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To Brian and The Cardinal
Two exceptional leaders
who worked hard for a new day
that now is here.

Some Initial Responses…
“This little volume offers data in the most accessible means possible. It should
be placed in the hands (or inboxes!) of anybody, lay or clergy, who has a
position of leadership in the life of the church today.”
-Bishop Michael J. Pryse, Eastern Synod, Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada

“This is another great contribution to the churches in Canada. Bibby is a real
pillar and anchor, and I value immensely what he is doing.”
-Father Thomas Rosica, C.S.B., Chief Executive Officer, Salt + Light Catholic
Media Foundation and Television Network

“Much gratitude to Reg for his thoughtful works and insights. I am sharing them
widely with people throughout our church.”
-Mardi Tindal, 40th Moderator, United Church of Canada

"I am pleased to make all members of the Canadian Council of Churches aware
of this generous resource.”
-Salvation Army Major Jim Champ, President, Canadian Council of Churches

"This is an excellent and important document that we will distribute widely.”
-Peter Coffin, Anglican Bishop to the Canadian Forces

"In Bibby's own inimitable way, he has written a piece that is professional,
scholarly and popular. Valuable work again."
-Jamey McDonald, Executive Director, Baptist General Conference of Canada

“This is extremely valuable information that I will pass on to my leadership team,
and circulate to our pastors across Canada.”
-Willard Metzger, Executive Director, Mennonite Church of Canada

"Bibby's book is a must read for those desiring up-to-date information on
Canadian religious trends. Highly recommended!"
- Bradley Truman Noel, Director of Pentecostal Studies,
Tyndale University College and Seminary, Toronto

“We have forwarded the book link to about 500 workers in our denomination.”
-word from the Christian and Missionary Alliance

“As we look at ‘the new evangelization,’ this generous and timely document will
be an essential reference.”
-Carol Kuzmochka, Director, Centre for Pastoral Formation and
Spirituality, Saint Paul University, Ottawa

"Congrats for this initiative. I see it as a call to the church as well as a word of
encouragement. It is our intent to distribute it widely and encourage its use”
-Brian Peddle, Commissioner & Territorial Commander, Salvation Army

“I am a pastor and plan to forward 50 copies of this book to my staff and board
and other key church leaders.” -based in Alberta
"A New Day is a great tool. I've been sending it to as many Anglican and
Lutheran decision-makers as I know – bishops, wardens and vestry members –
to try to stimulate some "ground up" thinking."
-William Stahl, Professor Emeritus, Sociology, Luther College, University of Regina

“Bibby writes important stuff that we need to hear.”

-David Shearman, United Church minister and denominational leader

“A superb synthesis, snappy, with a paradigm to ponder. Outstanding work!”
-Don Posterski, distinguished author, educator, consultant, leader

“The research that Bibby has conducted is so significant that it should be studied
by the leaders (and many of the members) of every church and ministry in
Canada –and the short, inexpensive, highly readable A New Day makes this
very easy.”
-Jim Coggins, CanadianChristianity.com
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It’s a new day for religion in Canada.
What most of us thought was happening isn’t
happening. Religion is not going away.
Many observers have focused their attention on
the decline of a few of the previously prominent
groups, and assumed their plight is the plight of
religion as a whole.
They’ve been wrong. The ongoing market for
things religious has meant that other players have
been given the opportunity to increase their
market shares. Some have been stepping forward.
What’s more, with accelerated immigration,
the global vitality of religion is having and will
continue to have a dramatic impact on the state of
religion in Canada. The immediate big winners?
Roman Catholics, evangelicals, and Muslims.
At the same time, the country as a whole is
hardly embracing religion. There has been a
significant increase in the number of people who are
rejecting religion, as well as a rise in the proportion
who constitute something of “an ambivalent middle.”
It adds up to the current religious reality:
polarization - a story that I tell in detail in my most
recent book, Beyond the Gods & Back: The Demise
and Rise of Religion in Canada (2011).
This is a critically important story that needs
to be heard by everyone who cares about religion,
and even some who don’t. That’s where this book
comes in.

A New Day

It highlights the central findings of Beyond the
Gods & Back. But it does more: it looks pointedly
at the implications, and offers reflections on some
of the responses that are required. While the
book’s anticipated audience is primarily Christian, the
material should prove useful to people of all faiths –
as well as those with no faith.
This book also throws conventional academic
caution to the wind in using a format that makes
the information accessible. Frequently I am asked
for my PowerPoint slides; this book provides readers,
in effect, with slides and text – in living colour!
And thanks to the arrival of “e-everything” –
including the miracles of e-dissemination and eeconomics, the e-version of this book is being
made available complimentary to readers.
Please give it at least a good skim and generously
pass it on. I want it reach a lot of people.
Oh, by the way, a few theists and atheists wonder,
“Where is Bibby when it comes to faith?” The answer
is simple: faith is very important to me – although my
eclectic background and personal and family needs
often leave me wondering where precisely to turn.
My greatest hope is that you who similarly value
faith will come away with an improved understanding
of what is happening with religion in Canada today.
But I am hoping for much more – that you will feel
encouraged and invigorated, and compelled to be part
of the collective response that is needed.
Thank you so much for giving this a look!
Reginald Bibby
Lethbridge, Alberta
July, 2012

Preface

Background
As some of you are aware, I have been trying to
make sense of religious developments in Canada
for close to four decades. In the early years, my
primary data source was my Project Canada national
surveys of adults and teens. Since the mid-1980s,
some excellent complementary data have been
produced by Statistics Canada’s annual General
Social Surveys – unique in having large samples of up
to 25,000 people. Still further, since the turn of the
new century, some invaluable and unprecedented
global data have been generated by organizations
and consortia including Gallup, the Pew Research
Center, the World Values Survey, and the
International Social Survey Programme. We now can
view Canadian religious in global perspective.
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The availability of new data has made it
possible to see things more clearly. In turn, the
improved readings
have called for a
rethinking of existing
interpretations and,
as necessary, for
the posing of new
ones. That’s why I
have offered a number of summaries and
explanations of developments over the years.

After
spending
almost
four
decades
monitoring religious developments in Canada, I
think I have finally figured things out. But that’s for
you to decide. A favourite sociologist of mine, Howard
Becker, once commented that a basic test of sound
research is that people should be able to recognize
themselves in the things we write about them. My
expectation is that what I am about to describe will
resonate with reality as you know it.
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Let me emphasize from the outset: things are
anything but over for religion in Canada. That
said, things are very different from the past.
 The interests and needs that in days gone by called
out for religion continue to call out today. A
significant and fairly stable numerical core continues
to value faith. That core is currently being enhanced
considerably by immigration.
 At the same time, a growing number of people have
decided to take a pass on religion.
 A noteworthy segment of the population is
something like “the politically undecided” – neither
embracing nor rejecting faith.

Such “religious polarization” sums up the
current Canadian religious situation.
The ongoing market demand for religion means
that some groups are winning, precisely at the same
time that others are losing. So it is that “the Canadian
religious marketplace” is characterized by a major
reshuffling of the prominent group players.
Things are not the same.
But in the midst of the
reshuffling, religion persists.
Indeed, it is precisely
because of its persistence
that the reshuffling of
players is taking place.

Background 3

I. The Religious Situation

People observing the Canadian scene between
1960 and 2000 were virtually unanimous in
viewing organized religion as being in irreversible
decline. Things were bad and would only get worse.
After all, secularization had seemingly taken place
in much of Protestant Europe and in Catholic
countries such as France and Italy. A similar scenario
was believed to be unfolding in Canada.

Religion appeared to be moving to the periphery
of Canadian life and Canadian lives. One indicator
was the sharp drop in regular service attendance.
Around 1950, Canada’s weekly worship level of 60%
was higher than that of the United States (50%). By
1975, that 60% figure had dipped to 30%.
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The groups that
were hit the hardest?
Mainline Protestants –
the United, Anglican,
Presbyterian,
and
Lutheran churches –
along with the Roman
Catholic Church in
Quebec.
Leaders
“spin”
these numbers in a
variety of ways. But a
bit of perspective:
when I have presented these kinds of
graphs to my nonpartisan
university
undergraduates and
asked, “Would you
invest in companies
like
these?”
the
answer has been a
consistent, emphatic,
“No!”
Most assume that
quantity should be at
least one important
indication of quality –
and performance.
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Demographically-speaking, one age cohort
has been primarily responsible for “the great
Canadian attendance drop-off” – Baby Boomers,
people born between approximately 1945 and 1965.
As far back as 1975 – when the oldest boomers
were just turning 30, only 15% were attending
services weekly, well below the 37% level of their
parents, grandparents, and others born before 1945.
There was much speculation in the 1980s and
‘90s about Boomers “returning to church” as they got
a bit older and began to have families of their own.
We now know that the hype wasn’t warranted – at
least not in Canada.
As of 2005, when the
Boomers were now
between 40 and 60,
their
collective
weekly
attendance
level had gone up
very little; the PreBoomer level held
steady at 37% over
the thirty-year period.
Still, not all Boomers said good-bye to organized
religion. A core of close to 20% was attending
services every week. And the “Post-Boomer” cohort
following behind them was showing signs of being
even a bit more involved. Still, the two cohorts’
attendance levels were well below those of Canadians
who had come before them.
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As would be expected, there also was a
predictable drop in attendance for Boomer
children and grandchildren.
The national Project
Teen Canada surveys
found that the proportion of
15-to19-year-olds who said
they
“never”
attended
religious services almost
doubled between 1984 and
2008 – from about 1 in 4 to
2 in 4.
All this “bad news”
about the waning of
religion led to an array of
declarations
about
its
demise and the need for
groups to be faithful in the
face of what was happening.
It hardly made for a climate that stimulated
inspiration, adventure, and creativity.
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Well, to be fair, it isn’t that the secularization
thesis doesn’t have a measure of applicability to some
global settings – notably many parts of Protestant
Europe. It also describes some aspects of the decline
in the importance of religion in Canada.
However, to the extent secularization is viewed
as linear and relentless, leading to the inevitable
demise of religion, it simply does not provide an
accurate analysis of developments in Canada.
Unquestionably there was a significant decline in
religious participation between the 1960s and 2000.
 The proportion of people who never attend services
jumped from about 20% to 40%.
 At the same time, the core of people who were
attending services monthly or more dropped from
roughly 40% to 30%.

 However, over the past fifteen years, the proportions
of Canadians who attend monthly-plus on the one
hand and never attend on the other have not
changed very much. The same, of course, is true for
people “in the middle” who show up once in a while
for services.
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Today, about 3 in 10 people across the country
attend services at least one a month (about 20%
weekly, 10% monthly), and about another 3 in 10
once to a number times a year. The remaining 4 in 10
indicate that they never attend a service.
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Those divergent inclinations are also evident
when we look at teenage involvement over time.
 As we just saw, the proportion of young people who
never attend services doubled between 1984 and
2008 – with a many added from the “monthly” and
“hardly ever” categories of the 1980s.

 However, during the same period, the segment of
teens actively involved in groups remained virtually
the same, at 21% in 2008 versus 23% in 1984.

These findings for adults and teens point to
the key feature of religion in Canada today.
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It is not written in the stars that Canada will
become an increasingly secularized country, where
religion is relegated to the past. Conversely, there is
no guarantee that the pro-religious segment of the
population will remain numerically stable, let alone
grow.
The key to Canada’s religion and non-religious
proclivities will depend primarily on the extent to
which people do and do not find value in religion.
At this point in history, the market for “things religious”
is still sizable and, if anything, appears to be growing.

_____________________
Note: In their book, Amazing Grace (Simon and Schuster, NY: 2010), Robert D.
Putnam and David E. Campbell speak of polarization in the United States and
emphasize tension and culture wars. I am merely speaking of the inclinations to
embrace vs. reject religion. For the record, their book and Beyond the Gods & Back
passed each other in press; for better or worse, my argument for polarization was
made without an awareness of their explicit American application of the term.
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2. The Ongoing Market
for Religion
The reality in Canada and elsewhere is that
religion is not going to go away.
For most people, the experience of life – as well
as death – leads to questions of meaning, purpose,
and what happens
when we die. In
addition,
some
observers
have
maintained
that
there is almost an
innate restlessness for something beyond ourselves.
Obviously, everyone does not respond by looking
to religion; but many have, and many will.
So it is that in Canada and around the world,
religion continues to be present. Specific religious
suppliers
come
and go. But the
ongoing demand
for religion itself
means only that
the specific “firms”
that provide it will
change. Religion
itself will continue.
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As we have seen,
some 1 in 3 Canadians
currently are involved in
religious groups. That
translates into a lot of
people and vitality.

Religious demographers have recently been
drawing attention to the
fact that religion is
experiencing
something of a global
resurgence.
David Barrett, for
example, has gone so
far as to project that
“within the next 24
hours,” some 70,000
Christians and 70,000
Muslims will be added to
the ranks of their
respective groups. The
Christian growth will be
led by Catholics and
Pentecostals. He pegs
the atheist additions at
about 1,200.
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Sociologists emphasize the fact
that we are influenced by the social
environments – the social contexts –
in which we live.
In the case of religion in
Canada, the extent to which we
will discard or embrace religion
obviously will be influenced by
what is happening globally, and
how those broader developments impact Canada through
immigration.
The numbers help to provide a sense of the
impact of immigration on life in Canada.
 Between 2001 and 2006, immigrants accounted for
two-thirds of the population growth – 1.1 million of
the 1.6 million people added.
 In 2010 a record number of just under 300,000 new
permanent residents were admitted.
 As of 2010, the main sources were the Philippines
(37,000), India, and China (30,000 each).

Since about 1980, there has been a significant
shift in the dominant countries of origin of Canada’s
immigrants, with very
important implications
for religion. Growing
numbers of people
have been coming to
Canada from Asia,
Africa,
and
Latin
America.
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Reflecting those changing patterns, between 2005
and 2010, 5 in 10 arrived as Catholics or Protestants.
About 3 in 10
identified with
Other Major
Faiths, while
the remaining
15% reported
they had no
religion.
As
of
2010, a very
important pattern was evident: the level
of attendance
of immigrants
tended to be
much higher
than that of people born here.
People who come to Canada clearly vary a great
deal in their religious identity and inclinations.
 Statistics Canada data analyzed by my colleague
Abdie Kazemipur show that Protestants currently
are arriving from South Korea, followed by China,
the Philippines, Britain, and South Africa.
 For Catholics, the Philippines
is the most important source
of new additions from outside
Canada, followed to a much
lesser extent by arrivals from
countries including France,
Columbia, India, and Mexico.
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 Islam’s main source of arrivals from outside Canada
– by a wide margin – is Pakistan, followed by Iran,
Morocco, Algeria, Bangladesh and India.
 China is far and away the primary country of origin
for those who say they have no religion.

Immigration obviously feeds the entire religionno religion continuum.
But, on balance, it
appears it will be a
particular stimulus to
religion in at least the
immediate future.
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Recent General Social Survey data generated by
Statistics Canada make it very clear that a majority
of Canadians both engage in personal religious
and spiritual practices as well as view related
religious and spiritual beliefs as important to the
way they live.
These kinds
of findings hardly
point to a nation
that has downgraded
the
importance
of
religion
and/or
spirituality.
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Canada’s teenagers also show a high level of
interest in both spirituality and religion.
More than 1 in 2
indicate that they
have spiritual needs
They include about 1
in 3 who say they
never attend religious
services.
While the desire for rites of passage has slipped
somewhat from the 1980s, the demand continues to
be extensive.
 Our youth surveys have found, not only that 9 in 10
plan to marry, but that all but about 5% of the
marriage-minded
will be looking to
religious groups
for their wedding
ceremonies.
 More than 80%
of teens say they
anticipate turning
to groups in the
future for funerals.
 About 2 in 3 expect they will need birth-related
ceremonies, such as baptisms and christenings.
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It also is intriguing to learn that large numbers
of adults and teenagers who are in “the
ambivalent middle” of the religion-no religion
continuum have not slammed the door on
possible religious involvement.
Many who attend services less than once a month
through never say
they are open to
greater involvement.
But there is an
extremely important
qualifier - if they can
find
it
to
be
worthwhile.
Does this mean
that everyone is open to religious group involvement?
Of course not. But it does mean that significant
numbers of Canadians haven’t said a final good-bye
to religion – not surprising in view of the fact most
have had some ties with groups and traditions and
continue to make contact at least once in a while.
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The Boomer era has seen themes like duty and
loyalty replaced by a market model.
That model stresses
determining needs
and then meeting
them. Successful
organizations emphasize what’s in it for us.

the

Such an
pervasive.

become

outlook

has

importance

of

increasingly

 It can be seen in consumption habits where we not
only pursue best prices and best value but typically
expect add-ons and first-rate customer service.
 Relationships are expected to add to our lives, or
are readily ended.
 Church-going is viewed not as an obligation, but as
something that needs to be worthwhile.

In the post-1960s, many religious groups failed
the gratification test. It remains a critically important
criterion for participation today.
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Another particularly important mind-shift has
been the movement from deference to
discernment.
For Boomers, higher levels of individual freedom
have included freedom of expression. Better informed
than ever before, Boomers have led the way in people
insisting that they have a voice in all realms of life.
They also are demanding. Religious groups do
not receive an exemption.
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In a day when pluralism reigns, where themes
such as racial,
gender,
and
sexual equality
are taken as
givens,
resistance to such
realities is not
acceptable
to
the majority of
people. It also is
clear Canadians
expect groups to be in touch with the times, and add
rather than subtract from life.
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It is difficult to overestimate the impact of a
major post-1960s development: the increase in
the number of women in the paid workforce.
The figure jumped from about 30% in 1960 to
around 60% by 2000.

Robert
Putnam,
the
renowned
Harvard
sociologist, is among those who have documented
some of the time correlates of such a phenomenon –
including the impact on religious service attendance.
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There was and is nothing inherent in employment
as such that led to women to be less involved in
religious groups.
 But in addition to contributing to women and
other people in their lives feeling additional
demands on time, paid employment also
fostered in women greater economic
independence and personal freedom.
 Such autonomy and independence – along with
higher levels of education associated with careers –
in turn contributed to outlooks of
gratification
over
obligation,
and
discernment over deference.

The net result was and is women having
to make very pragmatic decisions about how they
spend their time. Clearly they were open and remain
open to those things that add to their lives and those
of their families.
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On the supply side, between approximately the
1960s and 1990s, Mainline Protestants cut back
on their Sunday School programs, while Roman
Catholics, apart from their schools, failed to give high
priority to children’s ministry. In contrast, evangelical
groups continued to emphasize the importance of
children and youth ministries.
The overall result? As parents gave religious
groups what they thought they were worth, large
numbers of people – led by Mainline Protestants and
Catholics – showed up for seasonal services and
maybe on some other special occasions. But that was
about it. Some, of course, never quite got around to
showing up at all.
…Which brings us to today.
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In both our 2000 and 2005 Project Canada
national surveys, we asked people who indicated they
were open to the possibility of greater involvement
with groups “if they found it to be worthwhile,” we
followed up the question by asking, “What would you
consider to be worthwhile.”
In order to get a qualitative feel for what people
were saying, I myself coded what people had to say.
I can say with
authority that not a
single person indicated
that he or she was
looking for “a good
church.”
On
the
contrary, as noted a
few pages back, the no. 1 response was ministry.
And so it is that religion in Canada – far from
being relegated to the past and practiced by an
aging remnant – continues to know considerable
vitality. The nature of the religion-no religion
continuum will depend largely on how religious groups
perform.
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PARENTHESIS
Why have we so badly misread the Canadian
religious situation?
 For one thing, we typically have been
seeing the Canadian scene through European
glasses. The assumption has been that Canada
would eventually experience the same kind of
secularization that is seen to have characterized
much of Europe. In addition, many observers have
focused on the problems of Mainline Protestantism,
and have assumed they characterize religion as a
whole – minimizing the important reality that “not
everyone is losing” – as illustrated by many
Conservative Protestant groups.
 For some peculiar reasons, researchers
and practitioners have continued to use
“weekly” attendance as the gold standard
for religious involvement, despite the fact many
people clearly have considerable difficulty attending
that often.

 Researchers have assumed that the diminished role
of organized religion in the public sphere has
meant that religion has a decreasing impact on
Canadian life. Yet, given how many people
say religion and spirituality influence how
they live, the “salt-like” impact of faith
through the lives of individuals may be
dramatically underestimated.
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3. The Restructuring
of Religion in Canada

Fear not for the future of religion. It is obvious
that religion is not going to disappear – in Canada
and everywhere else.
The only academic question is how pervasive
religion will be in any given setting. An important
related question is the place that religion will have in
the lives of individuals and societies.
Quite distinct from the question of religion’s
presence is the question of which religious
groups will be prominent.
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Here the answer is not a mystery: the prominence
of groups is primarily the product of their populations
and performances.
 The size of their populations – like any populations
– depends on natural increase (birth minus
deaths), immigration, and net migration – the latter
in this instance the difference between the number
of people gained from other groupings and the
number lost.
 The other key
determinant
is
performance –
the
inclination
and ability of
groups to respond to what people want and need.
 Clearly population and performance interact –
population size and makeup influence performance,
and performance has an important impact on group
size. Together, they determine religious group
prominence.

In the case of Canada, one needs to be careful
about prematurely writing off the old, established
groups. They include longstanding players such as
the United, Anglican, Roman Catholic, Lutheran,
Presbyterian, and Baptist churches.
Then again,
the
evidence
suggests that a
reshuffling
of
the major players is, in fact,
taking place.

The Restructuring of Religion 29

Over the past 70 years or so…
 the proportion of Canadians who have identified
themselves as Roman Catholic has remained
steady at around 40%;
 the No Religion category has jumped from less than
1% to about 25%;
 evangelicals (Conservative Protestants) have risen
from 8% to 11% - with the increase taking place in
this century;
 people identifying with Other World Faiths –
including Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism, and
Judaism – now comprise 8% of the population
versus 3% in 1931;
 all four major Mainline Protestant groups have
experienced market share declines.
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Apart from identification with groups, there are
noteworthy differences in participation.
 Levels are highest for evangelicals, Catholics
outside Quebec, and Other World Faiths.
 They are much lower for the United, Anglican,
Presbyterian, and Lutheran churches as well as for
Roman Catholicism in Quebec.

These data point to an important restructuring
of religion. Roman Catholics and evangelicals are
emerging as the foremost religious group players, with
Islam in particular finding a
growing
market
niche.
Analogous to “the Big 3

Automakers,”
Mainline
Protestant
groups
no
longer are dominating the
country’s religion industry.
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The Roman Catholic Church in Canada benefits
from the steady infusion of new people through
immigration. In recent years, the decline in attendance has slowed,
even in Quebec.
Identification continues to be strong.
Globally and in
Canada, there is a
renewed emphasis
on reaching out to
inactive Catholics,
known as “the new evangelization.”
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Evangelical
groups,
including
Baptists,
Pentecostals, Mennonites, Alliance, Nazarenes, and
many independent
churches,
have
known considerable
collective
stability
since at least the
1960s. Immigration
is contributing to
both numbers and
vitality.
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Mainline Protestants have seen their collective
market share drop from close to 50% in 1931 to a
current level of just under 20%. Between 1990 and
2010, the number of UC congregations dropped from
4,081 to 3,196, worshippers from 338,000 to 175,000.
A decline in growth
through
immigration,
coupled with the simple
fact
that
additions
through
birth
and
retention of children
have not kept pace with
losses through death,
has resulted in a sharp
drop
in
numerical
prominence.
The corresponding
loss of resources is
making comebacks very
difficult. Still, these are
long-standing religious
companies; anything is
still possible.
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Other major faiths, along with small smaller
religions, have been making numerical inroads in
Canada. Immigration has planted these religions in
Canada.
But the retention
of
offspring
has
proven to be very
difficult, with many
daughters and sons
choosing to marry
Roman
Catholics,
Protestants, and –
increasingly – people
with no religion.
Still, major world
faiths such as Islam,
Buddhism, Hinduism,
and Sikhism clearly
are adding diversity
and vitality to the
Canadian
religious
scene.
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In understanding the reality of polarization in
Canada, it also is
extremely important
to understand the
large growth in the
proportion of people
who say they have
no religion – from
less
than
1%
through 1961 to around 25% today.
Such a jump can be seen in comparing generations: parents increasingly are saying that they have
no religion, with their children following suit.
Differences between young males and females are
now negligible.
Attendance
is
predictably low, but
atheism – while up
from the 1980s –
still characterizes a
minority
of
no
religion people.
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4. Some Key Implications
The current situation of religious polarization in
Canada raises a wide variety of implications, For
those who value faith, at least FOUR central
implications readily come to mind.

Contrary to widespread thinking, religion is not going
away. A solid, durable core of Canadians continues to
value faith. Secularization
is not relentless and
inevitable.
Religion will always
be with us. The only
question is what proportion of the population will embrace faith – versus
reject it or be part of “the ambivalent middle.”
In view of such facts,
it’s time for a mindset
change on the part of
those who value faith.
It’s time to shed those
“psychological shackles of
the secularization outlook.”
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If Canada is religiously polarized, with the balance
between religious and non-religious inclinations everchanging, there is an
obvious
implication:
groups that value
faith need to work
together to maximize
their impact.
The starting place is for congregations within the
same denominations and religious families to locate
like-minded people, with that pattern, as possible,
extending outward to other religious groups as well.

Exploring Affinities
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Two quick points.
First, obviously such efforts at communication
and cooperation are not new. Denominational and
interfaith ministerials, councils, and ministry initiatives
have been around for a long time. I am saying that, in
light of the reality of religious polarization in Canada,
such links need to be given much higher priority.
Second, I am not talking merely about coexistence or dialogue.

A parallel lesson can be learned from our
experience with multiculturalism. What makes
multiculturalism potentially worth celebrating is not the
fact that we merely learn to tolerate our differences,
co-exist, and stay out of the way of each other.
No, what makes multiculturalism worth celebrating
is our ability to tap into our diversity
and draw on the best contributions of
our varied cultures, so that the end
result is a richer life for us all.
At this point in Canadian history, we need
people who will seek out like-minded spirits who
value faith. Beyond sheer co-existence, Canadian
Christians have so much to offer each other.
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For too long, people who value faith have been
depriving themselves of the benefits of
such ties – friendships, personal
resources, mutual resources that can
elevate ministries. That has to end.
My personal passion about the great need for
such women and men to locate each other is
grounded in experience.
Very unexpectedly, my career as a sociologist
specializing in religious trends in Canada has taken
me into a remarkably diverse number of religious
settings over the past four decades or so. They
typically have been Christian, but occasionally have
involved other faiths as well.

I am absolutely convinced that if people in
Christian groups would explore affinities, they would
be amazed at how many like-minded people they
would discover in any number of diverse settings.
More importantly, such an accelerated crossing of
bridges will make it possible for groups to do so much
more together than they are able to do alone.
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No one is calling for the always elusive
“union” of groups. The need is for people who
value faith to get out of their ghettoes.
There is a need to “cross bridges” and explore
affinities by literally crossing streets and religious
group boundaries.
 It probably will involve a lot of coffees and lunches,
and catching more than a few services, conferences,
and other gatherings that are a shade foreign.
 The perusal of some group websites and the
skimming of some well-known “other group” authors
will also be helpful.

 Oh, and don’t forget the schools on both the Catholic
and Protestant sides. Evangelicals and Catholics, for
example, often have no idea what is going on in
each other’s schools. Open houses aimed at each
other – are long overdue.

What I know for
certain is that latent
commonalities exist
all over the place,
beginning with the
mutual valuing of
faith.
A fast asterisk: am I so naïve as to think that such
explorations will always result in the uncovering of
like-minded spirits? Of course not. We always will
encounter people with whom we find limited rapport.
Still, there is so much in the way of spiritual
commonalities and commitment to good ministry that
are there to be found.
Those points of affinity need to be tapped.
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In the emerging restructuring of religion in
Canada, the Roman Catholic Church is clearly the
dominant player. The Church is the religious
preference of some 45% of Canadians. It now is
solidly entrenched in every region of the country. As
emphasized earlier, the Catholic Church will continue
to experience the infusion of significant new resources
and new life through immigration. The revitalization of
Canadian-born Catholics through initiatives such as
“the New Evangelization” will function as an
energizing bonus.
Consequently, the extent to which Canadians
opt for religion on
the
religion-no
religion continuum
will
be
largely
determined by the
performance of the
Catholic
Church.
Put bluntly, as the
Catholic Church goes, so goes religion in the country.
Conservative Protestants comprise only some
12% of the population. But they are a very vibrant
player, with human and financial resources matched
by few other groups, large or small. More than 6 in 10
are monthly-plus attenders, double the national level
of participation.
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To date, these evangelical groups and
congregations (many are independent) have directed
much of their energies toward enhancing their own
ministries. Resource providers such as Willow Creek
Canada and the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada
have given their attention primarily to strengthening
Conservative Protestant congregations.

Such a possibility was extremely remote in the
pre-1980s, when evangelicals and Catholics were
wary of each other. It still is seen as radical by some
people in both camps.
But today, in the restructuring of religion in
Canada, closer ties between these two families – one
with considerable size and the other with considerable
vitality – is both possible but essential.

These signs appear on a classroom door and in a
hallway of a Catholic school in western Canada.
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Who knows what the diverse synergies might
produce?
 It is readily apparent that evangelicals have much
to offer with respect to child and youth ministries,
preaching/homiletics, and music.
 Catholics have much to bring when it comes to
areas including worship, spirituality, social justice,
and ministry to immigrants.

In the restructuring of religion in Canada,
Mainline Protestants are no longer the dominant
players. As we have seen, demographics and
economics are not on the side of the United, Anglican,
Presbyterian, and Lutheran denominations, as well as
many of their member congregations.
 Their market shares have been decreasing;
 Declining resources are making it more difficult for
them to sustain national programs, educational
institutions, and infrastructures such as the
Canadian Council of Churches.
 The resource crunch is also making it very difficult
for individual churches to enhance the kind of
ministries that their affiliates are saying they want
and need. Many congregations, for example, lack
the facilities and the multiple staff expertise that is
required to carry out effective, specialized forms of
ministry.

A common response among Mainline Protestants
is to buy into the secularization interpretation of
religious developments in Canada. Some leaders say
that the four denominations are simply experiencing in
advanced form what every other religious group will
eventually encounter.
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What United, Anglican, Presbyterian, and
Lutheran leaders have to figure out is how they
will fit into the restructuring of religion in Canada.
Are they simply going to go down with sinking
ships – continue to be part of declining businesses?
That’s hardly necessary. The
message to Mainliners is clear:
rethink the times and your roles,
and re-channel your energies.
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Clearly Mainline Protestants can contribute
much to the emerging Canadian religious
landscape. They frequently have good ties with
Roman Catholics. A few have good ties with
evangelicals.
In some instances they may be able to play a
particularly important role in bridging Catholics
and evangelicals, while working with both in
enhancing everyone’s ministries.
A number of existing denominations seem
particularly well-positioned to “bridge” Mainline and
Conservative Protestants as well as Protestants and
Catholics. They include the Salvation Army, some
non-denominational congregations, and, in some
cases, Orthodox groups.
Para-church organizations such as the Canadian
Bible Society, World Vision, and Alpha ministries
already are doing considerable bridging, as are
previously noted ministerials and councils of
churches.
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As religious groups and religious organizations
locate themselves and redefine themselves in a
religiously polarized Canada, we can expect that
some infrastructures will need to be created and many
older infrastructures revised. Some will disappear.
Such organizational changes will reflect the fact
that, as with religious groups themselves, collective
infrastructures come and go. But religion itself will not
disappear – now, or in the foreseeable future.
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Canadians who emphasize that they are looking
for ministry tend to emphasize three themes when
asked what they view as “worthwhile”: the
addressing of spiritual, personal, and relational
interests and needs.
The detailed findings reported in Beyond the Gods
& Back reveal that religion makes noteworthy
contributions when it comes to personal well-being
and spirituality. Ironically, those things that the
involved say they receive are also what the
uninvolved say they would like to be able to
experience.
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Moreover, religion makes unique contributions
in at least two important areas of life: social wellbeing and our responses to death.

 Obviously, religion is not the only source of civility.
But it is one important source.
 If it were to cease
to be present in
Canadian
lives
and life, some
equally effective
functional alternatives would have
to be found.

When it comes to addressing the question of
what happens after
we die, religion does
not exactly have a
lot of good market
competition.
And here it has
something unique that
it can offer: hope.
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5. More About Ministry
The research findings point to three concrete
features of effective ministry to Canadians.

That should go without saying but, nonetheless, it
needs to be underlined. The effort to reach out to
people who are not actively involved – be they
“seekers” or “searchers,” occasional attenders or the
non-religious, should not take place at the expense of
people who already are involved.
Congregational conflict over things like new forms
of worship and music, for example, are
typically unnecessarily waged with
unnecessary negative consequences. I
often tell people that my own mother
reached a point at 85 where she no
longer wanted to go to church – a
casualty, I gather, of progress.
Those already present and active represent the
essential resource base – “The
Church” – that is required in order
for ministry to others to take place.
Good ministry to the initiated will
include, of course, ministries that
are culturally in touch with
immigrants who think they have “come home.”
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The starting point in reaching out to people who
are part of “the ambivalent middle” is to locate
them. The good news is that it is not that difficult.
A longstanding message of mine that by now
should be prosaic is that
people
continue
to
identify with groups long
after they have ceased
to be actively involved.
The research tells us that they – along with many
“alumni” who tell the pollsters that they have “no
religion” – actually show up for services at least once
in a while. Large numbers also surface when they
want rites of passage carried out – notably, weddings
and funerals. Still further, a good number surface
when they have specific needs relating to their
children or marriages or health.
People who identify but are not actively
involved don’t so much have to be located as
tactfully “catalogued.”
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Incidentally, it is important to remind everyone
that, contrary to widespread belief, the vast
majority of the people who “identify but are not
active” are not flirting with other groups.

Consequently, the rule of thumb is simple: if
Canadians identify with your group, you have a better
chance than anyone else in the country of having a
conversation with them. They are showing up
occasionally at your services; they’ll be contacting you
about a baptism or christening, a wedding or a
funeral.
We used to see people as either “in” or “out.”
That has not been helpful. We need to see them as
having varying levels of involvement.
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The New Paradigm

If groups do not respond effectively to them, it’s
not readily apparent at all that they will simply move to
“option B” or “option C.” It is far more likely than they
will take a pass on religious organizations altogether.
…Well, unless something
else
happens:
through a relationship,
such as a family tie, a
friendship, or marriage,
another person provides
a
relational
bridge,
whereby – based on
commendation and trust
– someone is willing “to try out” another group.
This leads to an important point that needs to be
underlined about so-called “religious switching” from
one group to another.
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 Protestant evangelicals circulate fairly freely and
seamlessly from one denomination to another (e.g.,
Mennonite ↔ Baptist ↔ Alliance ↔ Evangelical Free
↔ Nazarene ↔ Pentecostal). That’s the primary
reason many evangelical congregations have moved
to non-denominational, generic names (e.g., The
Rock, College Drive, Centre Street, Northview, The
Meeting House).
 It also is not a gigantic jump for people to move
between Anglican and Lutheran or between
Presbyterian and United congregations. Still, such
Mainline Protestant switching is far less common
than it is among Conservative Protestants.

In contrast, switching between religious
families – Catholics, Mainline and evangelical
Protestants, and Other Major World Faiths – is
fairly rare. The magnitude of the theological and
cultural differences tends to exceed most peoples’
comfort zones.
When “family switching” does
invariably one finds a relational bridge.
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take

place,

Canadians both inside and outside of religious
groups have the expectation that their
involvement will be worthwhile.
No surprise here: time is precious; there are lots
of places for money to be spent. People have to have
good reasons to participate in religious groups.
Some critics respond that it’s not the job of
groups to respond to consumer demand. But the
research suggests that many if not most of the
Outsiders are not overly demanding. They typically
are favourably disposed to religion. Perhaps it is
because it has been part of
their upbringing – sometimes
borne out of a sense of need for
“something”
beyond
themselves. Most are not angry.
Frequently, their expectations are fairly minimal – the
desire to satisfy spiritual
longings, the need for some
resources that would help them
to live out everyday life, some
positive things that would add
to their most valued relationships and to the lives of the
people they love.
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Of course there’s more to religion than responding
to the needs of people. But interests and needs
represent portals – entry points – for connecting with
Canadians. In time, people can become aware of “the
fullness of faith,” including ministry to others.
First, though, they have to find that faith and
involvement help to elevate and complete life – and
as such are “worthwhile.”
Canadians on the outside of religious groups
are looking for ministry – with spiritual, personal,
and relational components front and centre.
But, as we have seen, they also have
expectations of religious organizations.
 They are not particularly deferential; they want the
opportunity for input.
 They expect groups to be open to diversity.
 They want groups to be in touch with the times.
 They also want their involvement to be uplifting.
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Excessive expectations? You decide. What the
research suggests is that groups that cannot respond
to Canadians with such mindsets will have little impact
on Outsiders.
Those who
can will not find
that everyone
wants more to
do with them.
But
some
definitely will.

And, as we have seen, young people have not
given up on religion or religious groups.
But they, like the
rest of us, have to
find that religious
environments are in
touch with who they
are and what they
value and enjoy.
Those central features are now well-known.
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Conclusion

A Call to Action
To return to where I began,
we awake to a new day
where religion is still very much with us.
But today is very different from yesterday.
For those who place importance on faith,
the new day, like any dawn,
is characterized by a blend
of darkness and light.
A solid and highly durable core of people
continue to value faith,
precisely at the same time that
a growing number do not,
with many others in the middle,
neither opting decisively for or against faith.
What makes it a new day
is the fact that,
while faith is neither gone nor going,
we are polarized religiously
to an extent we have never known before.
Faith persists and will continue to persist
because many people want it and need it.
But, in addition to polarization,
it’s a new day for religion in Canada
because an important reshuffling
of the dominant players is taking place.
Mainline Protestants –
the United, Anglican,
Presbyterian, and Lutheran churches –
no longer occupy centre stage.
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The mistake many observers made
in interpreting the times
was in equating Mainline decline
with the demise of religion more generally.
The restructuring of religion in Canada
is seeing Roman Catholics –
always number one in Quebec –
now in the national spotlight,
joined by Protestant evangelicals,
with Muslims potentially an important member
of the emerging supporting cast….
along with Mainline Protestants.
The acceleration of immigration,
in response to Canada’s aging workforce,
will, on balance, add considerable life
to the three lead players in particular,
and to religion in the country as a whole.
What transpires in Canada
as far as the religion-no religion balance
will depend largely
on the collective performance
of its religious groups.
These consequently are times that call
for a new outlook, new alliances, and new effort.
These are times
that call for the best ministry possible,
to both the initiated and to others.
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There obviously is considerable value in being able
to keep this conversation going.
To help facilitate that,
I have set up an interactive blog at
www.beyondthegods.com.
It will be good to hear from those of you
who want to offer some thoughts.
◊
As mentioned, A New Day draws heavily on

Beyond the Gods & Back:
The Demise and Rise of Religion in Canada (2011).
If you would like more detailed documentation
and thought, including valuable global data,
give it a look.
◊
In addition, considerable information on my entire Project Canada,
research program, including complimentary material,
is available at
www.reginaldbibby.com
◊

Hard copies of this book are also available.
They can be obtained through either of the above websites and
www.projectcanadabooks.com
www.woodlakebooks.com
www.novalis.ca
www.alban.org
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The material in this book has benefitted from being shaped by
the extensive feedback received from a fairly large number of
Bibby presentations and publications since the appearance of
Beyond the Gods & Back in late January of 2011.
They have included the following:
2011
Cathedral Arts Lecture Series, Christ Church Cathedral, Ottawa,
January
Ambrose University College, Calgary, February
Nazarene clergy consultations in Calgary, Toronto,
and Abbotsford, Feb, Mar, and Nov
Pacific Sociological Association, Seattle, March
“A mirror of faith on the Canadian wall.” Globe and Mail, April 25
Canadian Council of Churches, Toronto, May
Atlantic Catechetical Association, Moncton, May
“Canadian Catholics should plan for a larger future.” Western Catholic
Reporter, July 18. Also appeared in the National Post, July 24.
The Global Leadership Summit, shown in 22 cities,
Willow Creek Canada, September
Assembly of Catholic Bishops of Ontario, Toronto, October
Acadia Divinity College, Wolfville, October
Salvation Army Leaders, Jackson’s Point, ON, November
Waterloo Lutheran Seminary, Waterloo, November
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, December
2012
Break Forth Canada, Edmonton, January
Canadian Review of Sociology, January
Holy Spirit SD Administrators, Lethbridge, February
Edmonton & District Council of Churches, March
Canadian University College, Lacombe, April
Durham Catholic School Board, Oshawa, April
Ontario Catholic Supervisory Assoc (Superintendents), Toronto, April
Churches of Christ leaders’ summit, Calgary, May
Canadian Sociological Association, Waterloo, June

The high level of interest and the many requests for slide summaries
underscored to me why this accessible overview needed to be written.

Thank you! I am extremely happy to make it widely available.
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….And Just for Perspective…
Table 3.13. Salience, Identification, Belief,
and Attendance: Select Countries
Salience ID Belief Attend
Thailand
Nigeria
Philippines
Saudi Arabia
Pakistan
Ethiopia
India
Dominican Republic
Brazil
Iraq
South Africa
Iran
El Salvador
Mexico
Italy
Greece
Poland
United States
Ireland
Israel
Spain
Ukraine
Korea, Republic of
CANADA
Germany
Cuba
Russia
New Zealand
Netherlands
Australia
France
Finland
United Kingdom
Hong Kong
Japan
Czech Republic
Sweden
China

97%
96
96
94
92
90
90
87
87
86
85
83
83
73
72
71
69
65
54
51
49
46
43
41
40
34
34
33
33
32
30
29
27
24
24
24
17
---

99
99
99
99
99
99
99
99
93
99
84
99
83
83
83
97
92
84
94
96
84
58
63
84
75
90
52
74
58
81
57
85
77
85
48
41
75
7

98
99
99
99
99
99
99
97
97
99
99
99
98
97
82
96
96
88
96
95
92
85
98
85
77
75
91
79
74
83
80
91
86
56
87
57
70
60

80
89
64
68
56
78
73
53
49
53
57
45
68
60
49
29
62
43
56
39
39
23
35
26
30
20
15
27
26
23
20
12
20
19
38
15
17
9

Source: Reginald W. Bibby, Beyond the Gods & Back 2011: 59.
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“Everything you thought you knew about

religion in Canada is wrong.
That’s the impression you just might get
from Reginald Bibby.”
-Edmonton Journal

The Canadian religious situation is being read through the old,
tired eyes of secularization. Most people continue to think that
religion is winding down, as seen in trends characterizing Mainline
Protestants – the United, Anglican, Presbyterian, and Lutheran
churches.
This highly accessible report draws on Bibby’s important new
book, Beyond the Gods & Back, in showing religion in Canada is
not dying but persists in a new environment of religious
polarization. It’s “A New Day” for religion.
 A significant market for religion persists, precisely at a time
when growing numbers are rejecting religion.
 Changing demographics and market performances are seeing
a reshuffling of players, with Mainliners losing market share to
Catholics, evangelicals, and Muslims.
 Those who value faith are called to explore their affinities and
discover the roles they can play in the collective enhancement
of ministry to Canadians.

“The times cry out, not for huddling holy remnants, but
for religious groups that can come together and work
together to ensure that Canadians can experience the
best that faith brings to life…and to death.”
–from A New Day

ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL READING FROM
CANADA’S LEADING RELIGION TREND-TRACKER

