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Du r i n g  the past forty years Canadian h i s t o r i a n s  have vi ewe d the 
re latio ns hi p b e t w e e n  re ligion and the de v e l o p m e n t  of C a n ad ian society 
from three perspe ct ives.  None of these p e r s p e c t i v e s  have risen out of 
the Ca nadian context; they have been i m p orted and ad ap t e d  w i t h  va rious 
degrees of success to the C a n ad ian scene. The a s si stance  they have 
given Ca na di an h i s t o r i a n s  in perc e i v i n g  and h i g h l i g h t i n g  various 
aspects of the role of re lig ion  in our n a t i o n a l  life has bee n  valuable. 
Like all p e r s pe ct ives, however, they have often c o nc ealed as much as 
they have revealed. Cana di an church h i s t o r i a n s ,  of course, have been 
aware of the limita tions w h i c h  these p e r s p e c t i v e s  ha ve pl a c e d  upon 
the story of the religious de v e l o p m e n t  of Can adian society. T heir  
comments and critic isms, however, have n e v e r  been s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  
studied nor vi e w e d  in the w i d e r  context of the d e v e l o p m e n t  of these 
p e r s p ecti ve s e I s e w h e r e . This neglect needs to be remed ied for such 
a study throws light not only on an aspect of the i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y  
of Canada but also on a nu m b e r  of points of em ph as is in the use of 
these p e r s p e c t i v e s  w h i c h  appear to be d i s t i n c t i v e l y  Canadian. In wh a t  
follows, theref ore, an attempt has been  made first of all to trace the 
devel op ment and c o n t i n u i n g  in fluence of these p e r s p e c t i v e s  on the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of re lig ion in Ca nad ian society. Secondly, to assess 
the adequacy and limitat io ns of these p e r s p e c t i v e s  as i n t e r p r e t i v e  
frameworks in the Ca nadian  context. And finally to point out some of 
the factors in the pr esent  sit ua tion w h i c h  need to be taken into 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  in the de v e l o p m e n t  of a new perspe ct ive.

I

Du rin g the first three decades of the 20th centur y Canadian  
hist or ians were p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  the e v o l u t i o n  of C a n a d i a n  n atio nh ood.



I

The themes w h i c h  claimed their attentio n were the w i n n i n g  of n a t i o n a l  
status, the ach ie ve ment of r es ponsibl e g ov er nment, and confedera tion. 
T hei r focus was on pol i t i c a l  and c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  matters, con s e q u e n t l y  
"they did not e f f e c t i v e l y  analyze the social, e c o n o m i c  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  
forces w i t h i n  N or th  A m e r i c a  w hich w e r e  cr eating a Cana d i a n  c o mm unity
incr e a s i n g l y  conscious that it was f a r  from b e i n g an  overseas
p r o j e c t i o n  of B r itain. " (1) In the 1920's se ve ra l C a n a d i a n  h i s t o r i a n s  
began to turn their a t t entio n to these problems.

At roughly the same time the need to record the religious h i s t o r y
of Canada as one su s t a i n e d  m o v em en t in the life of the na t i o n  also 
became apparent. The b asi c p r o b l e m  was to d i s c o v e r  a single pri n c i p l e  
w hi ch  w oul d give unity to the whole. Ed m u n d  H. Ol iver in his book 
The W i n n i n g  of the F r o n t i e r  (2) was the first to tackle this p r o b l e m  
by using the fro ntier  thesis as the f r am ew ork for his na rrative.

The imp or ta nc e of the frontier  for A m e r i c a n  d e v e l o p m e n t  had been 
the subject of serious study and debate by A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  ev er  
since 1893, wh en F r e d e r i c k  Jack s o n  T u r n e r  gave his famous pa per on 
"The S i g n i f i c a n c e  of the Fro n t i e r "  be fore the m e e ti ngs of the A m e r i c a n  
Historical A s s o c i a t i o n  in Chicago. By 1930, the T u r n e r  - A n t i - T u r n e r  
debate was w i d e s p r e a d  amongst A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r i a n s  (3) and both the 
s ig ni ficanc e and limit ations of the th eory for the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 
Canadian hi sto ry  had been argued before the Cana d i a n  H i s t o r i c a l  
Association. In 1928, W a l t e r  N. Sage of the U n i v e r s i t y  of Br it i s h  
Columbia, argued  for the v a l i d i t y  of the fr ontie r thesis as appl i e d  to 
Canadian history. (4) The fo l l o w i n g  year, howeve r, John L. M c D o u g a l l  
launched an attack on it. " W h atever  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  there may be for 
Pr o f e s s o r  T u r ne r's thesis as an e x p l a n a t i o n  of A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y , "  he 
concluded, "it could be little short of a calamity if Cana dian  
hi st o r i a n s  were to attempt to d e f o r m  the story of our own de v e l o p m e n t  
to fit the P rocrus te s bed of the fr ontier theo ry." (5) It was into a 
context of debate, the refore, that Ol iver' s The W i n n i n g  of the F r o n t i e r  
came when it was p u b l i s h e d  in 1930.

The W i n n i n g  of the F r o n t i e r  was re vie wed for the C a n a d i a n  H i s t o r i c a l  
R evi ew by John T. McNeil. "There is more C a n ad ia n church h i s t o r y , " 
wr ote  McNeil , "in this volume of 271 pages than has ever be fore be en 
p lac ed b e t w e e n  two covers." (6) McN eil, ho we ver, was well aware of 
the c r i t i c i s m  b e i n g  direct ed  at the f r o n t i e r  thesis and th er efore he 
a d d e d :
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"Some readers, fa mi l i a r  w ith the 'frontier' theory of the 
h is tory of the United  States, may be pr epa r e d  to find that 
the thesis is overworked. The present reviewe r can only 
state his accord wi t h  the author 's main position. The 
Ca nadia n churches cannot in the least degree be u n d e r s t o o d  
as mere pro je c t i o n s  of the com mu ni ons of th e old w o r l d  from 
w hi ch  they sprang. T heir course has be e n  ma inl y sh aped by 
a f r o nt ier e n v i r o n m e n t . "  (7)

Yet while Oli ve r uses the fro ntier thesis, at no point does he give 
any clues to the literary h e r i t a g e  of his book. (8) N e i t h e r  T u r n e r  nor 
any of the A m e r i c a n  church histo r i a n s  who  u t i liz ed  the fron t i e r  thesis, 
such as P eter  Mode and W. W. Sweet, are mentioned. (9) W h en one 
examines Oli ver's use of the te rm "f r o n t i e r , "  ho wever , it be co m e s  clear 
that he was not r e d u p l i c a t i n g  T u r ne r' s ca teg ori es nor  those of T u r n e r ’s 
disciples. The frontier, for Oliver, was not the cradle of Ca na dian  
democracy, it was not the focal point of C a n a d i a n i z a t i o n  nor a safety 
valve to drain off the exp l o s i v e  tensions of an E a s t e r n  labor force.
Rather it was the place wh ere the ins t i t u t i o n s  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  tamed and 
d o m e s t i c a t e d  the unruly forces of the w i l d e r n e s s .  The f r o ntier  was that 
line along w h i c h  "the outrid ers  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  do b a t t l e  -- w i t h  the
p r i mitive and e l e m e n t a l . "  (10)

 Fo r Ol iver the f r o nt ier sig n i f i e d  "need and o p p o r t u n i t y . "  The 
need was twofold. First of all, there was the need of the church to be 
i n v olved in mission. "It is the law of Ch ri st's K i n g d o m , "  Ol i v e r  argues, 
"that the church that neglects the utt erm os t part of the earth, w h e t h e r  
in its own land or across the sea does so at grave peril to its 
spiritua l life." (11) Secondly, there was the need of new sol u t i o n s  to 
new pr obl ems w h i c h  arise in a new en vi ronmen t.  "The Counci ls of the 
Ch urc h," he points out, "may be held  and decision s r e g i s t e r e d  at great 
centres, as in Jer usal em , but the most vital problems ever arise in, and 
the solut ions must always be found for, J o p p a  and Caesar ea,  A n t i o c h  and 
Galatia, -- among, and for the Ge ntiles and on the gr ow i n g  f r o n t i e r . "  (12) 
The m i s s i o n a r y  d i m e n s i o n  of Oliver's thought de epl y i n f l u e n c e d  his 
conceptio n not only of the need  but also the o p p o r t u n i t y  of the frontier. 
This o p p o r tu nity lay in the fact that it y i e l d e d  "new fields for m i s s i o n  
activity." "In C a n ada," continues Oliver, "just beca u s e  of the 
pr imi tive cond itions  and pion e e r  settleme nt s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of a y ou ng 
and gr owi ng country, it has been the e x p a n d i n g  g e o g r a p h i c a l  fro nt ier that 
has afforded the most s t r i k i n g  challeng e to the Chur ch." (13) It is the
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attempt of the churches to meet the ch allenge of the frontier w h i c h  for 
Oliver is "the co n t r o l l i n g  feature of religi ous po li cy and the constant 
motive of church e n terp ri se in Ca nadia n life." (14)

A fter a b ri ef  pe ri od at M c M a s t e r  Un i v e r s i t y ,  f o l l o w i n g  do cto ral  
studies at Columbia, Oliver came out to the west as an e d u c a t i o n a l  
p i o n e e r  and missionary. Not long after his ar riv al at the U n i v e r s i t y  
of S a s k a t c h e w a n  as a p r o f e s s o r  of hi st o r y  he became  i n v o l v e d  in the 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of the P r e s b y t e r i a n  T h e o l o g i c a l  College on the campus of 
the U n i v e r s i t y  of S a s k a t c h e w a n  and bec am e its first pri ncipal. In the 
ne g o t i a t i o n s  leading to the formatio n of the Un i t e d  Ch urch in 1925,
Oliver beca me  a spok esman  of the Union Churches in the west w h i c h  had 
been formed prior to 1925 in the e x p e c t a t i o n  that the union of the 
churches in Ca n a d a  w o u l d  be i m m e d i a t e l y  for thcoming.  Olive r's e l e c t i o n  
as the fourth m o d e r a t o r  of the United Church of Ca n a d a  was, at least in 
part, a re co gn i t i o n  of his role as s p o k e s m a n  for these union churches 
and his two year term from 1930-1932 was mar k e d  by his u n f l a g g i n g  ef forts  
to organize relief for those wh o  were b e i n g  w i p e d  out by the crop 
failures and dust bowl co ndi tio ns wh ich c h a r a c t e r i z e d  S a s k a t c h e w a n  
during the De pr e s s i o n  years. C o n s e q u e n t l y  it is not s u r p r i s i n g  that his 
conc ep tion of the fr ont ier was deeply i n f l u e n c e d  by his m i s s i o n a r y  
concerns for We st e r n  Canada and its people w hi ch  he k n e w  so w el l and 
wit h  w h o m  he had so deeply  id en t i f i e d  himself.

There was a conflict of interest in Ol ive r's  mind, however,  as he 
used the frontier theory. The real value of this theory, as T u r n e r  
d e velo pe d it, was to ex plain  and em p h a s i z e  the ne wness  and u n iquen es s  
of North A m e r i c a n  ideas and in st itu tions. In the process of ada pting  
to a new e n v i r o n m e n t  on the frontier there was a con t i n u a l  b e g i n n i n g  
again in w hic h new prob lems and new ways of doing things t r a n s f o r m e d  
old social patterns, te chniques and ideas. F r o m  an analysis  of these 
frontier dynamics, Tu r n e r  argued, it was p o s s i b l e  to expl a i n  the 
newness and u n iq ueness  of A m e r i c a n  social develop ment.

Oliver grasped the sig n i f i c a n c e  of this theory but he was torn 
be tw e e n  e m p h a s i z i n g  e l e ments  of conti n u i t y  and a n al yzing those aspects 
of the new e n v i r o n m e n t  w h i c h  produ c e d  d i s c o n t i n u i t y  w it h the past. By 
d e f i n i n g  the frontie r as the b a t t l e - l i n e  b e t w e e n  the forces of 
c i v i l iz ation and the w i l d e r n e s s ,  he ind icates his inte rest in the 
el ements of c o nt in uity with  the past. Indeed it was only after he had
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e m p h a s i z e d  the factor of continu it y that he was p r e p a r e d  to talk about 
how the fronti er altere d the decisions made in the large m e t r o p o l i t a n  
centers of civilization.

He po inted out that the advance of the frontier  d e c r e a s e d  de pen d e n c e  
on Europe and led to the for mation of n a t i o n a l  churches r e s p o n s i b l e  for 
their own support and destiny. He also e m p h a s i z e d  that the issues w hic h  
arose on the frontier altere d Br itish  co lonial po licy wit h  regard to 
religion, n a t i o n a l  po li cy and qu estions such as e d u c a t i o n  and the 
se pa r a t i o n  of church and state, h o w e v e r  the uniqu e n e s s  of these events 
were not the main focus of his study and they were n e v e r  allowe d to 
alter s u b s t a n t i a l l y  his empha si s on the con ti nuous fo rward  m ar ch  of 
civilization.

In the early part of the t w e ntiet h century, the C a n ad ian West was 
a symbol of opp ortunity. Du ri ng the thirties, however , it turned into 
a nightmare. Under Har o l d  A. Innis' d i re ct ion, t h er ef ore, Ca nadian  
h is t o r i a n s  b eg an  to direct their attentio n to the inf l u e n c e  of the 
great m e t r o p o l i t a n  centers of the East on the d e v e l o p m e n t  of Canada. 
Con seq uent ly , even amongst church h i s t o r i a n s  O l i v e r ’s The W i n n i n g  of 
the F r o n t i e r  faded into obs c u r i t y  and neglect.

While Oliver' s work has generally  be en ig nored by p r o f e s s i o n a l  
church his toria ns  in Canada, it has not, however, bee n  wi th ou t its 
c o n t i n u i n g  influence. Claris E dw in  Silco x in his study of the un ion of
the churches in Ca nad a str essed the impo r t a n c e  of the union churche s in
the West and the p r e ssure of home m i s s i o n  wor k  on the W e s t e r n  fronti er 
as a major factor in the for mati on  of the U n i t e d  Church of Ca n a d a  in 
1925. (15) Dr. George Dorey, a colleague of O l i v e r ’s in S a s k a t c h e w a n ,
also reflects the impact of the " g e o g r a p h i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m "  of the 
frontier  thesis in his Rob e r t s o n  Lectures for 1952-53. (16) By far the
most in tr i g u i n g  recent use of the front ier thesis, ho wever, has been
the attempt of Gerald  R. Cragg to e x p l a i n  the lack of an ind ige no us 
Can adian  the ol og y in terms of it. He writes:

"in a p i o n e e r i n g  co m m u n i t y  there are few e n c o u r a g e m e n t s  to 
ac ade mic speculation. 'Winning the frontier' has bee n  the 
m ajo r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of all the churches, and other matters
have been r e m o r s e l e s s l y  thrust aside. ---  Lack of adequate
resources, com bined wit h  the p r a g m a t i c  approac h n a t u r a l  in 
churches that we re fightin g to wi n the f r o ntier  regions has
kept all our colleges small and most of th em w e a k .  There
has been little ’learned leisure,' and under such cond it ions 
an ind igeno us  th eo logy does not readily d e velop. " (17)
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When the roll of d i s t i n g u i s h e d  C a n ad ian th eo lo g i a n s  who have spent 
all or s ig ni ficant  po rtion s of their careers in the U n i t e d  States is 
called (18), one wo nd ers w h e t h e r  the fr on t i e r  thesis is an adequa te 
e x p l a n a t i o n  for the lack of an i n di ge nous C a n a d i a n  theology. Pe rha ps 
the att ract io n of the great m e t r o p o l i t a n  centers of lea rning in Wo rth  
A m e r i c a  w ould provid e a more adequate e x p l a n a t i o n  of this ph eno men on. 
Ne ver t h e l e s s ,  Cragg's o b s e r vati on s pr ov ide an i n t e r e s t i n g  ex ampl e of 
the c o n t i n u i n g  in flu ence of the front ier thesis in the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
of the Can adian exp erience.

II

In 1929, the year before Ol iv er 's book appeared, Rich a r d  N i e b u h r  
pu b l i s h e d  The Social Sources of D e n o m i n a t i o n a l i s m  (19), a book w h i c h  
was to have a f o rm at ive effect on the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of r e l igion both 
in Ca nada and the U n i t e d  States. N i e b u h r  ad apte d the church - s e c t  
typol ogy  d e v el op ed  by Max W e b e r  and e l a b o r a t e d  by his colle ague 
Ernst Tro elt sc h,  to the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of A m e r i c a n  Pr o t e s t a n t i s m . 
P e r c e i v i n g  the static ch a r a c t e r  of this typology, N i e b u h r  r e f o r m u l a t e d  
it by sp ell i n g  out the attitudes of the two types towards se cu la r 
culture and then t r a n s f o r m e d  it into a dy na mic concept by p r o p o s i n g  
that the ty pology be used to study the pro ce ss es by w h i c h  sects bec o m e  
r e conc il ed  to the world. The result of this r e f o r m u l a t i o n  was "the 
w e l l - k n o w n  h y p o t h e s i s  that sects de vel op u l t i m a t e l y  into churches - 
that is, that their attitu de toward s e c u l a r  culture in time u n de rg oes 
a change from h a r s h  re jec tion to a degree of t o l e r a t i o n  or even 
a c c e p ta nce." (20)

In Canada, this t y p olog y was pi c k e d  up by Samuel Delber t Clark and 
used as a basis for his study of church  and sect in Canada. (21) In 
an earl i e r  wor k on The Social D e v e l o p m e n t  of Ca n a d a  (22), Clark had 
shown hi ms elf to be an ex ponent  of the " f r o n t i e r  h y p o t h e s i s . "  Wh e n  he 
adopte d the c hur ch -s ect typol ogy in 1948 to e x p l i c a t e  "the s o c i o l o g i c a l  
sig n i f i c a n c e  of ce rt ai n ge ner al m o v e m e n t s  of rel igion in C a n adian  
social d e v e l o p m e n t , "  (23) he did not abandon his e a r l i e r  c om mi tment to 
the frontier  theory but comb ined the in sig hts of the e a r l i e r  o r i e n t a t i o n  
w it h  those of the c hu rch-se ct  typology. The result was a f irst-c la ss 
study of C a n a d i a n  religious d e v e l o p m e n t  w h i c h  J . B .  B r e b n e r  h a i l e d  as
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"a p i o n e e r i n g  work of great impor ta nce, a m o n u m e n t a l  m i l e - s t o n e  in 
Canadian  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g  beyo nd  w hich p a r t i c u 1arist studies w ill seem 
i ne xc usable  except insofa r as they fill gaps in our k n o w l e d g e  and are 
a d equa te ly related to the edi fices w hich M r. Clark has e r e c t e d . . . "  (24)

Out of Clark's e a r l i e r  study (25) it became clear that the social 
develo p m e n t  of Canada had been c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a s u c c e s s i o n  of fron ti er 
religious movem ents.  These mo v e m e n t s  c o n t i n u a l l y  c h al lenged  and 
thre a t e n e d  the efforts of the major d e n o m i n a t i o n s  to secure u n d i s p u t e d  
control over the m i n i s t r a t i o n s  of religiou s services. The conflict 
b e t w e e n  e s t a b l i s h e d  religious au t h o r i t y  and those who refuse d to 
recognize such aut hor it y was i d e n t i f i e d  by Clark as the conflict b e t w e e n  
church and sect. Clark rel ated this conflict to the fr ontier thesis by 
no t i n g  that the sect has been a product of f r o nt ier cond itions  of 
social life and the church is the product of a mature society.

The co m b i n a t i o n  of the ch ur ch - s e c t  typology wit h  the frontier 
thesis was Clark's c o n t r i b u t i o n  to the de v e l o p m e n t  of this theory. The
main signi fi ca nce of this t h e o r e t i c a l  advance was that unlike Oliver, 
Clark was not left strand ed  wi t h  his center of focus riveted on the 
frontier. The fact that the church was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the urban 
sit ua ti on meant he was able to make an easy t r a n s i t i o n  back to the 
analysis of urban religious ph eno men on. M o r eo ve r, beca u s e  religious 
p h e n o m e n o n  amongst e c o n o m i c a l l y  m a r g i n a l  groups in the urban context 
tended to take a s e ct ar ian form he was able w i t h i n  the fra me work of this 
ty pol ogy to make a m a j o r  co n t r i b u t i o n  to the analysis of the religious 
dynam ics  of C a n a d i a n  urban so ciety in the 19th century.

So imp res si ve  was Clark's study that for some time it ap peared as
if it w oul d be the last w o r d  on the subject of C a n a d i a n  religious
development. Yet it was not long before both s o c i o l o g i s t s  and church 
hi st o r i a n s  b eg an  to raise questi ons about the ad equ ac y of the church- 
sect ty pology as a d e s c r i p t i o n  of religiou s p h e n o m e n o n  in N o r t h  America. 
By the 1950's so c i o l o g i s t s  wer e b e c o m i n g  aware that much of the m a t e r i a l  
they were i n v e s t i g a t i n g  did not fit the simple p o l a r i t i e s  of the church- 
sect typology. Scholars such as Milton Yi n g e r  (26) and P et er  Burger  
(27), therefo re be gan to refine the c hu rc h-sect ty polo gy  by addin g other 
categories such as cult and d e n o m i n a t i o n  in order to des cribe more 
e f f e c t i v e l y  the religi ous p h e n o m e n o n  w hich their resea rc h had revealed. 
W . E .  Ma nn's study e n t i t l e d  Sect, Cult and Church in A l b e r t a  (28) was a



r ef le ction of this b r o a d e n i n g  of the c hurch- se ct t y p ology to include 
other types of religious p h e n o m e n o n  such as the cult. Indeed, by the 
1960's the chu rc h-sec t ty polo gy  had c o m p l e t e l y  d i s i n t e g r a t e d  as the 
so c i o l o g i s t s  intro d u c e d  a si x-fold  list of categor ies ra the r than the 
or iginal two. In the new list, the cult, the sect, the e s t a b l i s h e d  
or i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  sect, the denom i n a t i o n ,  the church and the 
e c c l e s i a  were all set forth as c o n t a i n i n g  d i ffer en t shades of meaning.

While the s o c i o l o g i s t s  a t t empted to refine the c h u r c h-sect typology 
for their own purposes, church h i s t o r i a n s  such as Sidney Me ad and 
F r a n k l i n  H. Litte ll criti c i z e d  this t y p ology  from their own p e r s p e c t i v e  
and settled on the single term " d e n o m i n a t i o n "  as the one w h i c h  best 
d e sc ribed the church in N o r t h  America. Litt e l l  summed up his
cr i t i c i s m  of the T r o e l t s c h i a n  ty po lo gy as follows:

"As sugges ti ve  as this typology  is s o c i o l o g i c a l l y ,  t h e o l o g i c a l l y  
it is pe rni cio us. Any d e f i n i t i o n  of the 'church' w h i c h  makes 
the church before C o n s t a n t i n e  a 'sect' and relegates most of the 
mo dern m i s s i o n a r y  m o v ement and the churches ou tsi de E u r o p e a n  
'Christendom' to the status of 'sects' o b vio us ly leaves much to 
be desir ed." (29)

Co n s e q u e n t l y  under the combin ed  attacks of both the s o c i o l o g i s t s  and the 
church h istori an s, the ch urch - s e c t  t y p ology  has ge n e r a l l y  fallen into 
disuse and few, if any, are con cern ed  wi t h  it as a c u r r e n t l y  viable 
interpr et iv e f r a m e w o r k , f o r  the study of religion  in the United  S t a t e s . (30) 

In Canada, however, the si t u a t i o n  has be en different. H . H .  Walsh, 
in cr itic i z i n g  Clark, poin t e d  out that "his tende nc y to judge r e v i v a l i s m  
from a pu r e l y  s o c i o l o g i c a l  point of vi ew misses much of the true 
s i g n i fi cance of religious 'en thus iasm'. " (31) This was an imp or tant 
point and had Ca nadia n church h i s t o r i a n s  picked it up, it migh t have led
the m  be y o n d  the confines of the c h u r c h- se ct typology. In t he Unit ed
States, r e v i v a l i s m  has been dealt w ith in h i s t o r i c a l  and t h e o l o g i c a l  
terms by a va riety of schola rs fro m  W . W .  Sweet to W. M cL au ghlin. In 
1948, the same year as Clark's wor k  appeared, M a u r i c e  A. A r m s t r o n g  
p u b l i s h e d  The Great A w a k e n i n g  in N o v a  Scotia, 1 7 7 6 - 1 8 0 9 . (32) This work,
w h i c h  was done in co n s u l t a t i o n  wit h  W . W .  Sweet, how ever, did not set the 
pattern. Indeed, Walsh hi mself, when his book The C h rist ia n Church in 
C a n a d a  (33) was p u b l i s h e d  in 1956, co n t i n u e d  to speak of the sects and 
sectarianism. Even as late as 1963, John Mo i r  was w r i t i n g  on "The 
S e c tarian T r a d i t i o n  in Canada."  (34) This has meant that the i n t e r 
p r e t a t i o n  of this area of religi ous e x p e r i e n c e  has r e m ai ned wi t h i n  the
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context of the ch urch-sect categories. The q u e s t i o n  is why? What has 
p r e v e n t e d  Ca na di an scholars from going be y o n d  the c hurch- se ct typ ology?

John Moir has s u gg ested an answer  in his p a r a p h r a s e  of S. D . Clark. 
He says, "Can a d a  has p r e s e r v e d  C h u r c h i s m  to p r e serve itself. W h e n e v e r  
mi litary, economic, po l i t i c a l  or cul tural ab sor p t i o n  by the Un i t e d  States 
thr ea tene d,  as in 1776, 1812, 1837, 1911 or even 1957, Ca n a d a  has turned
to its c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y  t r ad ition for inspir ation . And 
e c c l e s i a s t i c i s m  is a t r a d i t i o n a l  part of that t r a d i t i o n . "  (35) A 
further reason is that C a n ad ian church h i s t o r i a n s  have re fused  to use 
the categor y of " d e n o m i n a t i o n . "  This has meant that they have not been 
able to follow M e a d ’s d i r e c t i o n  in going bey on d the c hu rc h-sect  typology, 
"in this respect," says H . H .  Walsh, "C a n a d i a n  C h r i s t i a n i t y  stands in 
sharp contrast to A m e r i c a n  C h r i stianit y,  w hic h takes d e n o m i n a t i o n a l i s m  
as normal.,.. The long series of church unions that are so pr o m i n e n t  
in Canadia n church histor y, c u l m i n a t i n g  in the f o rma ti on of the Un ited  
Church of Ca n a d a  in 1925, is the h i s t o r i c a l  e x p r e s s i o n  of an ideal that 
looks be yond d e n o m i n a t i o n a l i s m  as the final destiny  of the church in 
Canada." (36)

In Britain, Bryan R. Wil son, wh o  holds the senior a p p o i n t m e n t  in 
s o c iology at Oxford, has revit a l i z e d  the study of s e c t a r i a n i s m  over the 
past few years in a series of s o c i o l o g i c a l  studies. (37) After s u b 
je cting  bo th T r o e l t s c h  and N i e b u h r  to serious and s u s t a i n e d  critic ism, 
Wi l s o n  moves bey o n d  the church - s e c t  typology. In sofar  as he has 
c on tinued to focus on sec ta rianism , however, it might appear  at first 
glance that Canadi an scholars, in this regard, have re mained closer to 
the Br it is h rather than the A m e r i c a n  tradition. W i l son 's  views on 
e c u m e n i c a l i s m ,  h o w ev er, are unl ik e l y  to appeal to Cana di an church 
h is to rians,  and to date there is little e v i dence that they are p r e p a r e d  
to move wi th hi m  beyo nd T r o e l t s c h  and N i e b u h r  in the study of 
secta ria nism. T herefo re , in spite of the initial i l l u m i n a t i o n  w h i c h  
this p e r s p e c t i v e  he l p e d  to throw upon the religiou s dy nam ic s of C a n ad ian 
society, it appears at present to be c r e a t i n g  more pr oblems  than it has 
be en able to solve.

Ill

In an article e n t itl ed  "Two Ways of Life: The P r i m a r y  A n t i t h e s i s  of
C a n ad ia n His to ry " (38) p u b l i s h e d  in 1943, Ar t h u r  R. M. Lower d e v el op ed
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another di stinct iv e p er sp ective on the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the role of 
religion in Canadian  society. S t a rt ing wi th Weber's and Taw ne y's 
ob s e r v a t i o n s  conc e r n i n g  P r o t e s t a n t i s m ' s  a f f i n i t y  w i t h  c a p i t a l i s m  and 
C at ho l i c i s m ' s  resist ance to the c a p i t a l i s t i c  spirit, Lower set out to 
ex ami ne "the j u x t a p o s i t i o n  of two civiliz a t i o n s ,  two p h i l o s o p h i e s ,  two 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y  views of the fu ndamen ta l nature  of man" w h i c h  have 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the "pr im ary anti thesis  of Ca nadia n h i s t o r y . "

In 1938, Lower had touche d on this theme in a review  of D. G. 
Cr eig ht on's The Commerc ia l Empire of the St. Lawrence, 1 7 6 0 - 1 8 5 0 . (39)
The theme of this book, as Lower po in te d out "arises out of the sharp 
anti th esis b e t w e e n  the two socie ties of the region  of the St. L a w re nc e  
and the lakes: the expl o i t i v e  comm e r c i a l  P r o t e s t a n t  so ci e t y  of M o n t r e a l
and the other towns, and the more or less st atic rural so ciety  of the 
Catholic  hab i t ant s and U p p e r  C a n ad ia n pioneers. With the ge neral  nature 
of C re ig hton's  thesis, Lower b e l i e v e d  there could be little di sag re ement. 
However, he felt C r eigh to n had o v e r - w e i g h t e d  the strug gl e b e t w e e n  
commerce and agricult ure and u n d e r - w e i g h t e d  the factor w h i c h  D u r h a m  had 
d e s cr ib ed as "two na tio ns w a r r i n g  in the b o s o m  of a single sta te." 
A c c o r d i n g  to Lower, C r e ighto n had not e m p h a s i z e d  those p h i l o s o p h i e s  
w h i c h  lie be h i n d  the concept of race, and had failed to h i g h l i g h t  the 
u n e nd ing bat tle over what Andre S i e g f r i e d  called "the f u n d a me ntal nature 
of m a n ."

The w e a k n e s s e s  w h i c h  L ower d i s c o v e r e d  in C r e i g ht on's book indicate  
the themes he was to develo p in his es say  had bee n  on his mi n d  for some 
time. His re ference to Andre S i e g f ri ed 's book The Race Q u e s t i o n  in 
Ca na da  indicates an other source for Low er's p e r s p e c t i v e  be sides  the 
W e b e r - T a w n e y  thesis. S ie gf ried's wor k  was one of the first to dwell on 
the "bitter w a r f a r e "  b e t w e e n  the two races in C a n a d a  and to emp h a s i z e  
"how religious ques ti ons are at the root of all C a n ad ian di f f e r e n c e s  and 
d i v i s i o n s ." (40)

A fte r brie f l y  d e s c r i b i n g  the nature  and d e v e l o p m e n t  of Fr e n c h  
Canadian society, Lowe r asks the q u e s t i o n  w h i c h  f ascina te d Weber: why are 
there no business  men in this society? "The e x p l a n a t i o n , "  he claims,
"is simple." F r e n c h  C a n adian societ y is founded on a p h i l o s o p h y  w h i c h  
gives a s ub or dinate  place to the man of b u s i n e s s  and his pursui ts. It 
w o u l d  th ere fore be naive to expect any d e v e l o p m e n t  of nat iv e c a p i t a l i s m  
-- except the special form of c a p i t a l i s m  r e p r e s e n t e d  by e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
c or porativ e organ ization.
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To find the b u s i n e s s  man in C a n a d i a n  hi st or y, argues Lower, we must 
turn to the other way of life in C a n a d i a n  society, that of the E n g l i s h 
Protestant . "No other group has so s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  set up a c q u i s i t i o n  as 
an object in itself  and made it the centre of a cult as have the men of 
business  of the E n g l i s h  s p e a k i n g  w o r l d . "  (41) Like W e b e r  and Tawney,
Lower finds the key to this p h e n o m e n o n  in Calvinism. " W h e r e v e r  
C a l v i n i s m  has p r e v a i l e d , "  he argues, "s oc i e t i e s  c o m m i t t e d  to the 
a cquis it iv e way of life have arisen. This c o i n c i d e n c e  seems logical, 
for while the spirit of a c q u i s i t i o n  is as old as man, C a l v i n i s m  subtly  
reinforces it." (42) It a c c e n t u a t e d  the m o t i v e s  of a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  and 
success as signs of election.

Lower, ho wever , rea li z e d  there wer e  other aspects to the E n g l i s h  
Pr ot e s t a n t  t r a d i t i o n  in Canada. M e t h o d i s m  w i t h  its social  gospel 
t r adit io n was a " c o u n t e r w e i g h t  to a c q u i s i t i o n . "  This t r a d i t i o n  split 
Me thodism, ca us i n g  ma n y  of its memb e r s  to move into the ac q u i s i t i v e  
camp, while the social  gospe lers p r o v i d e d  muc h  of the drive b e h i n d  
C a n ad ia n socialism. These, a c c o r d i n g  to Lower, are the "two most 
si g n i f i c a n t  tr ad i t i o n s  at wor k  in our E n g l i s h  s p e a k i n g  c o m m u n i t y  today: 
they represen t the shar pest a ntith es es and the future w i l l  w i t n e s s  a 
ba ttle over w h i c h  shall or gani ze  it." (43) T h e r e f o r e ,  L ow er  co ncludes, 
our two C a n adi an  ways of life e x e m p l i f y  an a n t i t h e s i s  b e t w e e n  a nat ur al , 
p ri mi t i v e ,  rural, C a t h o l i c  ou tlo ok  on life and an ac qusi t i v e ,  m a t e r i a l i s t ,  
comme rci al, urban ou tlo ok w h i c h  is sh ap ed by C a l v i n i s t i c  ind i v i d u a l i s m .

Seven years later in 1950, L ow er  c o n t r i b u t e d  a chap t e r  on " R e l i g i o n  
and Re ligious I n s t i t u t i o n s "  to a volum e of essays on C a n a d a  (44) ed i t e d  
by George W. Brown. In this chapter, Lower i n t r o d u c e d  a v a r i e t y  of new 
m a t e r i a l  on r e l ig ion in Canada. He a c k n o w l e d g e d  for e x a mp le, that 
"other c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of P r o t e s t a n t i s m  derive fro m the N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  
fr o n t i e r  e x p e r i e n c e  rather than from the R e f o r m a t i o n . "  (45) He also 
p o i n t e d  out that " P r o t e s t a n t  d e n o m i n a t i o n s  in C a n a d a  w h i c h  have their 
parent churches abr oa d have come to di ffer a p p r e c i a b l y  fro m them." (46) 
While a c k n o w l e d g i n g  the impact of the f r o n t i e r  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  how ev er, he 
was careful to point out "this does not mean that C a n a d i a n  ch urches  are 
mere ex te n s i o n s  of A m e r i c a n  c h u r c h e s . "  (47)

Lo wer  also took note of P r o t e s t a n t  s e c t a r i a n i s m  and i n d i c a t e d  he 
was we ll aware of the c h u r c h-sec t t y p o l o g y  as e l a b o r a t e d  by Ri chard  
N i e b u h r  and S. D. Clark. He makes it clear, ho wev er, why  s e c t a r i a n i s m
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is not his central concern.

"The D o m in ion Census of 1941 lists some s e v entee n diff er ent and 
recognize d den ominat io ns, then lumps toget h e r  dozens more under 
the h e a d i n g  ’o t h e r . ' Most of those listed are small, howeve r, 
and the di sp e r s i o n  of P r o t e s t a n t i s m  is not really so great as 
the inn um er able conve nt icles of its mi nor sects w o u l d  indicate.
Thus, in 1941, of the 55.20 per cent of the C a n ad ia n p o p u l a t i o n  
which was P rot es tant, 90.34 per cent was c o m pr is ed w i t h i n  five 
denominati on s: Anglican , Baptist, Lut heran, P r e s b y t e r i a n ,  and 
the United Church of Canada. The two largest Prote s t a n t  
churches - the A n g l i c a n  and the Un i t e d  - toge t h e r  a c co unted for 
63 per cent of the Prote s t a n t  total. The i n n u m e r a b l e  minor 
sects made up, all told, only 9.6 per cent of the Prot e s t a n t  
pop u l a t i o n . "  (48)

Thus wh ile  Lower takes into c o n s i d e r a t i o n  the f r o ntie r thesis and 
the c hu rc h- sect theory, it is n e v e r t h e l e s s  apparent he is still w o r k i n g  
wi t h i n  the ba sic  i n t e r pr et ive framewo rk w h i c h  he had e l a b o r a t e d  in his 
ess ay of 1943.

The only further re fin ement  Lower  i n t r o d u c e d  into his analys is of 
the role of religi on in C a n adian society, app eared four years later in 
his m onograph e n t it led This Most Famous S t r e a m . (49) Here he made a 
basic distin c t i o n  b e t w e e n  the P r o t e s t a n t i s m  of mo de rn times and that of 
the six teenth and s e v e n t e e n t h  centuries. In his e a r l i e r  article, Lower 
had m e n t i o n e d  this other side of P r o t e s t a n t i s m ,  but his m ajor  focus had 
been upon the c o mm er cial and m a t e r i a l i s t  spirit fo stered  by Calvinism.
By 1954, he was prepa r e d  to say, "No other h i s t o r i c a l  p h e n o m e n o n  was to 
influence so p r o f o u n d l y  the w o r l d  in w h i c h  we live as this new 
Pr o t e s t a n t i s m ,  ha r d l y  even the I n d u s t r i a l  R e v o l u t i o n  it self." (50)

This d i s t i n c t i o n  betw e e n  the old and new P r o t e s t a n t i s m  r e p r e s e n t e d  
a shift of emphasis in his a ss essment  of the impact of P r o t e s t a n t i s m  on 
the En gl i s h  spe aking world. "The major concern of the new P r o t e s t a n t i s m , "  
he continued, "was not so much wit h  the s a lvatio n of the i n d i v i d u a l  soul 
as wi th the society in w h i c h  the i n d i v i d u a l  lived." (51) Lower saw the 
source of this new P r o t e s t a n t i s m  in John Wesley. F r o m  Wesl ey 's 
e v a n g e l i s t i c  revival of Pr ot est a n t i s m ,  Lower argues, flow the great 
li be r a t i n g  mov em ents for pr ison reform, the a b o lit io n of slavery, p o p u l a r  
education , ho s p i t a l s  and imp ro vement of pu b l i c  health. When the or iginal 
genius of M e t h o d i s m  was t r a n s f e r r e d  to the se cu lar sphere about the 
period of the first w o r l d  war, M e t h o d i s t s  in Can a d a  found it n a t u r a l  to 
enter politics and to be com e active in the left wi ng p o l i t i c a l  movements. 
(52)



Low er p a i n t e d  his color ful pictures of Cana da and C a n a d i a n  religio n 
w ith  a b ro ad  brush. There are c o n s e q u e n t l y  many details with w h i c h  one 
w ould like to quarrel. N o one can deny, howev er, that he co nt ri b u t e d  
a vivid and co l o u r f u l  pe r s p e c t i v e  w h i c h  has had more i n fluen ce  upon the 
 i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of rel igion in Ca na da than any other single perspe ctive.

In 1956, H . H .  Walsh  p u b l i s h e d  a volume  e n t i t l e d  The Christi an  
Church in Ca n a d a  (53). He adopted L o w e r ’s thesis as his main theme.
He did not think too much of the frontier  thesis or the e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s '  
in t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Can adian history. "Far more importan t than e n v i r o n m e n t  
and strong p e r s o n a l i t i e s , "  he argued, "is the exi s t e n c e  of two major 
cultural groups w i t h i n  one n a t i o n a l  framework. The clash of cultures 
is the great C a n a d i a n  theme, for it br ou g h t  about c o n f e d e r a t i o n  and was 
a great d e t e r m i n i n g  factor in shap i n g  our f u n d a m e n t a l  instr u m e n t  of 
government, the B r i t i s h  W or th  A m e r i c a  Act of 1867." (54)

Walsh, h o w ev er, was not c o m p l e t e l y  content wi t h  this one theme as
 a center around  w h i c h  to organi ze his t r eatm en t of The Ch r i s t i a n  Church
in Canada. Besi de s the clash of cultures he w i s h e d  to inc lude the
clash of church and sect and the re lated clash of e s t a b l i s h e d  church 
versus v o l u n t a r y  church conce ptions. The dynami cs of the latter church
struggle, h o w ev er , were largely w i t h i n  the P r o t e s t a n t  church, w h e r e a s  
the clash of cultures i n v ol ved the rela t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  Roman Cath ol ic 
church and the P r o t e s t a n t  church. These pro blems we re n e v e r  clarified. 
C on seq uen tly Wa ls h ' s  boo k suffers fro m  a lack of m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  clarity 
and as a result he did not achieve an i n t e g r a t e d  pictur e of the role of 
religion in the d e v e l o p m e n t  of C a n ad ian society. Lower, in his review 
of The C h ri stian Chur ch in C a n a d a , saw it as little more than "a 
convenient though not a u t h o r i t a t i v e  sketch for pe rsons  w h o  sh oul d know 
something of the subjec t (such as students of theology) but have not 
much time to devote to it." The only p o s itive  thing Lower could say of 
the work was that it wa s "p o s s i b l y  an i n d i c a t i o n  of the intere st slowly 
being a w a ken ed  in an impo rtant field of Ca na di an sc h o l a r s h i p  - religi on 
in hi s t o r y . "  (55)

In The V e r t i c a l  M o s a i c , (56) John Porte r makes no re fer enc e to 
Lower's views on r e l igi on  in C a n a d i a n  society, but goes bac k  to M ax W eber  
and Andre S i e g f r i e d  (which were Lower's sources of i n s p irat io n) and 
develops a vie w  of the s i g n i f i c a n c e  of re lig ion in C a n a d i a n  social 
development w h i c h  is very similar, if not i d entic al  w i t h  Lower's. As the
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subtitle of P o r te r' s book  suggests, his main concern is w i t h  an analysis 
of social class and the struc ture of power in C a n a d i a n  society. Cl ose ly  
related to this main theme is "the infl ue nce of e t h n i c  a f f i l i a t i o n  and 
religion on class st r u c t u r e . "

U sing the v a r i a b l e s  of e t h n i c i t y  and religion, Po r t e r  found 
Catholics and p a r t i c u l a r l y  Fr e n c h  Roman Catholi cs lower in the class 
structure in p r o p o r t i o n  to their nu mbers than P r o t e s t a n t s  and p a r t i c u 
larly A n g l o - S a x o n  P r o t e st ants. And bec a u s e  social stru ct ure is dir ectly 
related to the str uc ture of p ower  in any society, he found ma ny more 
A n g l o - S a x o n  P r o t e s t a n t s  in the up per reaches of the i n s t i t u t i o n s  of 
power such as the e c o n o m i c  elite, the labor elite, the p o l i t i c a l  elite 
and the fe deral b u r e a u c r a c y  of C a n ad ia n society. It is easy to co n 
clude on the basis of the W e b e r - T a w n e y  thesis t h er ef ore, that 
C a t h o l i c i s m  and the values w h i c h  it repr esents in e d u c a t i o n  and e l s e 
where in societ y are in co m p a t i b l e  w i t h  a fully d e v e l o p e d  in du s t r i a l 
order. It is strange, howev er, that a book p u b l i s h e d  in 1965 makes no 
me nt i o n  of the m a s s i v e  cr itical lit erature w h i c h  has d e v e l o p e d  around 
the W e b e r - T a w n e y  thesis. (57) In fact, the w h o l e  thesis is n o w  so open 
to q u e st ion one w o u l d  have thought it w ould be n e c e s s a r y  to defend  the 
use of it. Porter, ho wever , makes no effort to defend it.

Co nseq u e n t l y ,  it is not s u r p r i s i n g  to d i s c o v e r  W i l l i a m  F. Ryan 
challe n g i n g  P o r t e r ' s  thesis that "Q ueb ec' s C a t h o l i c  h i e r a r c h y  as sumed  
a r e a c t i o n a r y  attitu de  to the i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  of the p r o v i n c e . "  In 
a book e n t i t l e d  The Clergy and E c o n o m i c  Gr o w t h  in Quebec, 1896 - 1914 
(58), Ryan sets out to challe ng e not only Po r t e r  but also the c o m m o n 
place idea of Can ad ian h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  that " C a t h o l i c i s m  has impeded  
e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  in the F r e n c h - C a n a d i a n  pr ov in ce of Q u e b e c , "  w h i c h  
has be en p e r p e t u a t e d  by Lower, S. D. Clark and Conrad La ngloi s, to 
name only a few.

Ryan's book focuses on "the i n fl ue nce e x e r c i s e d  by the C a t holic 
Church on the e c o n o m i c  spurt that took place in the p r o v i n c e  of Quebec  
in the pe r i o d  1896-1914." His con cl usions are that "the C a t holic  Church 
in Quebec, w h i c h  has commonly been p o r t r a y e d  in A n g l o - S a x o n  circles as 
being perhaps the m a j o r  n e g a t i v e  force i m p e d i n g  e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  in 
that prov ince, has in re al ity b e e n  more c o n c e r n e d  about and more deeply 
in vo lv ed in the p r o m o t i o n  of such de v e l o p m e n t  than most churches in 
A n g l o - S a x o n  countries. Cl early the m a j o r  levers of rapid e c o n o m i c



development and e s p e c i a l l y  of rapid i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  are not to be 
sought in the a t t itud es  and i n i t i a t i v e s  of the C a t ho lic Church, howe v e r  
great her in flu e n c e ,  but rather in m ore pr os a i c  e c o n o m i c  factors such as 
en trepr e n e u r s h i p ,  ab undant capital and te c h n i c a l  k n o w - h o w . "  (59)

As C a m e r o n  N ish has suggested, (60) much more re sear ch  is required 
before it w ill be p o s s i b l e  to c o m p l e t e l y  de mol is h such a de epl y rooted 
canon of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  in Ca nadian A n g l o - S a x o n  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y .  Yet 
Ryan's wor k is s u f f i c i e n t l y  s u b s t a n t i a l  to const itute a very serious 
dint in this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the role of rel ig ion in the d ev elopme nt  
of Canadia n society. Perhaps it will take some time for it to w i t h e r  
and die but in the m e a n t i m e  it appears clear that some new p e r s p e c t i v e  
is required from w h i c h  to view this problem.

IV

In an e ss ay  e n t i t l e d  "A sk i n g  Q u e s t i o n s  of the C a n a d i a n  Past," 
published in 1955 (61) John Grant n o t e d  "the subtle t e m p t a t i o n  to 
write into C a n a d i a n  church hi st o r y  a s s u m p t i o n s  deri v e d  from the study 
of other c o u n t r i e s . "  The dang er in this approach, he sugge st ed, lies 
in the fact "we may e a s i l y  be led to over lo ok d i f f e r e n c e s  that are as 
striking as the sim il arities  and s o m et imes even more s i g n i f i c a n t . "  As 
he points out, "the analogy of the A m e r i c a n  fro ntier has bee n  p a r t i c u l a r 
ly m i s l e a d i n g . "  M o r eo ver, "S. D. Clark's e x c e l l e n t  work, Chu rc h and 
Sect in C a n a d a , is d e p r i v e d  of some of its value by the author's 
apparent d e t e r m i n a t i o n  to read out of Ca nad i a n  e v i de nc e con cl usions 
suggested by studies e l s e w h e r e . "  And "even Dr. Lower, w h o  usual ly 
succeeds in w r i t i n g  the C a n a d i a n  story from within, has su c c u m b e d  at 
times to the t e m p t i n g  A m e r i c a n  analogy." (62)

To avoid the t e m p t a t i o n  of using s u gg estive analog ies from other 
countries and to assist Can ad ian church  h i s t o r i a n s  in asking que stions 
"of m a g n i t u d e ,  rel ev ance , and r e la ti on" to "our sense of iden ti ty as 
Canadians," Grant s u g g e s t e d  four pro bl ems w hose so lut i o n  w o u l d  provide 
worthy themes for an analysis of the u n iquene ss  of C a n ad ian e c c l e s i a s t i 
cal ex p e r i e n c e :  "the i n f l u e n c e  of religious issues on the w h o l e  C a n ad ian
political t r a d i t i o n ; "  "the p r o b l e m  of church and state in Canada; the
devel opm ent of a C a n a d i a n  attitu de to d e n o m i n a t i o n s ; "  and finally,



" di st inctiv e C a n a d i a n  features  in church life."
This ess ay has proven in re trospect to mark the b e g i n n i n g  of a new 

era in the study of rel igion in its C a n ad ian context. B e g i n n i n g  wi th 
the p u b l i c a t i o n  in 1959 of John S. Moir's Church and State in Canada 
West (63), almost every year a m ajor wo rk related to the four prob le ms 
s ug gested by Grant in this essay has been published. (64) Ea ch in its 
own way has a t t e m p t e d  to analyze the uni qu en ess of re ligi on  in Canadian 
society. N o new ov er all persp ective on relati ons  of re ligion and 
Canadian soci e t y  has arisen out of this research and p u b l i c a t i o n  to 
offer an a l t e r n a t i v e  to the three p e r s p ec ti ves dis c u s s e d  earlier. This 
work, ho wev er,  has revea l e d  that Grant's call for a church h i s t o r y  w hi ch  
wo uld  be relevant to the Ca nad ia n sense of i d e ntity did strike a 
responsive chord in a large nu m b e r  of i ndividu al s wh o we re in te r e s t e d  
in these problems .

Since the m i d - f i f t i e s  Canadians have be en i n v ol ved in a search for 
a n a t i o n a l  identity. H a v i n g  recently e m e r g e d  from colonial status, 
Canadians b e c a m e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  aware of the extent to w h i c h  thei r econ o m y 
was i n t e r t w i n e d  w i t h  that of the Unit ed States and w i t h  the advent of 
t e le vision  in the m i d - f i f t i e s  Canadians were also b e c o m i n g  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
aware of the acute dangers of cultural d o m i n a t i o n  by the U n i t e d  States. 
As a result of this awareness church h i s t o r i a n s  sensed the ne ed to do 
their part in the search for the uniqueness of the C a n a d i a n  experien ce.

The se ar ch for identity, however, was not only a search for a 
Canadian identity. It was also a search for the i d e nt it y of the 
Canadian ch urch histo rian. For b e h i n d  Grant' s re j e c t i o n  of the 
"su gg esti ve  A m e r i c a n  an alogies" other factors can be discerned. The 
s o c i o logi st s and se cu l a r  h istori an s had pr o v e n  their domi nance  in the 
field at a time w h e n  C a n adia n church h i s t o r i a n s  were just b e g i n n i n g  to 
become s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y  aware of themselves as a group. Five years 
after Grant's p a p e r  app eared the Canadi an So ci et y of Church H i s t o r y  in 
1960 as a p a r a l l e l  to the A m e rican  Society  of Chur ch H i s t o r y  w h i c h  was 
formed in 1888. It was n a t u r a l  th ere for e that a y o u n g  di sc i p l i n e  in the 
process of d e f i n i n g  its i d e nti ty  w ou ld  b egin  by d e f i n i n g  its b o u n d a r i e s  
and by g u a rd ing its frontiers.

The threat to its id en ti ty came not simply from " s u g g e s t i v e  
Am eri c a n  a n a l o g i e s "  but also from sociology. Whil e Grant was c o n cer ne d 
with the former, it was H . H .  Walsh wh o  was co n c e r n e d  w i t h  the latter.
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He was c o n v i n c e d  that Ca nadian church h i s t o r i a n s  ought to look to 
theology ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  in its n e o - o r t h o d o x  form) rather than soc io lo gy  
for its ins piration.

There was, of course, a danger here of r e a c t i v a t i n g  what N o r t h r u p  
Fry (65) has called the "g arr iso n mentality",  w hi ch sees the standa rds 
and values of a p a r t i c u l a r  isolated comm un ity as a fortress to be 
defended agains t alien influences. To reject the co nc e p t u a l  fr amewo rk 
which had be en used in the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the relat ion b e t w e e n  
religion and the de v e l o p m e n t  of Canadian soc iety was to reject a t r a dition  
of h i s t o r i c a l  synthe si s w h i c h  was in fact an i n t egr al  part of the 
Canadian i d e n t i t y  - n a m e l y  an identity w h i c h  has been created by living 
in dy namic  ten si on  bet w e e n  British and A m e r i c a n  cultures and w h i c h  has 
felt free, as K a s p a r  N a e g e l e  has po inted out, to accept and reject 
various asp ects of the En gl ish and A m e r i c a n  models of culture and 
society. (66)

As the h i s t o r i a n ' s  context changes it is i n e v i t a b l e  that his 
p erspe ct iv e w i l l  change, both with regard to the facts w h i c h  he 
considers i m p ortant  and to the limit ation s w h i c h  he per ce ives in the 
tradition of h i s t o r i c a l  synthe sis  p r e c e d i n g  him. It ought not to 
surprise anyone the refo re , that as one reviews the t r a d i t i o n  of 
h i stor ic al s y n the si s from the p e r s p e c t i v e  of 1969, it looks quite 
different than it did in 1955.

As it appears today the b a s i c  p r o b l e m  lies not so muc h  in the 
im por ting of foreign p e r s p e c t i v e s  or s o c i o l o g i c a l  insights, but rather 
in the n a r r o w n e s s  of the con cept io n of re ligion and religious p h e n o m e n o n  
which is im pli ed  in all of these p e r s pe ctives.  In almost all cases 
religion is d e f i n e d  in i n s t i t u t i o n a l  terms (i.e., in terms of churches 
or groups w h i c h  are in the proces s of b e c o m i n g  churches). By p l a c i n g  
the focus he re the te ndency  is to con ce ntrate  on the art icul at e l e a d e r 
ship of these ins t i t u t i o n s  and the offici al p u b l i c a t i o n s  w h i c h  these 
instit ut ions have spo nsored. While no one can re aso n a b l y  doubt the 
importance of such documents , there is no gua rantee  that they pr ov id e  
an accurate r e f l e c t i o n  of the real religiou s life of the nation. To get 
at this level of m a t e r i a l  it is n e c e s s a r y  to b r o a d e n  our d e f i n i t i o n  of 
religion to in clude  not simply  J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n  inst i t u t i o n s  but a wide 
variety of n o n — i n s t i t u t i o n a l  and p a r a - r e l i g i o u s  phenomen on . Thos e who 
have a c c epted  the c on cl usions of recent co m p a r a t i v e  studies that
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Canadian rel ig i o n  has been more institutionally orie nt ed than A m e r i c a n  
religion nay  feel that the study of Can ad ian religion  ought to continue 
to be focuse d on its m a j o r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  exp res si ons. There are, 
however, a n u m b e r  of areas in the study of C a n adian re lig io n wh ich 
might bene fit by b e i n g  viewed th rough a b r o a d e r  d e f i n i t i o n  of religion 
(one w h i c h  is free from the nega t i v e  imp l i c a t i o n s  w h i c h  Barth gave to 
this word), a new m e t h o d o l o g y  w h i c h  read il y uses the insights of 
sociology, c o m p a r a t i v e  studies and the h i s t o r y  of religi ons, and a new 
perspecti ve  from w h i c h  to view the f u n ction of rel igion in Canadian  
society.

In part, the basis for such a n e w  p e r s p e c t i v e  has b een p r o vided  by 
John Po r t e r  (67), not in his trea tm ent of re ligion in terms of the 
W e b e r - T a w n e y  thesis, but rather in his c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of the mass media, 
the u n i v e r s i t i e s  and the churches unde r the general categor y of the 
" I d e o lo gical Sys te m." F o l l o w i n g  Ka rl M a n n h e i m  and other advoca te s of 
the s o ci ol ogy of k n o w l e d g e ,  Por te r sees the i d e o l o g i c a l  fun ct i o n  of 
society as that of m a i n t a i n i n g  the value sy st em w h i c h  gives c o h esion 
and unity and also a sense of leg itim ac y to the social order and 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r a c t i c e s  and usages w i t h i n  a given society. To m a i n t a i n  
the value system, to ensure its t r a n s m i s s i o n  to n e w c o m e r s  and s u c c e e d i n g  
ge ner ations, societ y relies upon certain in s t i t u t i o n s  such as schools, 
churches and the mass m e d i a  to carry out these functions. A l t hough 
Po rte r notes "how i m porta nt  r e l ig io n has b ee n in the st r u c t u r e  of 
social i d e ology and in legi t i m a t i n g  of powe r s t r u c t u r e s "  in Canadia n 
society he does not give a d e t ail ed  analysis of how it has functioned.
Part of his p r o b l e m  was that there are few h i s t o r i c a l  studies availab le 
which w o u l d  ha ve a s s is te d h i m  in the e l a b o r a t i o n  of such a theme. Yet 
surely there is a p e r s p e c t i v e  he re w h i c h  w o u l d  throw muc h light on the 
rel ati on ship b e t w e e n  r e l igio n and Canadi an  society.

There has ob v i o u s l y  bee n  co nflict b e t w e e n  religi ous groups in 
Canada, but there has also b e e n  a large mea s u r e  of consensus. O t h e r w i s e  
the i d e o l o g i c a l  s y s t e m  and its value s t r u c t u r e  w o u l d  have collapsed.
Beyond the p l u r a l i s m  of co m p e t i n g  religious i n s t i tutions  th ere fore, 
what have b e e n  the deep and abidin g symbols of unity to w h i c h  all 
Canadians ha v e  gi ven assent? In what ways has r e l igion c o n t r i b u t e d  to 
the d e v e l o p m e n t  and c o m m u n i c a t i o n  of these sy mbo ls? In periods of rapid 
social change and n a t i o n a l  crisis w h i c h  p r e c i p i t a t e  symb ol  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,
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how has r e l i g i o n  res ponded in b r idging the gaps between the old and new
situations? T he se  are the type of questions which this perspective

raised and the answers to these would contribute greatly to our u n d e r 
standing of the fun ction of r e l i g i o n  i n  Canadi an society.

R a t h e r  than n a r r o w i n g  the focus  o f  Canadi an church h i s t o r y  and
limiting its c o n c e p t u a l  tools, therefore, it seems clear at this point 
that the d i s c i p l i n e  ought to be opened up. For this is the only way 
in which to ov er c o m e  the limitations of the h i s t o r i c a l  study of religion
in the C a n a d i a n  contex t and to bring it into dialogue w i t h  those
disciplines w h i c h  are curren tly deepe ni ng our u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of the 
meaning and fun ct i o n  of religion in the w o r l d  today.
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