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The Question 

In the year that the Unitarian Church of Montreal celebrates the 175th anniversary of its founding, we’re 

inviting a panel of thinkers from a variety of backgrounds to discuss the future of religion in Western 

secular society. As a liberal religious institution, we’re inviting you to help us answer these questions: 

How do we stay relevant? Can religion move forward and offer something sufficiently distinctive from 

secularism to maintain its usefulness? What is the compelling and meaningful lesson you have taken 

from your religious tradition that you feel secularism can’t offer? 

Some thoughts for speakers to consider 

Prepared by John Inder, past president of the Unitarian Church of Montreal 

The process of societal secularization that started to accelerate in the 1960s is still in full swing in 

Canada, but religious communities, though diminished, persist. Those communities that are religiously 

liberal may be the most vulnerable to secularism. To be religiously liberal is to embrace theological 

diversity and “to be free from the constraints of dogmatism and authority” in the words of Unitarian-

Universalist minister Kimi Rigel.  

Secularism poses no less a challenge to reform Judaism and mainstream Christianity however. In most of 

these communities, members’ doubts are accepted as are various personal interpretations of religious 

texts (I refer to tolerance of individual variations without the rewriting of the official theological stance 

of course). These (non-fundamentalist) communities, then, are also religiously liberal. And many liberal 

religious groups have adopted a more secular/modern style in their collective observances and have 

thus become less distinctive in appearance than other secular gatherings.  

In our consumer society, many who have abandoned religion seek some combination of pleasure, 

romance, and self-improvement. This is usually in terms of emotional fulfillment, health, appearance, 

skills and knowledge. Life’s larger questions are approached from the point of view of how individuals 

feel about them followed by a desire for some form of self-expression. People in society who live this 

way are difficult to distinguish from the majority of religious people in Canada who focus on the 

experiential-expressive dimension of religion (as opposed to focusing on cognitive aspects and doctrine). 

This dimension “interprets doctrines as noninformative and nondiscursive symbols of inner feelings, 

attitudes, or existential orientations” (Lindbeck 1984, 16). This fits well with our society’s “irresistible 

movement towards individualization and subjectivization of belief and practice” that Hervieu-Léger 



 

 

speaks of (2000 52). Indeed, religion itself is often viewed as just another consumer choice that is 

preferably light on obligation and heavy on therapeutic value; light on community and heavy on 

individual rights (Katerberg 2000 286). 

Some observers say that, unlike orthodox religions, liberal religion has no dissonance with the larger 

society. This suggests that liberal religion offers no compelling reason to participate because it has no 

real alternative to secular life. Gary Dorrien, in reviewing the liberal theologians of the twentieth 

century, says that the popularity of the Christian theologian Paul Tillich was due in part to his “capacity 

to speak to a religiously unmoored audience” (2003, 553). Dorrien suspects that Tillich was part of the 

last generation of theologians who could interest a liberal audience that was making a transition away 

from theology itself. Other liberals, such as theologian Henry Nelson Wieman, have emphasized the 

importance of religious tradition, noting that transmission of the new order established by ongoing 

divine creativity takes place through continuing community (Rasor, 2005, 83). 

In a liberal context, where theology is not the central issue because beliefs vary and their importance is 

downplayed, the twin dangers of anomy and alienation must be re-examined. In The Sacred Canopy, 

Berger said that those who believe in a God that is active in the world, a God that can will that a child 

shall live or die, have a powerful framework for understanding meaning. However, in surrendering to 

the will of God, they can forget their role in constructing their social world. They then avoid anomy at 

the cost of alienation from society (Berger 1967, 22, 53, Thiessen 2015, 52). Yet most people in liberal 

religious groups, even if they believe in God, do not believe that God is actively impacting the course of 

history (at least not anymore). Liberal religionists, then, are not as likely to feel alienated from society, 

but can they succeed in creating an adequate sense of meaning? 

Taylor says that “a purely self-sufficient humanism” whose sole allegiance is to human flourishing is now 

“a widely available option” (2007, 18). But Tillich argued that “the desacralization of the world does not 

negate the necessity of true myth” and that “the mythical imagination still seeks to find the hidden 

wholeness of reality” (in Dorrien 2003, 502). Therefore, even as scientific knowledge demythologizes, 

new myths that can nourish a spiritual life can still be created. Tillich also said that faith is “the 

existential acceptance of something that transcends the world of ordinary experience” (Dorrien 2003, 

498-9). In a postmodern context, where self-reflexive people shun radical polarities and focus on their 

feelings and self-expression, can there still be a meaningful transcendence of ordinary experience 

prompted by religion? 

Paul Rasor said that, “as art and science came to see the world as an organic whole and the distinction 

between the natural and the supernatural dissolved, liberal religious thinkers began to find God in the 

world rather than removed from it” (2005, 19-20). The contemporary liberal theologian Jerome Stone 

seems to operate in this very context. His “minimalist” approach “finds the very term ‘ultimacy’ to be 

questionable” as it “tends to refer to a basic ontological superiority between the ultimate and the less-

than-ultimate, a distinction which minimalism does not make …” (Stone 1992, 60). Stone finds 

transcendence intruding on our lives today, even after scientific knowledge has altered our mythologies. 

For example, not only inspiration but also healing drugs and pain killers can transform our situation.   



 

 

Stone says that “Any chemical is part of the transcendent, in so far as it is situationally transcendent, 

that is, unexpected and uncontrolled, and also in so far as it is creative or supportive of good” (Ibid., 15). 

Fair enough, but is this a religious vision or yet another step toward a secular life? Has Stone answered 

the question that Bernard Meland put to us;  “Before what objective reality can men of the modern 

mood thrust themselves in awe, wonder, and complete devotion” (1934 129)? Or, are we called to 

“devotion” in a purely secular universe? 

To return to the initial question, what can religious liberalism offer us today and tomorrow? Must 

religious liberalism move toward some kind of closer attention to religious text or narratives in order to 

offer a compelling and meaningful way to live? How might this be undertaken without a return to 

orthodoxy? We would like the panel to have a conversation about this. 
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