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Chapter Two

Religion in a Secular Age

The Explosion into the Present

Living in a world without God became possible for elites during the eight-
centh century, yet this development should not be judged simply as a falling
away of belief. Exclusive humanism could arise only against the background
of new social and moral orders—impersonal orders that increasingly in-
formed the lives of all citizens in the West. The remainder of Taylor’s histor-
ical narrative can be stated succinctly and will be sketched in the following
two sections of this chapter. Over the nineteenth century and the first half of
the twentieth, the initial forms of exclusive humanism diversified, again
primarily within the lives of elites. This diversification was impelled by the
tensions within the modern moral order, and by responses to it. Taylor calls
the initial diversification “the nova effect.” From the mid-twentieth century,
in a further development, the diversification extended to whole societies.
Integral to this second process is a notion of authenticity that arose initially in
the Romantic period but came to pervade western culture in the expressive
individualism of the 1960s and onward. It is in this context—a secular age—
that the church must proclaim the gospel today. The final section of this
chapter will consider one view of the church’s task in this age, while the
following chapters will examine it at Jength.

THE NOVA EFFECT

L

—
The narrative of the initial diversification proceeds in three steps. First, some
of the tensions of the modern order are teased out in order to outline some
nineteenth-century widely felt dissatisfactions with the buffered, disengaged
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30 Chapter 2

sense of self that sustained the modern moral order. Second, we follow the
way in which the rise of unbelief is strongly influenced by another dramatic
shift—a shift in the cosmic imaginary. Finally, three further aspects of nine-
teenth-century life, which augmented the shift to a secular age, are examined,
especially the influence of Romanticism.

The Malaises of Modernity

The institutions of the modern social imaginary—democratic government,
the modern economy, and the public sphere—are so fundamental to our
common life that we would hardly want to conceive of it without them. We
regard these institutions as a great advance. As described above, they are
sustained by an ethic of freedom and benevolence, and a buffered sense of
self. Within the context of this modern order, the move to Deism allowed the
possibility of an exclusive humanism. However, this emerging culture (or-
thodox Christian belief, Deism, and exclusive humanist elites, all finding a
place within the modern moral order) was full of tensions. Taylor’s argument
is that these tensions spawned “an every widening variety of moral/spiritual
options” during the nineteenth century. !

How can these tensions be best described? Taylor shows that the buffered
sense of self that sustains the modern order from this period onward possess-
es great strengths yet also suffers from severe limitations. On the positive
side, citizens prize their capacity to order their world in a reasoned way, in
light of the findings of science. They value “a sense of invulnerability” to the
fears and anxieties that dominated the porous sense of self of the medieval
world (84, 300). Citizens can also live with a strong sense of their personal
value, of pride in their achievements for having mastered life. However, the
buffered sense of self also has limitations. The dominance of order and
reason can be “lived as a limit, even a prison, making us blind or insensitive
to whatever lies beyond this ordered human world” (5S4, 302). Taylor points
out that this sense of the fading of meaning during the nineteenth century was
not merely the reaction of some orthodox Christians to either Deism or the
emerging exclusive humanism. It was, rather, a much wider “sense of mal-
aise at the disenchanted world, a sense of it as flat, empty” (S4, 302). Not
that everybody felt it, but many did, and a far-wider circle than orthodox
believers,

Faced with these tensions, Taylor’s argument is that both believers and
humanists alike lived “cross-pressured” lives—not everyone, of course, but
many lived with the tension. Many rejected what they saw as the unaccept-
able face of Christianity and sought a spiritual life elsewhere. Others rejected
the naiveté of the Deist worldview. Even more importantly, there is a strong
cross-pressure within the buffered identity itself: there is “a deep embedding
in this identity, and its relative invulnerability to anything beyond the human
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while at the same time a sense that something may be occluded in the
Josure which guarantees this safety” (S4, 303). Taylor argues that it
cross-pressure between believing and humanist options as well as
within the buffered identity itself that creates, in part, the dynamic of the
nova effect”—the varied explorations in search of a “third way.” The cross-
ressured character of life from the nineteenth century points up a very
important facet of the conditions of belief in our own day: that we ljx_@ within
a plurality of approaches to the questions of belief and unbelief, and live in
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:10 longer possible. We necessarily adopt a reflective stance to the life of
faith.

A primary source of the tensions within the modern moral order during
the nineteenth century was negative reaction to the buffered identity itself.
Believers and unbelievers alike reacted, and the varied reactions, in part,

enerated the nova effect. Taylor sees three themes pervading reactions to
the buffered identity. The first concerns the ultimate meaning of life itself, or
what Luc Ferry calls “the meaning of meaning” (S4, 308).2 Whereas individ-
uals readily valued particular goals and relationships, the over-arching values
to which they were committed could fail to hold the significance that they
once held. In Taylor’s words, “a crucial feature of the malaise of immanence
s the sense that all these answers are fragile or uncertain” (54, 308). Another
theme concerns a sense of emptiness when marking crucial moments of life
like birth, death, and marriage; events which, in the medieval world for
example, would have found their place in sacred history and been solemnized
with rites of passage. A third theme concerns a sense of flatness experienced
in ordinary life; an experience that is often identified with industrial and
consumer society. Taylor calls these three themes the “malaises of imma-
nence” because their arrival in the West accompanies the rise of an exclusive
humanism and the eclipse of transcendence (S4, 309). Not that a return to
transcendence would cure the malaise: some of the tensions in nineteenth-
century life were driven by strong objections to both orthodox Christianity
and Deism.

So, these three themes thread through reactions to the buffered identity in
the nineteenth century. But how do the reactions | play out in history? Taylor
identifies three lines of objection, or what he calls “axes of resonance,” to the
buffered identity. Each axis had believing and unbelieving variants; that is,
individuals who were orthodox Christians, Deists, and exclusive humanists
responded to the limitations of the modern moral order along similar lines.
Again, my account of these axes of resonance is schematic.

D Taylor names his first axis of resonance the “Peggy Lee” axis after her
famous song, “Is that all there is?” As suggested immediately above, many
clites shared a sense of the emptying out of life’s purposes. For some ortho-
dox Christians, both Deism and exclusive humanism removed the sacred

ionship to that plurality. The unproblematic belief of the medieval age is
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from its central place. As a result, Christian life was reduced from an ongo-
ing engagement with God’s call to a reading of the pattern of the universe,
From a very different perspective yet along the same axis, Kant, who was
influenced by Deism, strongly rejected the philosophy connected with the
buffered identity because it viewed human motivation primarily in terms of
self-interest. For Kant, such a view of the human neglected entirely the place
of self-transcendence in moral life. Others rejected the buffered identity be-
cause its focus on social and moral order resulted in moralism: an emphasis
that enforced a preoccupation with moral codes. In a Christian reading, mo-
ralism entirely neglected the heart of the moral life—that is, the love of God
(84, 312).

Taylor associates a second “axis of resonance,” or of objection to the
buffered identity, with Romanticism. Goethe, Schiller, and those they influ-
enced rejected the buffered self because they saw a full human life, or “beau-
ty,” as they put it, coming about through the fusion of reason with desire. Yet
the buffered self and the impersonal order had separated these two aspects of
human nature, so that reason would repress desire. This type of reaction
against the buffered self had both believing (e.g., Pietism) and unbelieving
variants. Another facet of the Romantic movement was its protest that the
buffered self had divided humanity from the rest of nature. In this view, a full
human life was possible only when humans connected up with nature as the
great current of life running through all things.? Summarizing these various
divisions, Romantic thinkers saw, “the reasoning mind . . . divided from his
own desiring nature, from the community, which thus threatened to disinte-
grate, and from the great current of life in nature” (S4, 315). They did not
miss the horrible irony that in an effort to establish the modern impersonal
order, humanity has destroyed much that is deep and valuable both in our
own lives and in nature (S4, 317).

The thinkers whom Taylor includes in his third “axis of resonance” re-
jected the buffered identity because they saw it as too facile and optimistic.
He groups several influential figures here. In his late eighteenth-century no-
vella Candide, Voltaire parodied the naiveté of Deism with its view of reality
as the “best of all possible worlds,” and in doing so rejected a religious
worldview. Such naiveté failed to do justice to the suffering and deep strug-
gles of human life. The late-nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Nietzs-
che rejected the buffered self not only because it failed to acknowledge the
tragic dimension of life, but because in doing so it neglected life’s depth and
grandeur. As Taylor puts this view: “there is depth because suffering can
make plain to us some of the meaning of life which we couldn’t appreciate
before when it all seemed swimmingly benign” (S4, 318). A closely related
line of thought rejected the view of happiness implicit in the modern moral
order because it was “too flat, shallow, even demeaning” (S4, 320). Signifi-
cant figures here are Tocqueville and, again, Nietzsche.
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A New Cosmic Imaginary

Forms of exclusive humanism diversified during the nineteenth century,
driven by dissatisfaction with the buffered identity—or such is Taylor’s argu-
ment outlined immediately above. Another aspect of the marked increase of
unbelief during the latter half of that century is the way in which the physical
world was imagined. Taylor moves on to show that the outlooks of nine-
teenth-century unbelievers were more deeply rooted in their sense of the
surrounding world than were the outlooks of unbelievers of the previous
century (S4, 323). To fathom the depth of this shift, he invokes an analogous
notion to that of his social imaginary. His term “cosmic imaginary™ attempts
to make sense of:

the ways in which the surrounding world figures in our lives: the ways, for
instance, that it figures in our religious images and practices, including explicit
cosmological doctrines; in the stories we tell about other lands and other ages;
in our ways of marking the seasons and the passage of time; in the place of
“pature” in our moral and/or aesthetic sensibility; and in our attempts to devel-
op a “scientific” cosmology, if any. (54, 323)

The concluding lines of this quote indicate a further issue associated with the
cosmic imaginary: the way that nature figures in our moral self-understand-
ing. This also played a significant part in the nineteenth-century shift in the
cosmic imaginary. I will clarify the connection below.

At many levels, the shift in cosmic imaginary identified by Taylor is
uncontroversial. Scholars from a wide range of disciplines acknowledge that
we have moved from a static, ordered, bounded world, commonly referred to
as a “cosmos,” to one which is vast, infinite, and evolving, and known as a
“universe.” The world of the cosmos was viewed in a variety of ways, in-
cluding Platonic, Aristotelian, and Judeo-Christian ways. The vastness of the
universe as understood in the nineteenth-century includes almost unimagin-
able dimensions of time and space. Taylor points out that what is unprece-
dented about this vastness is that there is no longer a clear and obvious sense
that it is shaped and limited by an antecedent plan (S4, 325).

In depicting a shift in the cosmic imaginary, Taylor is aiming to articulate
the background sense of things out of which people live. He is not referring
to belief or unbelief. Rather, he claims that both believers and unbelievers
come to live with a background sense of the vastness of time and space; a
sense which, although it has deep roots in the seventeenth-century scientific
revolution, is new to the nineteenth century.

Yet Taylor’s view of this shift is distinctive. The story is commonly told
in terms of science prevailing over biblical cosmology, with Charles Dar-
win’s On the Origin of Species forming the climax of the narrative. In Tay-
lor’s view, science did play a decisive role in the shift in the cosmic imagi-
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nary but he does not grant it the causal status that it has in the common story
(84, 325). The usual explanation tells how one theory replaced another but
Taylor sees a far broader and deeper change: the whole background sense of
the physical world out of which people live. He points out that two things
were needed before scientific discoveries could make an impact: “the avail-
ability of alternative frameworks, and the waning of the hold of the older
cosmos ideas on the imagination” (S4, 328). I will turn briefly to each of
these, beginning with the second.

Taylor shows that the waning of the older idea of a cosmos is an untidy
history that cannot be accurately understood as a “face-off”’ between science
and religion. As explained in the opening pages of chapter 1, the cosmos idea
relies on two related features: first, a view of the world as enchanted, where
spirits and forces find expression in objects and creatures; and second, a
complex understanding of time, where secular events are interwoven with
higher times. In a discussion of the scientific revolution, and in particular the
work of Robert Boyle, Taylor shows that the new mechanistic theory fragi-
lized faith not by refuting Platonic or Aristotelian conceptions of the physical
world, but rather by undermining a sense of the world as enchanted. In
Taylor’s words, “God’s power was no longer something you could feel or see
in the old way; it now had to be discerned in the design of things, the way we
see the purposes of the maker or user in some artificial contrivance, a ma-
chine” (54, 329). Taylor points out that in this design-centered view, mystery
was eliminated not only by scientists but also by Christian apologists, at-
tempting to account for the benevolence of God. He concludes that if we
trace the history of the older idea of cosmos waning, “the pure face-off
between ‘religion’ and ‘science’ is a chimera, or rather, an ideological con-
struct. In reality, there is a struggle between thinkers with complex, many-
leveled agendas, which is why the real story seems so confused and untidy”
(84, 332).

In order to make an impact, scientific theories required another element:
the availability of alternative frameworks. Taylor traces the development of
these frameworks from the work of the late-seventeenth-century Deist,
Thomas Burnet, and that of Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico writing in
the early eighteenth century. Burnet and Vico broke with the fixed idea of the
cosmos and trod a path toward evolutionary history. Yet even here, we can-
not think of their contribution in terms of a clash between science and relig-
ion. They became key figures in the transformation of the cosmic imaginary
because of the way that the universe figured in their moral and aesthetic
imaginations (S4, 333). They developed three themes. First, they saw the
natural world evoking a sense of deep time, which Burnet associated with the
mountains of the earth-—that is, they saw a “profound and moving truth in the
construal of the world not as fixed but as evolving” (S4, 334). Second, their
work provided a foundation for a sense of what later in the eighteenth centu-
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would be called the “sublime,” that is, of the vastness of the universe
awhich 1s alien and strange, which dwarfs us, passes our understanding, and
geems Lo take no heed of us” (S4, 334). And third, they developed an under-
standing of the dark genesis of humanity: that is, they saw humanity emerg-
ing out of a lower nature, which cannot be fully grasped by a rationalist
account of human nature (S4, 334). It becomes clear when the roots of the
cosmic imaginary are traced in this way that the shift in cosmic imaginary is
not the by-product of scientific theories. Rather, as Taylor puts crisply, “a
shift in our imaginary enabled us to come up with theories that we now
accept” (54, 335). Sublime

In a fascinating discussion over almost ten pages, Taylor traces the rise of
the “sublime” from where he first locates it in the thought of Burnet, through
to it becoming a central category in eighteenth-century aesthetics. It arises
out of a new experience of wilderness in the eighteenth century. Taylor
charts the notion of wilderness from it being seen as unformed and demonic
within the old cosmos idea, to the sense of the alien and threatening vastness
that it takes on during the eighteenth century. In its new register, “the idea is
that being in touch with, being open to [wilderness] awakens or strengthens
something in us which enables us to live proper lives, which perforce will be
led almost entirely in ‘civilization’ (S4, 339). So, in this sense, wilderness
does not provide a means of escape from civilization; rather, it “awakens a
power in us of living better where we are” (S4, 339). How can we best ;
account for these shifts in the experience of wilderness and the sublime?
Taylor argues that this shift also must be understood as a response to the
modern, buffered identity. As was pointed out above, a range of thinkers
found the modern moral order too narrowing and flattening; too self-ab-
sorbed by intra-human goods. Taylor sees the development of this new
meaning of wilderness—of alien and threatening vastness—as a response to
the constrictions of the buffered identity. The wilderness or the sublime !
awakens us to what is ultimately important, whether that be the infinity of
God, as Burnet understood it, or our moral vocation, as did Kant (S4, 339).

Besides the growing influence of the sublime, another facet of the trans-
formation of the cosmic imaginary began with Vico’s notion of the dark
genesis of humanity and developed during the course of the eighteenth centu-
ry. This is the hotion that humanity emerges out of a lower nature, which
cannot be fully understood. Taylor sees cighteenth-century theories of lan-
guage, particularly those of Herder and Rousseau, as a development of the
idea of humanity’s dark genesis. For Herder and Rousseau, humans possess
an expressive power, which rationalist, modern culture has buried. Only
through the rediscovery of our expressive power—of our inner depths—can
we discover who we really are. Herder envisages this process of rediscovery
in terms of connecting up with “nature as a great current of sympathy run-
ning through all things” (S4, 344). This sense of connection with the univer-
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sal current of life is developed further by the nineteenth-century American
naturalist Thoreau, for whom our creativity depends not just on nature out-
side of us, but on “the wild and pre-human in us” (84, 346).

In examining the transformation of the cosmic imaginary, Taylor has
several goals in mind—perhaps three. Firstly, he shows that this shift cannot
be understood primarily as a shift in scientific theory. Something far broader
has shifted—the cosmic imaginary—and science finds the frameworks re-
quired for the theoretical shift within the transformed cosmic imaginary.
Second, the transformation of the cosmic imaginary further influenced the
moral imagination of the nineteenth century. Taylor limns the various facets
of the self-understanding of nineteenth-century citizens in the following ex-
tended quotation:

We live in a nature of deep time and unfathomable spaces, from which we
emerged. It is a universe which is in many ways strange and alien, and certain-
ly unfathomable. This nourishes on the one hand a sense of kinship and filia-
tion. We belong to the earth; it is our home. This sensibility is a powerful
source of ecological consciousness. It also means that we are led to think of
ourselves as having a deep nature. . . . On the other hand the unfathomable and
the alien facets of this universe bring us up against the gigantic, the immeasur-
able, the inhuman, and this moves us in different ways. As the sublime it may
fill us with awe, and while reminding us how little we are, paradoxically make
us aware of our greatness. The paradigm expression of this double conscious-
ness is Pascal’s image of the reed: the human being in the universe has all the
fragility of a mere reed, but its greatness lies in the fact that it is a thinking
reed. But at the same time we can sense a kinship also with the inhuman,
violent, disordered in the universe; and this can trouble us. (84, 347)

In exploring the transformation of the cosmic imaginary, Taylor has a
third goal in mind: to show that this understanding of humanity’s place in
nature saturates the West today. The significance of nature is widely felt:
“the awe at wilderness; the sense of kinship and ecological concern with
nature; the desire to renew oneself by leaving the city and visiting wilder-
ness, or living in the country: all these are features of our world” (54, 349).
Yet the widely felt significance of nature finds expression in various modes,
even conflicting ones; no one mode can contain it. For some it finds expres-
sion in a rich theology of creation understood in Christian terms; for some it
leads to a deep commitment to ecological justice, with no theological reso-
nances; for some it leads to various views of nature mysticism; and it leads
some to an aggressive materialism, in an effort to possess the most beautiful
or the most sublime. As Taylor notes, the salient feature of the modern
cosmic imaginary is not that it has fostered any one of these responses, but
that “it has opened a space in which people can wander between and around
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teenth-century life in the rise of modern unbelief.

However, at this stage it’s worth noting that when these rich veins of
nineteenth-century self-understanding are viewed together, we are not very
far from our secular age. These veins of self-understanding continue today.
Taylor comments that, in this respect, we might be tempted to say that
modern unbelief starts in the late nineteenth-century (SA4, 369). Some shifts
can be found earlier in embryonic form but in the Romantic age they come to
a depth which shapes the culture.

At first glance, the claim that nineteenth-century notions of art altered the
place of belief may seem too grandiose to take seriously. The music, art, and
poetry of that period are often, in our day, regarded as the esoteric pursuit of
a few. But Taylor shows how Romantic notions of art influenced identity and
how this influence endures.® Through the Romantic movement a shift oc-
curred “from an understanding of art as mimesis to one that stresses creation”
(S4, 352). In the field of poetry, for instance, poems previously relied on the
traditionally defined order of things to convey their sense, whereas for the
Romantic poets something additional was required: an original vision of
reality. In a sense, the Romantic poets not only imitated nature but also
created it (SA4, 353). Taylor borrows Shelley’s term to refer to Romantic
poetry as a “subtler language,” since in this new poetic art, “something is
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defined and created as well as manifested” (S4 353). He traces a similar
movement in Romantic painting. For Caspar David Friedrich, paintings not
only reflect nature but aim to “say something for which no adequate terms
exist and whose meaning has to be sought in his works rather than in a pre-
existing lexicon of references” (S4, 354). And in the sphere of music, two
shifts stand out. Firstly, in the Romantic period music is removed from the
liturgical and social contexts in which it previously found its meaning; and
second, the meaning that music expresses, which still has the capacity to
move us deeply, has no single reference or object, in fact it can be understood
in a variety of ways. For example, Beethoven’s late string quartets have the
capacity to move listeners so profoundly that they are regarded as the culmi-
nation of the string quartet repertoire. Yet when profoundly moved by the
pathos yet transcendence of the Cavatina in Opus 130, we may not have a
clear description of what it was that moved us. Nonetheless, as Taylor says
when making the general point: “we feel that there must be an object, an
adequate object; or else this would be deception, play-acting. But we don’t
necessarily have any (other) language for it. Certainly not an assertoric lan-
guage” (S4, 356).

It is Taylor’s argument, then, that during the Romantic period the lan-
guages of poetry, music, and painting enabled artists to “disclose very deep
truths which in the nature of things can never be obvious, nor available to
everyone” (84, 356). A deep sense of mystery is at work here, one for which
artists struggle to find adequate expression. Of course, this sense of mystery
could and did find expression in the language of Christian faith. But it also
found expression in humanist terms, so that the “mystery is now replaced
within us. It is the mystery of anthropological depth” (54, 356). Taylor points
out that in artists’ search to express hidden depths, the new cosmic imaginary
had particular force. Poets, including Wordsworth and Hélderlin, and paint-
ers such as Friedrich, struggled to articulate the moral depths in nature: a
struggle “to recover a kind of vision of something deeper, fuller, in the
recognition that this cannot be easy, that it requires insight and creative
power” (S4, 357).

In summary, Romantic languages of art opened up rich possibilities of
expression for modern unbelief. They also provided new ways of expressing
humanity’s relationship to nature: ways that could express both religious
commitment and a materialist stance. As his narrative proceeds, Taylor
shows that from the mid-twentieth century these Romantic languages no
longer remain the preserve of elites, but explode across popular culture in the
West.

Alongside the influence of the Romantic languages of art on forms of
unbelief, Taylor argues that the nineteenth-century developments of science,
as they interacted with the modern cosmic imaginary, also contributed to the
maturing of unbelief. As science developed in this period, especially with
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arwin’s study of evolution, the materialist view of the universe
d. Again, Taylor is not arguing that science disproved Christian
“what began to look more plausible was the whole stance /
nderiying the epistemology of mate_:rialism, over against that underlying the !
> istemology of Christian faith” (S4, 362). The worldview of science,
;I;med in general laws, seemed in conflict with Christian faith, which fo-
ationship to a personal God acting in history. For those who saw
the deepest truths taking more general forms, “a personal God belongs to a
[ess mature standpoint,” the refuge of those unable to face reality (S4, 363).
Taylor adds that the new cosmic imaginary bolstered the impact of imper-
| views of the universe. Struck by the vastness of the evolving universe,
an account of reality in terms of impersonal laws seemed more adequate and
more mature than the Christian alternative to many a convert to unbelief. The
influence of the new cosmic imaginary on nineteenth-century unbelief fur-
ther reinforces Taylor’s argument that such unbelief was not the result of
sqcientific” proofs. Rather, “one whole package: science, plus a picture of
our epistemic-moral predicament in which science represents a mature facing
of hard reality, beats out another package: religion, plus a rival picture of our
epistemic-moral predicament” (S4, 366). However, the factor that is most
decisive in this conflict, in Taylor’s view, is the reading of the moral predica-
ment. The morality of science offered a more convincing story to unbelievers
about moral and spiritual life.

Together, science and the new cosmic imaginary have had a powerful
impact on unbelief from the nineteenth century to the present. Taylor argues |
that through science and the new cosmic imaginary, modes of unbelief have ‘
become both more solid and deeper. They have become more solid in that
materialism has almost become the default position today. In a scientific,
technological world, materialism seems common sense (S4, 366). And they
have deepened in that, against the vast and purposeless expanse of the mod-
ern cosmic imaginary, modern materialists see themselves with a significant
challenge: to shape the future through building the order of freedom and
mutual benefit, even in the face of an indifferent universe (84, 367). Taylor
sees this stance bordering on the believer’s sense of mystery—“that out of
this immense, purposeless machine, life, and then feeling, imagination and
thought emerge” (54, 367).

A final aspect of nineteenth-century life that deepened forms of unbelief,
and whose influence endures today, is the development of views of the
human that “give a positive significance to the irrational, amoral even violent
forces within us” (54, 369). We have already seen that a sense of the dark
genesis of humanity (that is, the sense that humanity emerges from a lower
nature which can’t be fully understood) was important in the rise of the new
cosmic imaginary during the eighteenth century. Taylor sees this strand of
thought taking a major turn in the late-nineteenth century, with Nietzsche as
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this turn’s most influential proponent. The idea here is that the irrational
forces that emerge from our dark genesis cannot simply be eradicated from
human life because they are also the source of creativity.

Taylor points out that this valorization of the irrational, and even of
suffering and death, is a revolt against Enlightenment humanism, for which
the overcoming of suffering and the preservation of life were central goals,
Enlightenment humanism’s commitment to furthering the goods of life has
deep roots in western culture, including the early-modern movement that
Taylor calls “the affirmation of ordinary life.” In that early-modern spiritual
outlook, humanity’s first concern was seen to be the increase of life, the
relief of suffering, and the fostering of prosperity (S4, 370). Because the late-
nineteenth century valorization of the irrational resists Enlightenment hu-
manism’s deepest commitments, Taylor names this movement “the imma-
nent counter-Enlightenment.” It is a revolt within humanism, since it doesn’t
appeal to transcendent sources (as did the Catholic counter-Enlightenment),
yet it seeks to overturn central Enlightenment values.

As already stated, Taylor sees Nietzsche as the seminal figure in this turn.
For Nietzsche, violence, suffering, and death must be readily embraced, since
failing to do so would deprive life of its real power and mean settling for
mediocrity. So, Nietzsche takes a stance within the humanist sphere—the
goods he affirms are intra-human; yet he is an anti-humanist in that he
believes that the Enlightenment values of equality and benevolence stifle the
Will to Power. In Taylor’s words:

[Nietzsche’s stance] remains within the modem affirmation of life in a sense.
There is nothing higher than the movement of life itself (the Will to Power).
But it chafes at the benevolence, the universalism, the harmony, the order. It
wants to rehabilitate destruction and chaos, the infliction of suffering and
exploitation, as part of the life to be affirmed. Life properly understood also
affirms death and destruction. To pretend otherwise is to try to restrict it, tame
it, hem it in, deprive it of its highest manifestation, what makes it something
you can say “yes” to. (5S4, 373)

From the second half of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first,
Nietzsche’s work has profoundly influenced a group of anti-humanist think-
ers, the most prominent being Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. Taylor
draws attention to the popularity of their work in order to highlight the
influence of this strain of thought in the West. His point is that an anti-
humanism endures today, “which rebels precisely against the unrelenting
concern with life, the proscription of violence, the imposition of equality”
(84, 374).
. In this part of his narrative, Taylor has been tracing the origins of modern
unbelief in the nineteenth-century tensions between the modern moral order,
the new cosmic imaginary, the development of Romantic languages of art,
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seience’s relationship with the modern cosmic imaginary, and the rise of the
immanent counter-Enlightenment, The tensions between these five factors
generalcd the space for modern unbelief through what Taylor calls the “nova
effect.” As noted above, when these factors came together in the late-nine- -
teenth century, the contours of our secular age were almost formed. ¢

A further shift occurred in the second half of the twentieth century, one in
which the nova effect exploded into popular culture—became a “super-
nova’! Here we arrive at Taylor’s account of the conditions of belief today.

WHAT IS SECULARIZATION?

The 1960s marked a major shift in the place of religion in the West. During
that fabled decade, the range of believing and unbelieving options previously
held by elites opened up for whole societies. In the ensuing years, religious
belief and practice have declined in many countries, and religion no longer
has the public role that it once did. But how can this shift be best explained?
This is the field of secularization theory, tilled intensively by sociologists and
historians over the last half century. In grappling with this question, Taylor
points out immediately that an explanation simply in terms of “diffusion”
(i.e., that elite unbelief trickled down to the general population through edu-
cation, the media, and other social channels) does not do justice to the histor-
ical narrative. The road from the nineteenth century to the late-twentieth “has
been much more bumpy and indirect than a simple diffusion story can cap-
ture” (S4, 424). Another concept often used to explain secularization is the
process of “differentiation”—a process by which social functions that be-
longed together in an earlier period separate and find their own institutional
expression in a later one. The argument here is that the integrating role that
the church played in the medieval synthesis has eroded in modernity under
the pressure of differentiation: education, welfare, and health care have found
institutional expression within the state, and religion has been marginalized.
While recognizing elements of truth in this explanation, Taylor argues that it,
too, is ultimately unsatisfactory. That the church no longer controls health
care, for example, does not mean that the work of doctors cannot be shaped
by faith. Or, as Taylor puts the more general point: “the fact that activity in a
given sphere follows its own inherent rationality and doesn’t permit of the
older kind of faith-based norming doesn’t mean that it cannot still be very
much shaped by faith” (S4, 425). So, the concepts of diffusion and differenti-
ation do not adequately account for the changing place of religion.

In Taylor’s judgment, mainstream secularization theory also suffers from
serious limitations.” While in some ways he concurs with its basic insight
that modernity tends to repress religion (S4, 429), Taylor argues that the
assumptions of mainstream secularization theorists severely skew their judg-
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ment about the causes of secularization. He argues that an “unthought” (Foy-
cault’s term) has powerfully influenced their theories, governing their views
of both the process of secularization and the place of religion today. The
unthought that Taylor believes is at work is: the outlook that religion must
decline either (a) because science has proved it to be false; or (b) technologi-
cal progress has ensured its increasing irrelevance; or (c) because its adher-
ence to authority denies the place of autonomy in modernity (5S4, 428-29).

To bring this unthought to light, Taylor examines perhaps the most prom-
inent of current mainstream secularization theories, that of Steve Bruce. He
likens Bruce’s view to a three-story dwelling. On the ground floor we find
the factual claim: religious belief and practice have declined and the
churches’ public influence has diminished. The basement contains Bruce’s
explanation for these changes: social fragmentation, the declining impor-
tance of community, and increasing rationalization (S4, 431). On the upper
floor we find Bruce’s view of the predicament and future of belief and
unbelief, which he sees in terms of a widespread indifference to religion. In
Bruce’s words: “The fragmentation of the religious culture was, in time, to
see the widespread, taken-for-granted and unexamined Christianity of the
pre-Reformation period replaced by an equally widespread, taken-for-
granted, and unexamined indifference to religion.”8

I have already noted that at the level of Bruce’s ground floor, there is
much with which Taylor concurs: the declining rate of religious belief and
practice, and the separation of church and state. When Taylor studies the
contents of the basement, however, he finds that the sociological processes
that Bruce identifies do not necessarily bring about a less religious world.
Bruce himself recognizes exceptions “where religion finds and retains work
to do other than relating individuals to the supernatural.”® But here, Bruce
assumes that religion cannot independently motivate people in the conditions
of modernity; it can only motivate when linked to some other social function.
Addressing this assumption, Taylor adopts the stance of other critics, who
argue that theorists like Bruce assume that social processes, including frag-
mentation, of themselves undermine belief, or make it harder, “rather than
seeing that the new structures indeed undermine old forms, but leave open
the possibility of new forms which can flourish” (5S4, 432).

It turns out that Bruce’s basement and upper floor are intimately linked.
That is, his view of the future (being one of widespread indifference to
religion) is intimately linked to his assumption that religion cannot indepen-
dently motivate people in the conditions of modernity. This connection is no
surprise to Taylor, for whom historical explanations are necessarily linked to
some view of human motivation (S4, 433). But it does unearth the unthought
or powerful enframing assumptions with which Bruce approaches the ques-
tion of secularization. Taylor articulates these assumptions in two connected
propositions: the disappearance thesis, and the epiphenomenal thesis. “The
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s that the independent motivation to religious belief and action (if,
first *7 it hasn’t always been epiphenomenal) tends to disappear in condi-
'iﬂ.deed’f modernity. The second says that in conditions of modernity (if not
fion® 2] religious belief and action can only be epiphenomenal, that is, func-
a.lwaT t(; some distinct goals or purposes” (54, 433).

uoﬂlf: is evident from Taylor’s long narrative of religion’s place from the
gixlecﬂ‘lh century to the Second World War, th.atl changit.lg social t‘or.n?s al-
lowed the possibility of new expressions of religious bcllef'—ne}:v Spll‘ltll.al-
ities, for example. Religious belief often found new expressions in changing
gocial contexts. Why would Bruce assume lha} li‘n‘s is not po&:‘s:ble today?
Why couldn’t posF-l‘)G{}S believers express ll.1c1r' faith in new forms? In the
rest of his discussion of the nature of secularization, Taylor offers a cultural
account of the contemporary place of religion. Of course, Bruce may be right
about a “widespread indifference” to religion characterizing the West’s fu-
wre, although Taylor thinks that this is deeply implausible. What is required,
however, is an account of the changing place of the sacred rather than an
assumption about indifference to religious belief. It’s to such an account that

Taylor turns.

The Age of Mobilization

For Taylor, religion’s place today can be understood best as the last stage in a
three-stage cultural shift. He introduces Weber-style ideal types to distin-
guish these stages; not that historical periods or societies can be neatly cate-
gorized. Rather he aims to show firstly that the changing place of religion can
only be understood within the context of cultural shifts. And second, through
this cultural account he aims to demonstrate the limitations of mainstream
secularization theory. In each of these stages, forms of spirituality are en-
meshed in social matrices.

He names the first ideal type the “ancien régime” matrix, situated in the
eighteenth century. The social order at work here “is of a pre-modern kind,
an order of hierarchical complementarity, which is grounded in the Divine
Will, or the Law which holds since time out of mind, or the nature of things”
(SA4, 438). This order, considered in the previous chapter, held both for the
larger society and at the local level: king, bishops, nobility, and local priests
all had their place. As we have seen, collective ritual played a large part in
this pre-modern world, even in lands strongly influenced by the Reformation,
and it knitted substantial elements of folk religion together with orthodox
Christian liturgical life. Yet in the eighteenth century, elites and the popular
majority understood and lived the same rituals in rather different ways (54,
440). Taylor summarizes this stage: “In this ‘ancien régime’ form, we have a
close connection between church membership and being part of a national,
but particularly a local community; this connection was cemented in part by
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the coexistence of official orthodox ritual and prayer, on the one hand, with
on the other, ritual forms concerned with defense, luck, warding off evil”
(54, 440).

However, the “ancien régime™ matrix was disrupted. The individualizing
tendency of the Reformation contributed to the disruption but elite reform
made the greatest impact. Earlier in his historical narrative, Taylor empha-
sized the significance of the drive to Reform in the whole modern period:
social elites became detached from, “even hostile to much of popular cul-
ture,” and attempted to reform it (S4, 440). Since in the “ancien régime”
matrix, belief was expressed in collective ritual, elite efforts at reform were
profoundly destabilizing.

Several other factors furthered the dissolution of the “ancien régime”
matrix, one being the church’s response to the disruption. The Restoration
church of nineteenth-century France responded to the Revolution and other
attempts at reform from within the “ancien régime” matrix. It aimed at “the
reconstitution of a total Christian society, seen as one of hierarchical comple-
mentarity” (S4, 442).10 Such attempts to re-establish Christendom generated
resistance, especially among sections of the middle classes, a resistance
which gradually spread downward. Other social factors contributed to the
disintegration of the “ancien régime” matrix, including the intensification of
class conflict, as well as the processes of urbanization and industrialization.
These factors came together in individual lives:

The new city-dweller, no longer relating back to a living community, as some
of the earlier temporary migrants had, would find himself with a void in his
spiritual life, and would have to find a way of weaving new forms and commu-
nity allegiances in the new situation. The “de-christianisation” of the urban
working classes in the later nineteenth century had more to do with this than
with an actual conversion to the new lay ideologies. (S4, 444)

However a transformation in social context, with the associated disrup-
tion of forms of spirituality, was not the whole story. The Restoration church
adapted in crucial ways, firstly by promoting spirituality that appealed more
deeply to the emotions, particularly the nineteenth-century devotion to the
Sacred Heart. Yet an even more significant adaptation strongly influenced
the life of the Catholic Church. Although, as stated above, its official stance
toward the surrounding culture was from within the “ancien régime” model,
in practice it began to subvert this stance. In Taylor’s words, “The Catholic
church was unavoidably in the business of mobilizing, by which I mean
organizing and recruiting people into membe1sh1p organizations with some
definite purpose. But this means new forms of collective action, created by
the participants themselves; and this has no proper place in the ancien régime
model” (54, 445). In effect, a new understanding of the 1elat10nsh1p between

religion and culture was emergmg
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This new relationship is Taylor’s second ideal type, the Age of Mobiliza-
ion which increasingly dominated the period from the beginning of the
mﬂétcenlh century until the 1950s. The new model emerged in response to
the shifting social and cosmic imaginaries between the seventeenth and nine-
reenth centuries. Taylor defines mobilization as: Ap”

A process whereby people are persuaded, pushed, dragooned, or bullied into
new forms of saciety, church, association. This generally means that they are
induced through the actions of governments, church hierarchies, and/or other
clites, not only to adopt new structures, but also to some extent to alter their
social imaginaries, and sense of legitimacy, as well as their sense of what is
crucially important in their lives or society. (S4, 445)

In the Age of Mobilization, the action of governments, church leaders, and
elites no longer took place against the unchanging background of the ancien
régime. Social and ecclesial structures must now be mobilized into existence.

With advancing disenchantment and the rise of the modern moral order,
God’s relationship to both the cosmos and the polity was envisaged anew—a
relationship now centered upon the notion of design. In the post-Newtonian
scientific worldview, the cosmos could no longer express higher meanings in
the way that it once had. Yet, there was still a strong sense that “the universe
declares the glory of God . . . evident in its Design, its beauty, its regularity,
but also in its having evidently been shaped to conduce to the welfare of His
creatures” (S4, 446-47). An analogous change occurred in the conception of
the polity. Again, the divine was not seen in the social order as it had been in
the enchanted worldview; nonetheless, God was still present “to the extent
that we build a society that plainly follows God’s design™ (S4, 447). Integral
to this shift in the place of the sacred was the rise of the modern moral order,
which begins with a conception of individuals, now not embedded in a hier-
archical order, who *“each, in pursuing his or her own purposes in life, act to
benefit others mutually” (S4, 447). In Taylor’s terms, this is the society of
mutual benefit. The paradigm case of this new idea of order is clearly the
United States, who saw themselves as “one people under God.” In the old
Europe, “the ride was bumpier and much more conflictual,” as Taylor puts it
(SA, 448). The old hierarchical worldview was repeatedly appealed to, espe-
cially in Catholic countries, yet at the same time a new relationship between
church and culture was developing. Taylor calls this the “baroque” compro-
mise (S4, 448).

In the Age of Mobilization, religious adherence was increasingly seen as
voluntary: “forcing it had less and less legitimacy” (54, 449). This strong
valuing of freedom provided the basis for the development of denominations,
which saw themselves not as divinely established churches, but as “some-
thing we have to create” in response to God’s plan (84, 450). Taylor argues
that the rise of the denominational form allowed new faith initiatives to
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emerge, particularly in the face of social change, migration, and class con-
flict. Yet although the denominational form opened the way to a diversity of
institutional commitments, this diversity was not divisive in itself. Taylor
puts it thus: “it is a feature of denominationalism that, just because one’s own
church does not include all the faithful, there is a sense of belonging to a
wider, less structured whole which does. And this can find at least partia]
expression in the state. That is, the members of mutually recognizing denom-
inations can form a people ‘under God’” (S4, 454). This reading of denomi-
nationalism has strong American resonances, but Taylor shows that it is also
true of Britain. In the Age of Mobilization, then, religion was certainly separ-
ate from the state, but there was also a sense in which a broader church,
consisting of various denominations, could identify with the polity. This
arrangement of denominational affiliation had the capacity to “sustain a high
level of religious belief and practice” (S4, 455).

Taylor argues that in both the British and the American cases, the under-
standing of fulfilling God’s design through denominational attachment in a
broader national church was allied with a sense of building civilizational
superiority. Citizens’ common calling gave them a sense of superiority over
“less developed” peoples. In this way, God’s presence could both define and
influence civilizational order. Yet in time, this sense of superiority became
detached from a religious worldview.

Let me summarize the shift from the “ancien régime” to the Age of
Mobiiization. Taylor invokes two ideal types to map out a major transition in
religion’s place in the West between the eighteenth and the twentieth centu-
ries. His illustrations mainly come from Britain, the United States, and
France. He is keenly aware of the limitations of his explanation: the contrast
in ideal types does not account for every difference in national itineraries, for
example in Germany and Scandinavia (S4, 460). Yet the ideal types serve his
two major purposes, which in a sense are positive and negative articulations
of the one point. Firstly, the dynamics of the process strongly challenge
mainstream secularization theory, which holds that modern social processes
inevitably result in a decline of religious belief and practice. Taylor’s account
shows that in the United States, mobilization fostered vigorous new forms of
church life, whereas in France it led many to leave Christianity. He con-
cludes that, “mobility itself doesn’t tell in one direction or the other” (54,
461). Second, Taylor’s model shows that while cultural change did destabi-
lize older religious forms, the outcome was not necessarily a less religious
society. In his words, “what follows depends heavily on what alternatives are
available or can be invented out of the repertory of the populations con-
cermed” (S84, 461). In the shift from the “ancien régime” to the Age of
Mobilization, a hierarchically structured society in an enchanted world was
no longer an option; yet for peoples and churches who could find expression
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for their faith within the modern moral order, Christian faith could, and did,
f]ourish.

In France, Britain. and the United States, in both Protestant and Catholic
contexts, the forms of faith that successfully negotiated the process of mobil-
ization wove together four strands of life: “spirituality, discipline, political
identity, and an image of civilizational order” (S4, 472). By the middle of the
wentieth century, however, a new age was dawning.

The Age of Authenticity

What, then, characterizes religion’s place early in the twenty-first century?
This is the final stage of Taylor’s three-stage cultural shift: the context within
which today churches proclaim the gospel. After tracking the conditions of
belief since the sixteenth century, and considering the limitations of main-
stream secularization theory, we have come to one last transition, which
historians and sociologists almost invariably locate in the 1960s. The condi-
tions of belief have again been profoundly transformed. Taylor’s historical
narrative is important because the final shift is fully appreciated only in light
of the past, particularly in light of the notions of human agency at work
therein.

Discussion of the cultural revolution of the *60s commonly focuses on
such factors as galloping individualism, a decline of community, and the
consumer revolution, These factors certainly engender a sense of loss, yet the
shift cannot be evaluated in purely negative terms; very few of us would be
willing to return permanently to the period before the 1950s, if indeed that
were possible. More significantly, tallying up losses and gains in this fashion
misses what Taylor believes is the very heart of the cultural transformation.

Taylor’s primary contribution to debates about the contemporary place of
religion is his insight that a further shift in self-understanding has trans-
formed western culture. He sees the individualism of the modern moral order
taking a new turn under the influence of late-eighteenth and nineteenth-
century Romanticism. The expressivism of the Romantic age has become a
mass phenomenon in ours; hence his naming the present the Age of Authen-
ticity. Characterizing our age is the understanding:

That each one of us has his/her own way of realizing our humanity, and that it
is important to find and live out one’s own, as against surrendering to confor-
mity with a model imposed on us from outside, by society, or the previous
generation, or religious or political authority. (S4, 475)

We have already seen that this self-understanding found expression in the
lives of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century elites, but since the *60s it
has shaped the outlook of society in general.
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Pivotal to grasping the significance of this transition is a recognition that
the moral stakes have changed. Those who simply condemn the new culture
as egotist, relativist, or consumerist or, equally, those who affirm its
strengths as if they were unproblematic fail to appreciate the value shift at
work. As Taylor puts it, both the knockers and the boosters see the turn “as a
move within a stable perennial game. For the critics it involves the embrac-
ing of vices which were and are the main threats to virtue; for the boosters we
have reversed age-old forms which were and are modes of oppression” (54,
480). Ironically, both the straight boosters and the outright knockers collude
in a very thin analysis of the cultural shift. But when the moral stakes change,
some options from previous ages are no longer available, and new options of
varying value open up.

So, what place does religion have within the culture of authenticity? In
the world of the “ancien régime,” Taylor’s first ideal type, personal belief,
church, and society were inextricably intertwined. In the Age of Mobiliza-
tion, a choice of denomination connected believers to a broader sense of
church, which in turn connected them to a polity with a role designed by
God. Individual choice is valued in this second stage and coercion seems to
contradict the nature of belief. In the Age of Authenticity, the value of
freedom is taken a step further. The animating ideal of expressivism shapes
religious belief and practice. Taylor puts it in these words:

The religious life or practice that [ become part of must not only be my choice,
but it must speak to me, it must make sense in terms of my spiritual develop-
ment as I understand this. (54, 486)

In the terms of this cultural shift, then, the focus is on individuals authentical-
ly living their spiritual journey, even in the case of the most pious believer.
With such a strong emphasis on individual spiritual paths, however, the task
of maintaining the frameworks of belief becomes increasingly difficult (S4,
486).

_ Today’s expressivist approach to belief reflects the perspective of Ro-

; manticism, which rejected the stripped-down reason of the buffered self as
incapable of reaching the ultimate truths. For Friedrich Schleiermacher, an
important theological figure in the Romantic movement, the “feeling of abso-
lute dependence” on the infinite was more central to Christian faith than
assent to an external formula. Taylor’s argument is that in our age, this shift
has “penetrated in some general form deep into our culture” (S4, 489).

I So we have moved through three dispensations: from the “ancien régime”
to the Age of Mobilization, to the Age of Authenticity, with each dispensa-
tion revealing a different understanding of the relationship between the spiri-
tual and the social. Taylor does not claim that any of these ideal types
provides the total description of the present age, but that we have moved
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and that the last one has increasingly shaped our age (54, 487).
of Authenticity does not provide the total description of relig-
:on's place in the present is evident in the way that diverse groups such as the
lohfjstiau Right and the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church in the
Cnited States envisage the relationship between faith and nation. Taylor
here is a struggle going on between the latter two dispensations

fhrough them
rhat the AgE

pelieves that t

(54, 488). i ‘ P
Yet the expressivist culture is not unproblematic for Christian faith; or at

jeast it presents Christian faith with some strong challenges. In the final

section of this chapter I will embark on an initial consideration of the

urch’s stance toward this culture. In my judgment the cultural shift has
opened up the possibility of a richer expression of Christian faith—a judg-

ment that will require further discussion. Nonetheless Taylor sees some

strong challenges to belief in this age, of which I will list three. First, the

expressivist spiritual outlook is inherently p]ural_iftic. Doctrinal definitions

cannot contain this pluralism: it is only limited by what is permissible within

the modern moral order (S4, 489). Second, as previously mentioned, in the

expressivist outlook there is no intrinsic relationship between spirituality and

society, so maintaining frameworks of belief will be far more difficult than in

previous eras. Yet, as Taylor notes and Casanova convincingly demonstrates,

this does not mean that religion has been relegated to the private sphere. !

Third, the expressivist age has also undermined the inherent link between

Christian faith and civilizational order (S4, 492). In sketching Taylor’s Age

of Mobilization above I noted that in that period, the sense of fulfilling God’s
design through denominational attachment was allied to a strong sense of
contributing to a civilizational order. Taylor argues that this connection was

progressively weakened in the lives of elites during the nineteenth century
and that since the 1960s, it has been further weakened (SA, 492-94).

ch

EVANGELICAL CATHOLICISM?

If the church is to proclaim the gospel effectively, a coherent and insightful
view of the contemporary place of religion is essential; so I have claimed in
the previous chapter. Misunderstanding contemporary culture and engaging
with it from the perspective of misrecognition thwarts the gospel’s capacity
to transform the lives of its hearers. Not that those who proclaim the gospel
are entirely responsible for its effectiveness: God’s grace and reflective,
open-hearted hearers are also essential. Nonetheless, if the gospel is not
proclaimed in terms that addressees can recognize as largely true of them-
selves and their world, there is little reason for them to take it seriously. 12
Effective proclamation must begin from where people understand themselves
and this requires an insightful and coherent view of contemporary culture.
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Taylor’s narrative reveals both the strengths and limits of our secular age,
It also elucidates the great cost to the church of misjudging cultural transi-
tions. To revisit just one example: the Catholic Church in nineteenth-century
France reacted officially to its changing circumstances by attempting to re-
establish Christendom, wanting a pivotal role for the church hierarchy in the
social structure. At the same time and unofficially, the church was subverting
this stance by engaging in the process of mobilization and thus creating new
forms of collective action for believers. A multi-faceted effort of this sort
might seem a smart response to a difficult situation, were it not for the
profoundly negative consequences. Taylor reviews the results: “This kind of
attempt to re-establish Christendom everywhere generated counter-efforts,
which took the form of secularist liberal or radical movements, and often
found their inspiration in the French Revolution. The result was a deep rift,
and important levels of dissidence in the middle classes. Moreover, this
dissidence often spread downward to lower or working classes, particularly
the latter” (S4, 442). Ironically, the church’s misunderstanding of the shifting
culture at this time wrought the very response that it was attempting to
subvert.!3 When charged with the task of proclaiming the gospel, judging the
culture aright is far more than a tactical issue.

A recent diagnosis of the church’s situation highlights the significance of
Taylor’s account of the contemporary conditions of belief. In The Future
Church, North American journalist John Allen identifies ten trends that he
believes will have the greatest impact on the Roman Catholic Church’s fu-
ture.!4 At the time of the book’s publication, Allen wrote for the National
Catholic Reporter, considered a liberal Catholic paper, yet as we will see, his
prognosis moves beyond the polarized analysis presently afflicting the
church. For this reason it is especially worth considering. He sees his book as
a work of “descriptive journalism” rather than theology. !5 Of his ten trends,
many concern the church’s interaction with broad social movements: global-
ization, the environmental movement, the development of biotechnology,
and changes in world demography, to name several.

One of Allen’s trends deals explicitly with the way in which the church
presents itself in the world—the way it proclaims the gospel. Allen calls this
trend “Evangelical Catholicism” although it might be better named “identity
Catholicism.” It has three defining features: “[1] a clear embrace of tradition-
al Catholic thought, speech, and practice . . . [2] eagerness to proclaim one’s
Catholic identity to the world, emphasizing its implications for culture, soci-
ety, and politics . . . [and 3] faith is seen as a matter of personal choice rather
than cultural inheritance.”!® To this point, Allen’s description of Evangelical
Catholicism has much in common with the perspective I am advocating.
However, Allen moves on to locate the roots of Evangelical Catholicism in
“a conscious and carefully crafted strategy to resist the perceived evils of
secularization.”!” Here secularization is defined as, “a general weakening of
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yraditional religious faith, affiliation and practice, along with a strong distinc-
(jon between church and state.” !

Allen recognizes that secularization cannot be adequately understood as
simply the decline of religious belief and practice. Many people believe in
God yet have no religious affiliation—*“believing without belonging™ in Brit-
ish sociologist Grace Davie’s memorable phrase. Others don’t practice a
faith yet want religion to endure somehow—“vicarious religion” in another
of Davie’s apt names. Nonetheless, Evangelical Catholicism views secular-
ization in strongly negative terms: “At senior levels of the Catholic Church
today [2009] there’s a growing perception that a tipping point has been
reached, and that Western secularization is crossing the line from indiffer-
ence to outright hostility toward religion.”!?

Allen has captured a very common pattern of thought in the contemporary
church. Evangelical Catholicism responds to what it sees as an increasing
indifference to religion by holding firmly to and strongly emphasizing tradi-
tional Catholic thought, speech, and practice. While this response might
seem to embody a Catholic take on the present, it is determined by a judg-
ment about contemporary culture. Evangelical Catholicism holds that be-
cause religion is in decline in the West—and the wider culture is at best
indifferent and at worst utterly hostile to religion—faithful Catholics must
return to expressions of Catholic identity that belong to a more well-defined
era. Liberal Catholicism shares aspects of this stance, evaluating the cultural
shift similarly but making the judgment that in response the church must
update so as to regain popular interest.20

Taylor’s narrative reveals a much richer picture of the cultural shift, with
very different implications for proclamation. Not that his narrative promotes
a dilution of the Catholic tradition; at several points Taylor says that such a
dilution is a major error. However, if both the strengths and limits of the
cultural shift are held in view, the church’s task of proclamation is seen quite
differently. Let me revisit three characteristics of spiritual life in the Age of -
Authenticity. First, and most significantly: central to the transformed place of
religion in the expressivist age is a vision of the good—that a person’s faith
expresses their deepest self-understanding. Repeating Taylor’s words: in the
expressivist age my spiritual practice “must speak to me, it must make sense
of my spiritual development as I understand this™ (SA, 486). Sociologist of
religion Wade Clark Roof, reflecting on surveys, interviews, and field obser-
vations, shares Taylor’s judgment, noting that in this age people are “looking
for a more direct experience of the sacred, for greater immediacy, spontane-
ity, and spiritual depth.”2! Such a view of the spiritual should be profoundly -
at home in the Catholic tradition. Saint Augustine’s most famous line, which
he addressed to God “you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless
until it rests in you,” teaches us that Christian faith is ultimately about the
believer’s union with God.2 One of Augustine’s important contributions to
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the Christian understanding of faith is his conviction that the surest path to
God leads within. Not only is God to be found in the created world, were
God is undoubtedly present, but also in the foundations of the human per-
son—in the dynamics of human knowing.?? For this reason, Augustine sees
that God is to be found particularly when we are present to ourselves: in the
intimacy of self-presence. In Augustine’s words, “But you were more inward
than my most inward part and higher than the highest element within me.”24
Augustine’s understanding of the journey to God in the intimacy of self-
presence shares the expressivist understanding that a person’s faith takes
them within and makes sense of their inner world. A set of beliefs imposed
by an external authority that fails to make sense of the believer’s inner world
cannot be called faith in Augustine’s understanding of the term.

A second characteristic of spiritual life in the Age of Authenticity is the
immense challenge that it presents to the churches. The strong connection
between social identity and religious commitment that held in the Age of
Mobilization no longer holds. Hence, the decline in levels of religious prac-
tice, and the emergence of the features that Davie names—‘believing with-
out belonging” and “vicarious religion” as well as the tendency to think of
religious commitment as something that an individual assembles, or “bricol-
age” as this tendency is often named.2> How, then, should the Catholic
Church respond to these aspects of the new spiritual landscape as it pro-
claims the gospel? I have already suggested that condemnation, distance, and
the formulaic repetition of doctrines will do more harm than good; such a
response would not adequately engage the hearts of those who search. The
real tragedy of the church adopting a subtraction view of secularization is
that its consequent efforts at proclamation subvert the very response desired.
Taylor suggests that in our new predicament, people can be led to deeper
engagement in Christian faith through “various forms of spiritual practice to
which each is drawn in his/her own spiritual life. These may involve medita-
tion, or some charitable work, or a study group, or a pilgrimage, or some
special form of prayer, or a host of such things” (S4, 515). What is required
is a living, vibrant community of faith, prepared to engage with the neighbor.

A third characteristic of spiritual life in the Age of Authenticity reflects
more on the past than the present, perhaps, but has important implications for
an evaluation of contemporary spiritual life. Taylor’s narrative of the journey
from the sixteenth century to the twenty-first shows that one of the strongest
forces constantly influencing the place of the sacred was the church itself,
and what Taylor calls “the drive to Reform.” The church’s effort to proclaim
the gospel at a broad social level has been a major factor in establishing the
disenchanted age. Since the medieval era, the church has been fostering a
more individual, personally committed, Christocentric spirituality. Taylor’s
argument is that the turn to the personal in this expressivist age is intrinsical-
ly related to the drive to Reform. In his words, there is “a long-term vector in
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hristendom, moving steadily over a half millennium towards more
I, committed forms of religious devotion and practice. The spiritual-
¢ that we see today could be understood as the form that this
takes in an Age of Authenticity” (S4, 532). So, when church
demn the expressivist culture as godless, they not only alienate
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in concluding this chapter, it is also worth noting the difference between

Taylor’s narrative of the journey to our secular age and an influential account
that emphasizes a shift in philosophical and theological outlook. John Mil-
pank locates the roots of our secular age in the rise of nominalism and the
voluntarist theology of Duns Scotus and others in the medieval period.?6
There is much here with which Taylor concurs, acknowledging that “nomi-
nalism contributed to the development of a clear distinction between nature
and supernature, immanent order and transcendent reality, which . . . has
been an essential intellectual background of modern secularity™ (S4, 773).
The resulting instrumentalist stance contributed to the rise of the scientific,
mechanized worldview. So, Milbank identifies important elements of the
development of secularity, but in Taylor’s view Milbank's account doesn’t
depict the main story of secularity. Taylor calls Milbank’s account the Intel-
lectual Deviation (ID) story, and since his own account focuses on Reform,
he names it the Reform Master Narrative (RMN).?7 Taylor argues that al-
though the ID story identifies a significant theoretical shift that contributed to
secularity, it cannot explain how the deviation shaped western culture broad-
ly. As we have seen, the cultural shift only occurred through the changing
social imaginary, and through the process of Reform fashioning a new place
for the sacred. Taylor also points out that the intellectual deviation was a
move within Christian theology and of itself does not provide reasons for
turning against Christianity. Again, these reasons can only be arrived at
through the long journey of Reform.

The relationship between the church and secular culture emerging from
Milbank’s view of the genesis of secularity is one of strong contrast. To
describe this relationship, Milbank turns to Augustine’s contrast between the
civitas terrena and the heavenly city. He interprets Augustine’s civitas terre-
na as meaning “the vestigial remains of an entire pagan mode of practice. . . .
The ends sought by the civitas terrena are not merely limited, finite
goods . . . they are unconditionally bad ends.”28 Yet (as I will discuss more
fully in chapter 6) Augustine scholar Robert Markus argues that Milbank
misunderstands this critical point in Augustine. In Markus’s words, “If civi-
tas terrena in Milbank’s statement refers to the community of the proud and
selfish, it tells us nothing about the realm of social and political activity; if it
stands for the earthly City in its wider sense, it is simply untrue.”? My
interest here, however, is not primarily in contesting Milbank’s interpretation
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of Augustine, although that’s important, but in showing that his understang.
ing of the rise of secularity as a “deviation” results in a view of our secula,
age that does not do justice to the drive toward more personal, cominitteq
spiritual forms, as portrayed by Taylor. And consequently, he envisages the
church over-against rather than engaged with the secular age.

So, the church’s reading of late-modernity and its stance toward thig
culture are critical elements of the effective proclamation of the gospel, |
have suggested that the church’s stance must be one of deep engagement
with the religious longings of our secular age. Of course, conceiving the
church-world relationship in this way is not new. Vatican 1I’s “Pastora]
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World” articulated such an under-
standing, where the church is seen in dialogue with the world. In the next
chapter, I will examine what the bishops meant by dialogue by tracing the
development of the document, and in the following chapters will work to-
ward a theology of dialogue.
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