the Pew Forum suggest that the secularization process will basically 

flatten out in Canada and the U.S.6 

[In slide:] 

  2010  2030  2050 

Canada: 24%  25%  26% 
U.S.  16%  (24%)  26% 

 
Now, however we view the pattern of religious affiliation, and however this continues to evolve, I 

suspect that our main question, the relationship of religious liberalism and secularism, will continue 

to be important. So let me turn now to this. 

2. Religious Liberalism and Secularism 

 What is it about religious liberalism that makes it vulnerable to secularism? Or, as John put 

it, can we offer something sufficiently distinct from secularism to maintain our usefulness? I think 
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the answer to this question is “Yes,” but to get to that “Yes” we need to understand the tensions in 

religious liberalism that make this a hard question. 

 Let me say first that the question of liberalism’s relevance or vulnerability to secularism has 

both internal and external dimensions.  Internally, the question is whether our religious 

communities and congregations will continue to serve the religious and spiritual lives of their 

members. This has always been what we might call the first function of congregations, and the 

challenge is not always easy. The secularizing threat is, perhaps, the danger that our spirituality 

might devolve into a form of pop psychology or new-age feel-good self-centeredness, or that our 

worship services might become simply lecture series – something we have struggled with in the 

past. 

Externally, the question has to do with our social or cultural relevance. This is what I call the 

prophetic dimension of our tradition, our orientation towards social justice. I am going to focus on 

this external or prophetic dimension because I think it puts the challenge of secularism in sharper 

focus. 

Our liberal prophetic impulse is rooted in the tradition of the biblical prophets. The prophets 

called society and its leaders to account for injustice, especially on behalf of society’s poorest and 

most marginalized members.  Religious liberals see themselves as belonging to this tradition. We 

uphold a vision of a more just society, and we affirm a religious obligation to speak out against, and 

work to overcome, conditions that interfere with fulfilling this vision. An important element of this 

prophetic practice is a religiously grounded critique of social injustice.   

I believe the challenge of secularism is most acute when we are unable – or unwilling – to 

keep our prophetic voice religiously grounded. Liberals tend to be suspicious of religious language, 

especially religious language in public, often for good reasons. But this religious reluctance is an 



6 
 

expression of our vulnerability to the secular culture, and it can weaken our prophetic practice. And 

the source of this vulnerability is precisely our relationship to the larger culture. 

Cultural Engagement 

The central defining characteristic of liberal religion is, and always has been, its largely 

positive relationship to modern culture. This has been true from the beginning, which is to say from 

the emergence of liberal religion in the wake of the Enlightenment. While some traditional and 

orthodox forms of religion have tried to minimize the influence of modern culture or even to 

separate themselves from it, liberals have embraced it. This cultural orientation encourages liberals 

to interpret religious texts in light of historical scholarship, for example, and to keep our theologies 

consistent with modern science. Liberals have always argued that this is what keeps our faith 

intellectually credible and morally relevant to the needs of the present.  

This liberal tendency toward cultural engagement supports our prophetic social justice 

impulse. It encourages us to become actively engaged with the world—to embrace the world, not 

withdraw from it; to live fully in the world while bringing our religious values to bear on it. 

 The challenge is that prophetic practice requires both cultural engagement and theological 

distance. This is where the secularizing process confronts us. If we are too close to the culture, we 

have no theological or moral leverage against it. This means that liberal prophetic practice has to be 

grounded in religious values that are largely independent of cultural norms so that we have clear 

reference points for forming our judgments on the current situation.  At the same time, our 

theological reference points cannot be so foreign that our critique is incomprehensible to the 

secular world we want to speak to. The liberal prophetic voice lives in this tension between 

participation and independence, standing both inside and outside the larger society. This is a 

difficult balancing act, and in practice our cultural orientation can weaken our prophetic voice.   
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We can better understand how this can happen if we look at a practice we see among many 

religious conservatives. For several decades now, religious conservatives in the United States have 

often been closely identified with political conservatives, especially with the extreme right-wing of 

the Republican Party. As I understand it, there was also a link between religious and political 

conservatives in Canada during the Harper years. You can correct me if I am wrong about this. This 

close identification of religion and politics creates obvious threats to religious freedom, and we are 

now seeing the fallout of this phenomenon in the U.S. 

But from the perspective of prophetic practice, it creates a different problem. Religious 

groups who identify too closely with particular political parties risk losing their independent 

theological identity, and this makes religiously based critique of their political allies extremely 

difficult. 

Religious liberals face a similar risk.  For liberals, however, this risk stems from religious 

liberalism’s easy accommodation to modern culture rather than a desire for political power.  The 

problem is that cultural adaptation—the very trait that defines us as religious liberals—can  

make it difficult to maintain the theological clarity needed to ground an effective prophetic voice.  

Religious identity may become so thin that liberal religion becomes indistinguishable from liberal 

politics, and this also weakens our prophetic practice.  

This tension is part of our religious DNA. But the way we experience it today is exaggerated 

as the larger culture becomes increasingly secularized. If we are not careful, the very cultural 

engagement that is one of our greatest strengths can lead us to being swallowed up in that very 

culture. 

3. Other Tendencies  

 At this point I want to broaden our inquiry and suggest that the challenge for religious 

liberals is larger than secularization. Our original question was how we can stay relevant in an 
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increasingly secular society. But if we expand our angle of vision, we notice that what we are really 

asking about is how we can remain relevant in a society that is moving away from the norms in 

which our way of being religious is grounded. Let me mention just a few things – developments you 

are already familiar with. 

First, we are witnessing a large-scale move to the right in most Western societies. In Europe, 

extreme right political parties are on the rise in nearly all countries. These parties are not all the 

same, but they are largely populist, anti-European Union, anti-immigration, and very often racist. 

Many of them have roots in neo-Nazi movements that have never completely disappeared. 

Extreme right-wing parties are already in power in Poland and Hungary, and they continue to do 

well in the pre-election polls in France and Germany, though there are signs their support is 

diminishing.  

In the Dutch election four days ago, the party of right-wing politician Geert Wilders won a 

few more seats in the Parliament, but came in a distant second to the dominant conservative party 

and is widely perceived to have lost considerable power. On the other hand, as he said in a tweet 

after the election, he is not going away. While the kind of religious fundamentalism we have in the 

U.S. is largely absent from Europe, I think these extreme right political movements represent a kind 

of secular fundamentalist counterpart to these religious groups. 

The election of Trump in the United States is an expression of this wider trend. This is an 

extreme right political movement that gets some support from right-wing religion, but ultimately 

has a different basis. To me it looks more like the extreme European right than the sort of 

conservative Christian Republicanism we are more familiar with in the United States. 

Canada may be the exception to this general trend. Certainly from the perspective of the 

U.S. and Europe, you do seem to have avoided this radical turn to the right, at least on this sort of 

large scale. Or at least you turned back after ten years of Harper. But I am well aware that Harper’s 
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ghost still lurks in the shadows. And the recent surge in anti-Semitism, along with incidents like the 

attack on the mosque in Quebec City on January 29, remind us, if we need reminding, that religious 

hatred and white nationalist extremism are still very much present in Canadian society.7 I will be 

very interested in hearing your take on these issues later, but it seems to me that liberals in 

Canada, religious and otherwise, continue to have their work cut out for them. 

Another important development is the emergence of a post-truth society. There were 

already hints of this in postmodern culture, where values are relativized, truth tends to morph into 

interpretation, and education and expertise are discounted. But what we see now is much more 

extreme. It is not simply a matter of style over substance, or of information bubbles, or twitter-level 

attention spans. Substance has disappeared altogether and there seems to be no room for truth at 

all. We live in an age of “alternative facts” and fake news, an age in which lying has become 

normalized, an age in which large segments of the population and of national leadership are simply 

unhinged from reality. We can call this Trumpism. And in a Trumpian world, fake news and outright 

lies form the basis of national and international policy. This is a very scary development. 

Another feature of this Trumpian world is a huge increase in ugly social behavior, what we 

might call meanness. And the President of the United States, one of the most powerful people on 

the planet, not only condones this sort of behavior, he models it. This gives a sort of warped license 

to white supremacists who want to attack mosques in Quebec or black churches in South Carolina, 

or vandalize Jewish cemeteries in Philadelphia. Meanwhile, we see a sharp increase in hate speech 

and in racist, sexist, homophobic, and bullying behavior of all kinds. My daughter Lisa and her wife 

Lori, who live in the American Midwest, live now in almost constant fear. We are all touched by this 

brave new world. 

How do these developments relate to our inquiry into the relevance of religious liberalism in 

a secular culture? One thing we should keep in mind that from the perspective of the right-wing 
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populist wave that carried Trump into power, and may carry his European counterparts as well, we 

are part of the problem. Most of us belong to the so-called liberal, educated cosmopolitan elite that 

this movement is reacting against.  

Ironically, I think the radical turn to the right we are now witnessing can help jolt us out of 

our dilemma. The adaptation of liberal religion to modern culture – the adaptation that generates 

the tension I have been describing – was certainly easier when we could assume that the culture 

itself shared our basic values. Of course this is a matter of degree and I don’t want to overstate the 

case. But in principle at least, we could assume that the core values of liberal democracy, such as 

the inherent dignity of all persons, freedom of religion, toleration and respect for difference, social 

equality, and so on, were still the governing ideals of our Western societies. These are also among 

the core values of religious liberalism. When the society did not live up to these ideals, we could 

draw upon this tradition and this set of shared values as the basis for prophetic critique. 

Now, as our cultures seem to be turning away from these core values, we have to rethink 

our liberal tendency toward cultural adaptation. We cannot remain true to our own deep values 

and at the same time adapt to this sort of cultural turn.  

This leads me to the final part of my talk – now what? 

4. Now What? Remaining Religiously Relevant 

I want to suggest that the title of John Inder’s paper, “remaining religiously 

relevant,”provides an important clue to its own answer. To remain religiously relevant, we must 

first remain religious. If we want to effectively resist the worst elements of this recent culture shift, 

if we want to avoid being swallowed up in the larger secular culture, we have to be very clear about 

our own values, about where they come from and how they relate to – and differ from – the values 

of the culture around us. In other words, we need to be clear about our religious identity.  
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We cannot remain religiously relevant unless we know who we are.  We cannot sustain 

effective prophetic practice unless we have a clear understanding of why prophetic social justice 

work is religious work.  This requires us to be clear about the core religious commitments and 

theological principles that support and guide this work.  

And we do have these. In my book Reclaiming Prophetic Witness, I identified a set of core 

theological principles I believe are widely shared among religious liberals. I argued that these core 

principles, and no doubt others I did not think of, provide one way of framing our religious identity 

and grounding our prophetic practice. I encouraged readers to challenge and disagree with me, and 

to offer their own ideas. I don’t want to repeat that discussion here; you will have your own ideas 

about this. The point is that we do have strong religious values, and we should not be afraid to 

claim them.  

But identity is not enough. Knowing who we are is important, but an equally important 

question is: How do we understand our own role in our secular and increasingly conservative 

society? Certainly prophetic social justice work is part of it, but the question of our fundamental 

social role goes deeper. 

When I was at the University of Victoria in 2012, the research project I was working on had 

to with what I called “the limits of tolerance in the world’s most tolerant societies.” One of these 

was the Netherlands. A few decades ago, in the 1970s and 1980s, the Netherlands was widely held 

up as a model of tolerance, a kind of “guiding nation” that other Western democracies could follow. 

Its widespread and multi-layered tolerance, its deeply rooted practices of cooperative problem 

solving, its open and forward-looking cultural pluralism – these and other traits meant that the 

Netherlands was widely and perhaps justly perceived as the most open and tolerant society in the 

world. This perception was grounded in Dutch history and self-understanding, and it was supported 

by official policies and practices. 
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This all changed during the mid-1990s and early 2000s. Right-wing populist movements 

grew, conservative neo-liberal governments took power and scaled back the multicultural policies, 

and the Dutch tradition of tolerance was turned on its head. The Netherlands is now widely 

perceived as one of the least tolerant societies in Europe, though to be fair I have to say that there 

is a lot of stiff competition. This shift is related to the larger move to the right that has swept 

through Europe and the United States. But it is a tragedy for a country with such a long history of 

tolerance. This conservative government is likely to remain in power after the elections last week, 

though in the Netherlands the process of forming a government after an election normally takes 

several weeks, so it is hard to say just yet. 

The exception to this trend today seems to be Canada, one of the other countries in my 

research project. As I mentioned earlier, I am well aware that things are not all love and flowers 

here either, and the dangers that lurked under the surface in the Netherlands are also present here. 

But from an international perspective, and from the perspective of those who share our core liberal 

values, Canada has largely taken over the role of “guiding nation.” The headline of a story in the 

New York Times last month was “Canada, Leading the Free World.”8 

Now, the point I want to make here is not about Canada, but about religious liberalism. 

Whatever the reality in Canada, I like to think that religious liberals might become a kind of guiding 

religion, a model of a way of being religious in a troubled and secular world. Our religious values 

can help provide the moral grounding that can see us through the mess we are now in and help us 

rebuild the liberal society.  

We are a small religious movement, and I am under no illusions that masses of people will 

suddenly join our ranks. Besides, those most likely to join us are precisely those who choose to be 

unaffiliated instead. But the idea of being a model or a guiding religion is more about how we see 

ourselves and our role in the world than it is about our numbers. 
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Unitarians and other religious liberals in Canada have long supported Canada’s rich 

multicultural heritage and stood up against the kind of bigotry and fear that drives incidents like the 

shooting in Ottawa. In the United States, Unitarian Universalists and other religious liberals are 

emerging as important voices in the resistance to Trumpism. In the Netherlands, the Green Party, 

GroenLinks, has a branch called the Linker Wang, or “left cheek,” whose role is to enrich the moral 

and spiritual dimension of the party’s work. Wies Houweling is co-moderator of this group and 

writes regular columns and blogs about these issues. 

These are important examples of liberal prophetic practice. We could all point to others. 

Our way of being religious, our collective prophetic voice, is needed perhaps now more than ever. 

Recognizing and continually reclaiming this role is what will keep us relevant, and it may help keep 

our liberal religious movement from disappearing into the secular culture. 

Thank you. 
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