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Part IV: Narratives of Secularization [pp. 423-535] 
 
 

Orientation 
A. It is important to remember what T said in his preface [ix]: 

1. Parts I to III of this book were first presented in 1999 as Gifford Lectures and now slightly 
expanded. 

2. Parts IV and V deals with matters that he wanted to discuss in 1999 but had not the space or 
time to do so, but which bear on many of the subjects in the Lectures. 

3. Therefore, we are “not to think of the book as a continuous story-and-argument, but rather as 
a set of interlocking essays.” 

4. Hence, be prepared to see the themes of the Lectures rehearsed again under new questions, 
diagnostic concepts, and emphases. 

5. T understands Part V as his attempt to unravel constructively the conditions of belief in our 
contemporary world. 

B. Notice that the next three chapters come under the heading of Part IV: Narratives of 
Secularization. 
T intends to examine or re-examine the various ways in which so-called secularization has been 

explained by theories of secularization advanced by scholars. 
So, in investigating and critiquing some of these theories, T is aiming to show some of their 

limitations, and he will do this by way of: 1) rehearsing his own historical construction of 
what has happened in the last two centuries and 2) critiquing some of the presuppositions of 
the theorists themselves—he will refer to these presuppositions as the unthoughts of the 
theorists that are part of their own given social locations and constructions as folk mainly 
existing and working in the elite academic settings. 

So, in the first part of chapter 12: The Age of Mobilization, T intends to investigate the terrain of 
so-called “ secularization theory” with the aim of showing that it does not have the coherence 
and explanatory power it often claims. 

 
Chapter 12: The Age of Mobilization [pp. 423-472] 
A. Previously T has shown that by the end of the 18th century there emerged a viable alternative to 

Xnty in exclusive humanism and this itself produced the Nova Effect in which, throughout the 19th 
century, a pluralization of alternatives to Xnty appeared, especially among elites—elites are those 
persons in social positions of power to influence the way human life is constructed and understood 
by the non-elites. Previously elites were primarily clergy and the hierarchical political agents of 
monarchy. In the rise of exclusive humanism T sees the power of non-clerical educated elites and 
the power of political officers of the rising nation-states. 

B. As regards secularization theory, T has argued the need to distinguish among:  
Secularity 1: the retreat of religion from public life—principally in political life and order. 
Secularity 2: the social decline in religious belief and practices—principally in forms of religious 

social organizations. 
Secularity 3: the change in the conditions of belief—principally the rise of alternative forms of 

belief and unbelief. 
C. T is primarily interested in exploring the way some secularization theorists have construed 

secularity 3 simply in terms of secularity 1 and 2. 
Yet the relation between secularity 2 and secularity 3 is close but not identical. 
The rise of secularity 2—actual unbelief in the form of exclusive humanism alternative and the 

increasing pluralization of alternatives to religious belief—does contribute to the decline in 
religious practice. [423] 

D. But there are some anomalies in various secularization theories that concern T: 
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Some theories claim that religion has become ‘private’ and no longer socially or politically 
significant. 

Some theories have difficulty defining crucial terms such as ‘religion’ and ‘secularization’. 
T claims that some of the theories of the sociology and history of secularization have been affected 

by an “unthought”—those taken-for-granted presuppositions that form an inquiry and its 
arguments but is not itself subject to critique. [see Michel Foucault]  “That one’s own 
framework beliefs and values can constrict one’s theoretical imagination.” [428] 

E. Granting that arriving at a non-prejudicial understanding of ‘religion’ and ‘religious belief and 
action’ is difficult theoretically, T wants to focus not only on 1) beliefs and actions “predicated on 
the existence of supernatural entities [a.k.a. ‘God’]” but also on 2) the perspective of a 
transformation of human beings which takes them beyond or outside of whatever is normally 
understood as human flourishing in mutuality. 
“In the Xn case this means our participating in the love (agape) of God for human beings, which is 

by definition a love that goes beyond any possible mutuality, a self-giving not bounded by 
some measure of fairness.” 

This means we can “grasp the specificity of this belief only by taking it from two sides…in terms of 
what it supposes as a supra-human power (God) and in terms of what this power calls us to, the 
perspective of transformation it opens.” [428] 

Note well: it is this concern that T intends to defend and explain further in Part V and 
examine its intelligibility and character: “I descend to this level of specificity because I 
believe the main struggle, both between and within groups and individuals, has been 
shaped by a polarization between this kind of transformation perspective, and a view 
which emerges in the 18th century in the context of the Modern Moral Order and 
commercial society…in which the highest goal of flourishing is in a context of mutual 
flourishing…in a society of mutual benefit.” [428] 

Test: notice the difference between the ‘tempers’ or ‘outlooks’ of 1) St. Francis and 2) David Hume 
or Emerson. 

F. In short, T is claiming that 1) religious belief and practices do not remain one and same in history 
but have flexibility and sprout new forms in differing contexts; 2) the decline in religious practice 
as a result of secularization does not occur just because of science taking away belief and 
credibility, but 3) is also a result of the ‘mutual fragilization” and pluralism among outlooks, in 
which it is harder and harder to find a niche in which belief and unbelief go without saying.  
T claims “religious belief now exists in a field of choices which include various forms of demurral 

and rejection.” And Xn faith “exists in a field where is there is also a wide range of other 
spiritual options” 

“But the interesting story is not simply one of decline, but also of a new placement of the sacred or 
spiritual in relation to individual and social life.” 

“This new placement is now the occasion for recompositions of spiritual life in new forms, and for 
new ways of existing both in and out of relation to God.” 

T ‘freely confesses’ that his perspective on secularization has been shaped by his “own perspective 
as a believer”. [437]  

G. In order to re-examine some developments in the last two centuries from a slightly different angle, 
T wants to distinguish two ideal types of the social matrix in which spiritual life was formed and 
carried on: 
1) The ancien régime matrix: that pre-modern social imaginary in which social order was 

hierarchical in character, grounded in a Divine Will and Law involving both church and 
society, primarily in the parish or local community setting. 
Each person has a place in a hierarchical order, involving folk practices as well as church 

liturgies. 
T is resisting the sense by some secularity theorists that this was primarily superstition and 

magic and he claims it also carries over into some aspects of the reform movements.  
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In the Durkheimian sense, the church and social space are one, authority itself was bound up 
with the divine in social spaces. [438-445, 446] 

2) The Age of Mobilization matrix: that process whereby people are persuaded, pushed, 
dragooned, or bullied into new forms of society, church and association. 
Persons induced to adopt new structures—new social imaginaries—about what is important 

in human lives and society. 
While God might not be identified in sacred spaces and presence, God or the divine is present 

in his Design for human life and social order involving mutual benefits and flourishing. 
American society with its Declaration of Independence embodies this sense of a new order, 

grounded in the divine design for individuals and to which society is to be conformed to 
these free and rights-bearing individuals.[447-48] 

H. It is in this age of mobilization that T wants to locate the genius and the problemata of the rise of 
denominations.  
Churches become voluntary organizations comprised of individuals who decide to join by their own 

decisions—in contrast to the ancien regime hierarchical social structure of the divine and 
human. 

Note: churches now exist in a space with other churches. And yet in this social imaginary 
individual churches recognize a more general space in which they are all churches. And yet 
even further, there is still a political space—the nation-state—in which the churches exist and 
which claims the loyalty of the individuals who comprise the churches. In this sense they are 
‘free churches’, unsupported by a national church. 

The denominational imaginary made possible a religious flexibility unknown in most Continental 
societies with their national churches. 

Such reformed and reforming churches also undertook the personal reformation of individuals—the 
striving for order in the individual life that leads to order in social life as well.  Persons are 
mobilized by the churches to be good citizens. Worship in the church of your choice comes to 
presuppose that such worship is also good for the nation, makes good citizens. [453] 

Such reforming of individuals in this evangelical expression of American religion and life has also 
been characterized as the ‘feminization of piety’—the rough edges of male forms of 
conviviality, seen also in the Carnival aspects of ancien regime—come under mobilization for 
sobriety, discipline, industry, and citizenship. Self-help and education become prized.  The 
well-ordered free self-governing agent as the basis and purpose of church and society. 

“Evangelicalism was basically an anti-hierarchical force, part of the drive for democracy.”  [451] 
Problemata: because denominations understand that there are other denominations and 

churches and that their own members join the church by their free decisions, there is the 
implicit sense that there is a larger whole in which the denominations exists—the nation. 
The fact of denominations tends to separate religion from politics and the nation de jure, 
but the denominational sense of a larger whole—the nation—tends to de facto to place 
religion in the service of the nation since the nation also exists under God and is the 
source of that patriotism that binds the individual to the nation. [453-54] 

I. T introduces some diagnostic uses of Durkheimian analysis of religion and society: [Emile 
Durkheim (1858-1917), French sociologist/philosopher often regarded as one of the founders of 
modern sociology] 
Paleo-Durkheimian: that sense of the intertwining of religion and society such as found in the 

ancien regime hierarchical orders. 
Neo-Durkheimian: God is present through his design for the society which becomes the common 

identifying description of the society—its political identity. 
Religious belonging is essential to political identity and provides the most fundamental sense of 

order—a nation under God, amidst diverse denominations bound together by devotion to 
the political identity of the nation/society. 
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T thinks Girard has correctly seen that such sociopolitical identities also come to find their 
solidarity by having ‘enemies’ that need to be defeated—scapegoats destroyed. 

God becomes the author of the civilizational order and that order must be defended.  
These new social forms—citizen states—are formed around a political identity and it is this 

political identity that is also a result of the mobilization impetus characteristic of free 
churches, denominations, and the nation-state.  

T claims that, where this neo-Durkheimian development takes place, a religiously defined 
political identity is mobilized and changes how secularity affects religious/spiritual life.  
[454-59] 

J. After exploring the various configurations of neo-Durkheimian forms of social imaginaries in 
church and society, T concludes the chapter this way: the neo-Durkheimian forms of faith wove 
together four strands: spirituality, discipline, political identity, and an image of civilizational 
order. 
But these tightly organized churches, often suspicious of outsiders, with their puritanical codes, 
their inherent links of whatever sort, to political identities, and their claims to ground civilizational 
order, were perfectly set up for a precipitate fall in the next age which was beginning to dawn in 
midcentury. [472] 
 

Chapter 13: The Age of Authenticity [473-504] 
A. This chapter is basically about the world in which we have lived in and which we have experienced 

from the beginning— the age that symbolically surges onto the scene in the 1960s in the midst of 
war, civil rights protests, assassinations, and protests against most forms of authority and 
discrimination. 
I am assuming that we all can find our way through these pages and these times, hence I will only 

provide a few comments—expecting that each of you will come prepared to make your own 
observations about the age and T’s characterization of it. 

B. “Something happened in the last half-century…which has profoundly altered the conditions of 
belief in our societies”—those societies in the geography of Latin Christendom. 473 
In the 60s expressive individualism, with roots back in 19th century Romanticism, emerges in 

dramatic ways. 
“A majority of Americans believe that communities are eroding, families, neighborhoods, even the 

polity; they sense that people are less willing to participate, to do their bit; and they are less 
trusting of others.” 

The causes often cited are many: “affluence and the continued extension of consumer life styles; 
social and geographical mobility; outsourcing and downsizing by corporations; new family 
patterns, particularly the growth of the two-income household, with the resulting overwork and 
burnout; suburban spread, whereby people often live, work, and shop in three separate areas; 
the rise of television…” 473 

C. T is interested in examining the shift in the understanding of human good—the functional ideal of 
the good becomes itself a formative factor in social understanding. 
Some ingredients in the understanding of human good, of the good life, of what is worthwhile in 

life: 
New emphasis on privacy. 
The rise of ‘youth culture’ wherein youth is understood as a distinct stage of life with its own 

culture which becomes the object of consumer advertising. 
The belief that each of us has his/her own way of realizing our humanity and each of us must 

find our own way of life and therewith resisting conformity to the ways society or family or 
church might impose on us. Do your own thing. Be yourself. Choose for yourself. 

Note the quote from Tillich in 1957 for students to become “non-conformists”—and to be a 
non-conformist is good for you, for the nation, and for humanity! 476 
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See T’s discussion about the enhanced role of choice, wherein choice becomes the fetish of 
authenticity—what is not your choice is thus inauthentic.478-79 

D. Rather than exploring the ways in which authenticity precipitates the culture wars, T wants to 
explore the transformations by way of which 1) available moral options have changed in the social 
imaginary and some earlier options are no longer available, and 2) that some options, however, are 
better than others. 

E. T wants, therefore, to explore the consequences for our social imaginary. 
Modern forms of the social imaginary are basically ‘horizontal’ in character in which persons grasp 

themselves and others as existing and acting simultaneously. 
In addition to the three widely acknowledged forms of such horizontality—economy, public square, 

sovereign people—T adds the space of fashion, in which we are on self-display of our style of 
living, dressing, buying, almost in all ways of social presence. We exist as though we are 
continually being observed by others.  

This is the social imaginary of mutual display, in which those before whom we live our style also 
become “co-determiners of the meaning of our actions.” 481 

It is this sense of mutual display that is the target of much consumer advertising by the large 
corporations as they play a role in creating desires within us as to how we might display our 
own individuality with skill and sophistication. 

As should be obvious, our human identity itself becomes subject to these powers intending to shape 
our desires and the meaning of how we display ourselves before others, before the world. 482-
83 

F. And yet T thinks the modern moral order of mutual benefit has been strengthened by the search for 
authenticity: involves a mutual respect for the individuality of others, a strong sense of ‘do no 
harm’, of the freedom of others to pursue their own form of happiness, the sense of one’s rights to 
privacy in our lives, and the fear of the state interfering with our choice of how we live. 
Of course, the tension between respect for privacy and freedom and the principal of do no harm is 

manifest again and again in the political/legal arenas of life. 484-85 
But the tension is strongest and most unrelenting in the social imaginary of sexual mores. 

G. What effect does the search for authenticity have on the Durkheimian place of the sacred? 
In the new expressivist dispensation there is no necessary embedding of the sacred in any particular 

social space, neither in the church nor in the state/nation. 
We live in a post-Durkheimian dispensation in which the sacred has been uncoupled from political 

allegiance. 
But, of course, such uncoupling of the sacred from the political is hotly contested in America: the 

rise of the religious right in protest. 
H. In place of the buffered self with its concern for good order and rational purpose, the authentic self 

is unimpressed with intellectual clarity and religious or political orthodoxy or the exploration of 
right political order. 
In the place of such rationality, the emphasis is on feeling and passion, now understood as the 

pathway to spirituality, but now spirituality understood in its extreme plurality. Spirituality can 
be social or individual and no doctrines are essential to its pursuit or presence. Spiritual 
plurality. 489f. 

This sort of spirituality is no longer intrinsically related to any socio/political order—it can float 
free of such orders or be present in any. 

I.  Certainly church is not necessary for such spirituality, though it might happen there as well. 
In this post-Durkheimian age the large scale role of religious forms in the age of mobilization  in 

which political allegiance was incredient in the free churches, has also uncoupled Xn faith from 
civilizational order.492. 

Persons deeply imbued with expressive individualism and its search for authentic spirituality will 
find the order of churches authoritarian and unattractive. 493 

J.  T returns to consider the character of the revolution in sexual mores. 502ff. 
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While acknowledging many of the tensions in contemporary imaginaries of human sexuality, T 
worries about how the church might engage that imaginary in ways other than an insistence on 
abstinence and marriage. 

 
Chapter 14: Religion Today [505-535] 
A. If the Age of Mobilization pivoted around the three-sided mutually supportive dimensions of 1) the 

family as the basic matrix that inculturated the young to be good citizens and believers, 2) religion 
as the source of the values that animated both family and society, and 3) the state as the realization 
and bulwark of the values central both to family and churches, then the Age of Authenticity was a 
triple whammy to this complex embedding of religion, society, and state. 
This triple whammy has undermined the Mobilized church and society, and the rise of the search 

for authenticity has precipitated an intense conflict religiously and politically in American and 
elsewhere in Catholic Christendom. 

If I read T correctly there is great misunderstanding within churches, political parties, academic 
elites, and society about secularity and religion, and the purpose of his book “is to study the fate 
in the modern West of religious faith in a strong sense.” 

That strong sense he defines by a double criterion: 1) the belief in transcendent reality, and 2) the 
connected aspiration to a transformation that goes beyond ordinary human flourishing. 
[510] 

Hence, this brief chapter is T’s last step before getting ready in Part V to make the case for an 
appreciation of religion embodying these two strong traits in the midst of a world dismantled 
but resolutely set to move beyond the age of embedded mobilization of society and church. 

B. Expanding upon a theory of Robert Wuthnow, T thinks there are two large contending spiritual 
tendencies or religious sensibilities in our time today, in religious practice and understanding: 1) the 
seekers engaged in a new spiritual quest and 2) the dwellers who opt for an authoritative 
foreclosure on the seekers.  
T refuses to see these as polar opposites insofar as they can be understood as genuine spiritual 

stances that need not be mutually cancelling: is it not intelligible that someone whose life is 
torn and in despair might find healing in accepting an authoritative teaching or person and is it 
not also intelligible that someone might set out on a spiritual quest of experimenting and trying 
various options that brings one into the Xn tradition? 

Yet T also acknowledges the tendency among the dwellers to want to nail down the beliefs to some 
infallible authority which surely as such alienates the seekers. 

His hope is that the seekers in this new emerging spiritual landscape might be engaged by 
discourses and practices that do not immediately or primarily play the hole card of infallible 
doctrine—whether by appeal to infallible church officers or by appeal to infallible Scripture. 
512 

C. T then mounts an argument quite common today in many Protestant circles—e.g. Jones on 
grammar—that the basic conflict between the dwellers and the seekers is that both are embedded in 
a Christendom mentality in which the church and society are intertwined and mutually supportive. 
For T, then, the modern world and its imaginaries are much more fragile, more bricolage—picking 

this and rejecting that in some non-dogmatic or unsystematic way—less monolithic in 
inclination. Spirituality does not have to have the backing of the society and state as in 
Christendom.  

Hence, the aspirations of the seekers can be met as they are invited in to find the power of a 
transcending agape form of life that does not condemn but solicits and is open to seeking and 
questing. 

Maybe the traditional Xn image of the pilgrim can help in understanding the nature of seekers 
quests. 

D. Hence, back to secularization theory, why did the triple whammy of the age of authenticity lead to 
the decline in traditional religious understanding and practice. 
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Put carefully, T thinks the tight embedding of religion in America by virtue of the Age of 
Mobilization and the neo-Durkheimian intertwining of religious and political identity has led to 
strong reactions to the new age, resulting in mutual misunderstanding. 

And yet, T thinks that in actuality the pluralist world is already here, with its fragilization of social 
mores and religious identities and political loyalties. Hence the social playing field is not level 
but tilting this way and that in different social locations. 

One casualty of the new age of authenticity is that many persons simply are ignorant of some of the 
traditional practices and beliefs of churches and therefore they tend to misconstrue those 
practices and beliefs, and likewise many folk in churches are still afraid of the new spiritual 
quests and such fear inhibits understanding and openness.532-34. 

 
 


