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And those [students] who come will not only be seeking knowledge; they 
will be seeking guidance and inspiration, and many of them will believe 
that religion—one religion, many religions, religion in general—will 
provide them. Are we ready? We had better be, because that is now 
where the action is. When Jacques Derrida died I was called by a 
reporter who wanted to know what would succeed high theory and the 
triumvirate of race, gender, and class as the center of intellectual energy 
in the academy. I answered like a shot: religion.1 

How does it come about in a country like Canada that some 200+ young 
men and a few women will leave their homes and loved ones and travel to Syria 
and Iraq and join Daesch? Close to 80% are cradle Muslims—mostly born in 
Canada—and 20% are recent converts to what they believe to be Islam. Most 
of them have graduated from the Canadian public school system. Some 70% 
have graduated from our universities, some with two degrees. What have we 
taught them? What have we not taught them? How does our teaching of 
religious studies and the traditions of Western civil society contribute to the 
formation of those who come to be captured by nostalgia, cynicism, anomie or 
nihilism, and, as a result of not finding anything for which to live, sought 
something for which to die? What can we do and what ought we do to teach in 
ways that inspire the young to a life of service? What can we do and what ought 
we do to provide a religious and intellectual formation that frees them from the 
fear of different perspectives on important issues? How may we teach the 
depth of religion and the breath of civil ways of understanding, both being 
                                                
1 Stanley Fish, “One University Under God?,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 7 January, 
2005. 
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necessary in a pluralistic society, in ways that nurture their capacity for both 
religious and civil confidence and a sense of future?  In Canada “tolerance” has 
been the ideology of our multicultural policy. It is no longer enough. How can 
we teach so the thin layer of tolerance is replaced by the deep roots of 
understanding and regard offered by deep religion and the best of civil 
philosophical perspectives? 
 

Twenty years ago I was teaching a religious studies class to 100 students. 
Most of them we taking this course as a humanities option. In the course of my 
lecture I made a parenthetical reference to the prophet Moses. Instantly many 
pairs of eyes darted about searching to see if any other student knew to whom I 
was referring. I stopped and asked if they could identify Moses with a text, a 
religious tradition, or a place. This was at the University of Alberta in Western 
Canada. When I was a child in Alberta it was commonly called the “Bible belt,” 
a designation often spoken with derision in Eastern Canada. Alberta was full of 
Protestant churches, many of them evangelical and fundamentalist and it had a 
reputation for a conservative politics and culture. The province had elected 
William Aberhart (1878 – 1943) premier in 1935. He had his own independent 
Baptist Church, founded the Calgary Prophetic Bible Institute, and prided 
himself on his biblical literalism and his Christian Zionism.2 He served as 
premier until his death in 1943. His protégé at the Bible Institute, Ernest 
Manning (1908 - 1996), took over as premier and governed the province until 
1968. For 33 consecutive years their Social Credit Party governed the province. 
“Bible Bill”, as Premier Aberhart was commonly called, broadcast sermons 
weekly over CFCN radio station and was listened to by thousands. Ernest 
Manning continued this practice with his “Back to the Bible Hour” broadcast 
every Sunday morning.  
 

I gave the students a little time to think who Moses might be and then 
asked them to raise their hands if they could identify him with a text, religion or 
place. Of the 100 students, five raised their hands. After class I was walking 
across the campus thinking about how successful many who held to a secularist 
theory had been in establishing a culture of amnesia over the course of a few 
decades. Our public school system did not allow the teaching of any religion 
and had largely stripped content on the role of Christianity and the church 
from the curriculum dealing with history and culture. Needless to say we would 

                                                
2 Clark Banack, God’s Province, Evangelical Christianity, Political Thought, and Conservatism in 
Alberta (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016).  
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have done the same with the great cultures of the Islamic world or the religions 
of the east if they had been part of the curriculum. I met a colleague, a Biblical 
scholar, along the path and mentioned what had just happened in the class. He 
said that in his senior seminar on religious studies methodology most of his 
students thought that the name “Jesus” was simply a profanity.   
 

I was not surprised by the lack of religious literacy of my students. I had 
been tracking this throughout the 1970s and 80s. Yet the incident was a graphic 
example of just how successful our public institutions had been in putting the 
ax to the tree of culture, a culture that just a few decades before had been 
considered central to the “Bible belt.” I was also well aware that much of the 
professoriate in our public universities was engaged in a virulent critic of 
Christianity, exclusively offering up examinations of it through the prism of 
high theory—the triumvirate of race, gender and power, as Stanley Fish calls it. 
Many of my religious studies colleagues did not love their subject but rather 
used it to work out their own psychological and spiritual problems. It often 
struck me that they should have sought therapy and come to terms with their 
fathers, whose religious perspectives had driven them to earn a PhD in 
Religious Studies so they could spend their adulthood reducing the religious 
oceans of meaning to a small set of critical issues. Many Religious Studies 
professors in Canada of my generation came from evangelical or 
fundamentalist religious communities under the umbrella of Protestantism. 
Each of these communities has a theological perspective that represents a small 
portion of the Christian tradition. Such perspectives typically reduce the ocean 
of meaning within Christianity to moralism or a narrow set of beliefs, and 
always to an ideological prism the history of which we can trace back to 1950s 
or the 19th century. These communities have their fair share of responsibility 
for the amnesia that shapes our contemporary world in Canada.  Now their 
sons who had become professors, and they were mostly sons, continued the 
reduction but did so solely in secular terms aimed at settling their own 
psychological scores with their fathers.  The American intellectual Allan Bloom 
flagged this issue in his book The Closing of the American Mind, pointing out that 
students know little or nothing of the Bible that had for centuries given a frame 
of reference, a wealth of narratives, ideas and images leaving them “narrower” 
and “flatter” than students in the past.3      
 
Religious Studies in Canada 

                                                
3 Allen Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987). 
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Considering these matters today, it is important to keep in mind the 
development of Religious Studies as a discipline in Canadian universities, 
noting the dominant perspectives that have informed and shaped many such 
faculties. The struggle between the teaching of theology and religious studies 
perspectives has been important to this story. A central factor has also been the 
dominance of race, gender, and power as the common lens through which the 
Humanities in Canadian universities have been shaped over the last four 
decades. Post-modernism, post-colonialism, and deconstruction (along with 
other theories) have colonized many Humanities departments and offered 
narrow critical perspectives and discounted the significance of the sacred, of 
religious knowledge and the place of religious formation in the life of the young 
and in the development of the West. 
 
History of Religious Studies in Canada 

Canada has two official cultures shaped from its colonial beginnings and 
sanctioned in law when it was formed into a state in 1867. New France, i.e. 
Québec, was organized “along familiar Gallican lines, with the Roman Catholic 
Church and its institutions as government-supported establishments . . . 
conceived as a unified entity within which religious, social, political and 
educational structures could be distinguished but not separated.”4 The French 
Catholic theology of culture at the time saw the state and the church as a sacred 
and harmonious unity, mutually supportive of a common history and society. 
And, of course, it was Christian—Christian at its centre and boundaries. 
English Canada also had the establishment idea in a Protestant form and also, 
initially, shaped its institutions (including universities) to preserve the social 
structure and national identity along the lines of the patrimony brought from 
England, Scotland and Ireland. The difference was the influence brought to 
bear on English Canada by the Scottish Presbyterians who took exception to 
the establishment notions of the Church of England. They had experienced 
English domination in their homeland and were not about to see it replicated in 
their new country. 
 

Religious establishment officially ended in Québec with the British 
victory on the Plains of Abraham in 1759. In English Canada the 
Constitutional Act of 1791 established clergy reserves, setting aside one-
seventh of all surveyed Crown land for the support of the clergy and churches. 
                                                
4 Harold Coward, “The Contribution of Religious Studies to Secular Universities in Canada,” 
Religious Studies: Issues, Prospects and Proposals, edited by Klaus K. Klostermaier and Larry W. 
Hortodo (Winnipeg, Manitoba: University of Manitoba, 1991): 17.  
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After a protracted political struggle these reserves were secularized in 1854, 
marking the official end to the establishment idea. However, as George 
Webster Grant has pointed out, the inertia embodied in the idea remained a 
strong force in Canadian society well into the latter part of the twentieth 
century. The Roman Catholic Church had quasi-official status in Québec and 
the Anglican Church of Canada fulfilled such a role in English Canada.5    
 

The religious establishment idea, in both French and English Canada, 
meant that the earliest universities had strong religious foundations. Laval 
University developed out of the Séminaire de Québec in 1852 and remained 
under the administrative control of the clergy with faculties of Theology, 
Medicine, Law and the Arts. Together with it satellite campus the Université de 
Montréal, Laval functioned for almost a century as private denominational 
universities controlled by the Roman Catholic Church. In English Canada the 
three King’s Colleges established at Windsor (Nova Scotia in 1789), York (now 
Toronto, 1827), and Fredericton (New Brunswick in 1828) adopted the English 
model: residential, tutorial and Anglican. Three universities were rooted in the 
Scottish Presbyterian tradition: Dalhousie in Halifax, Nova Scotia (1818), 
Queen’s in Kingston, Ontario (1841) and McGill in Montreal, Québec (1821). 
The Methodist Church founded Victoria College in Cobourg, Ontario (1841) 
along with Mount Allison University in Sackville, New Brunswick (1839) to 
educate clergy and laity. It was similar with the Baptists when they founded 
Acadia University in Wolfville, New Brunswick (1818) and with the Anglicans 
who founded Bishop’s College in Québec (1843).  
 

The proliferation of denominational institutions was addressed in 
Ontario when the government refused to continue funding the Methodist 
Victoria College, the Anglican Trinity College and the Roman Catholic St. 
Michael’s College until they joined in a federation with the public University of 
Toronto. Each school restricted their course to the liberal arts, including 
theology. All their degrees were granted by the University of Toronto except 
the degree in Theology, which each denominational school granted. This 
“Canadian solution” sought to reconcile a religious education and secular 
education. In Manitoba three denominational schools, the Roman Catholic St. 
Boniface College, the Anglican St. John’s College, and the Presbyterian 
Manitoba College, joined in a cooperative fashion to form the University of 
                                                
5 John Webster Grant, “Religion and the Quest for a National Identity: The Background in 
Canadian History,” in Religion and Culture in Canada, ed. Peter Slater, (Waterloo: Wilfred 
Laurier University Press, 1977): 10. 
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Manitoba in 1877 and were joined a decade later by the Methodist Wesley 
College. Canada’s three other Western provinces founded public universities: 
the University of Alberta in 1906, the University of Saskatchewan in 1907, and 
the University of British Columbia in 1908. Here as well denominational 
colleges surrounded the public university, even though they were not officially 
affiliated with it. 
 

In the 19th and early 20th century denominational colleges and 
universities were founded to prepare young men (and later women) for the 
work of the church and to be missionaries engaged in various forms of 
evangelization. Many of them also gave the laity an opportunity to study 
theology and engage in deeper spiritual formation. Theology remained the 
Queen of the Sciences and it was rare to engage in the study of any other 
religion. Roman Catholic priests who engaged in evangelization of Canada’s 
First Peoples along with a few Protestant missionaries had a somewhat 
different experience that deserves its own consideration. Put briefly, they 
learned indigenous languages, a necessity for their work, and some of them 
documented and thought about the religious understanding and disciplines of 
the First Peoples communities. They gave us the first ethnographic record of 
Indigenous peoples and accounts in diaries of their encounter. While the study 
of other religious traditions was thin in these institutions their life experience 
was often shaped as a living encounter with the faith traditions of the people 
they served.  
 
The Debate on Religious Studies departments in the Secular University 

Since the establishment of religious studies programs in Canada in the 
1960s there has been a debate about how such programs should be shaped. I 
will restrict my focus here to one or two particular issues. My colleague Harold 
Coward, one of our country’s influential scholars in the shaping of the 
discipline since its inception has written about this at length.6 Coward has called 
attention to the value in taking other religions seriously in their own terms. He 
sketches examples in our universities. He also calls for extending the gift of 
interdisciplinarity in the future development of the field of study. What is 
striking in his reflection is the absence of theology as a part of Religious 
Studies. Politics, Sociology, Psychology, Economics—the whole range of 
university disciplines are welcome partners in his view. Theology, however, is 
not seen as part and parcel of the future of the field. Since Religious Studies 

                                                
6 Op. cit. 
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carved out its place in Canadian universities by at least in part, if not largely, 
arguing that theological faculties needed to be restricted, if not disbanded, in 
our universities to make room for the more “tolerant and inclusive” 
approaches represented by religious studies, his argument is not surprising. He 
was also very active in arguing against admitting faith-based universities into 
the fraternity of universities in Canada. I recall our discussions about the 
proposal to develop Saint Mary’s University in Calgary, a proposal twenty years 
in the making because its Roman Catholic orientation was seen as a challenge 
to the “neutrality” of modern education. Coward’s argument has been typical 
of much of the Canadian discussion and it continues today in many quarters. 
Let me simply raise one issue for the sake of this discussion. Does not the 
study of religion take a curious turn when the only perspective not deemed 
appropriate is that of Christian theology? This is even more curious in light of 
the conversations in the 1960s at the University of Chicago and other places 
for the need of Christian theology to engage world religions as a central part of 
the modern dialogue both for the sake of the Christian theological tradition and 
our increasingly pluralistic society. If we bar Christian theology, are we likely to 
accept other theological traditions as major partners in the much-needed 
conversation to shape a new humanism in light of our global world?7   
 
Teaching Ideology, Teaching Religion 

Canadian experience over four decades sheds light on the vulnerability 
of the young when both religious studies and the study of the civil life are 
reduced to critical perspective that fail to engage the yearning for meaning 
central to so many students. Identity becomes deformed when all that is 
offered (or seen to be offered) are approaches to the study of religion which 
reduce it to a “nostalgia for the absolute” which is then disemboweled, the 
reduction of religion to questions of race, power, and gender, and the study of 
the civil life of the West reduced solely as the diseases and crimes of 
colonialism,.  
 
Current Education in Canada 

We also have another large issue in Canada with university education in 
general and religious studies and the humanities in particular. In a recent 
national radio program in Canada, Professor Ron Srigley, who teaches religious 
studies, discussed his article published in the Los Angeles Review of Books titled 
                                                
7 Mircea Eliade, the prestigious scholar of the history of religions, makes this argument in “A 
New Humanism” the introductory chapter in his book, The Quest, History and Meaning in 
Religion (Chicago and London, The University of Chicago Press, 1969). 
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“What Parents Need to Know about University Education,”8 in which he 
addresses the general malaise in our universities.  
  

There is no real education anymore but I still have to create the 
impression that education is happening. Students will therefore come to 
class but they will not learn. Professors will give lectures but they will 
not teach. Students will be given grades but they will not have earned 
them. Awards and degrees will be granted but they will exist only on 
paper. Smiling students will be photographed at graduation but they will 
not be happy. 

 
His argument goes like this: university administration thinks the purpose of the 
university is the university; the faculties, at their best, think it is to educate the 
young; in the humanities this means, in large part, to pass on the tradition for 
thinking, the landscape of art, idea, narrative, image and story that has led to 
the development of culture—including the culture of the West and to its civil 
life. He points out that between 1975 and 2005 faculty increased by 51% along 
with the increase in the student body. In contrast, administration increased by 
85% during this period and administrative staff increased by 240%. This 
confirms what Benjamin Ginzburg argues in his book The Fall of the Faculties, 
which is an analysis of American universities: the administrative sphere now 
determines the institutional policy of the university. What drives this policy is 
increased class size and student retention. The professoriate is required to 
shape its work to ensure both the popularity of their class offerings and student 
retention. Students have figured this out. This has led to grade inflation and to 
attempts on the part of many professors to find immediately entertaining ways 
to engage students. Students mine the internet, selecting portions of texts and 
other materials often suited to currently fashionable ideas, and stitch together 
their papers with the expectation that this is what the professor wants and all 
that is necessary for a suitable grade. After all, professors have required them to 
provide a dozen footnotes to articles as if that indicated scholarship. They dip 
into the assigned books and course packs. Studies show that between 5 to 15% 
of assigned electronic materials are accessed and university bookshops report 
that very few of the assigned books are purchased.   
 
A Call for a New Humanism 

                                                
8 “The Sunday Edition” CBC Radio, 17 January, 2016. 
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  Mircea Eliade, the eminent historian of religions, called for a “new 
humanism”9 that takes the genius of religions into account. I will suggest a road 
map for the recovery of a wholesome approach to teaching religious studies 
that, while not ignoring critical perspectives, reinvigorates the capacity of 
religious knowledge as an antidote to nostalgia, cynicism, anomie or nihilism.  
 

Eliade points out that many religious studies professors have focused 
their work on the “indispensible work of collecting, publishing, and analyzing 
religious data.” They work to reconstruct historical religious forms using the 
lens of the social sciences, sociology, economics or politics or, when working 
on sacred texts, bring the tools of higher criticism to the fore. He points out 
that the scholar of religious studies “has not finished his [or her] work” when 
this portion is completed: “In addition, [the scholar] must understand its 
meaning—that is, identify and elucidate the situations and positions that have 
induced or made possible its appearance or its triumph at a particular historical 
moment.”10 The cultural function of our work, and this seems to me to be 
more true of Religious Studies and Philosophy than of other field of study in 
the university today, requires making the meaning of revelation and wisdom, 
tradition and its historical claims—how it has shaped and reshaped peoples and 
why it has been and is compelling today—understandable to the modern mind. 
Scholarship that treats the religious life of peoples as an object of the past and 
fails to see, in each time and place including our own moment in history, its 
essential significance for personal and communal life, is in my view both a 
scholarly failure and a profound disservice to both religion and the civil life. 
Understanding the rich soil of religious traditions and ways of living requires a 
deep dialogue. Eliade notes that “to be genuine and fruitful, a dialogue cannot 
be limited to empirical and utilitarian language. A true dialogue must deal with 
the central values in the culture of the participants. Now, to understand these 
values rightly, it is necessary to know their religious source. For, as we know, 
non-European cultures, both oriental and primitive, are still nourished by a rich 
religious soil.” And, I would add that the same is true of both the religious 
West and the secular West. You cannot understand even the most virulent 
communities in the secular West without recourse to understanding its sources, 
including those religious sources it continues to draw on, often in an 

                                                
9 Mircea Eliade, Ibid.,: 1-11.  
10 Ibid., 2. 
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unconscious way. In my own country the province of Québec is a superb 
example.11  
 

What flows from the study of religion when we seek to engage its 
meaning as it unfolds in the life of the devotee, when it is not reduced to the 
triumvirate of race, gender and power as Stanley Fish noted? Eliade argues that 
when we  
 

attempt to understand the existential situations expressed by the 
documents [including all religious phenomena and ways of knowing] he 
[the scholar] is studying, the historian of religions will inevitably attain to 
a deeper knowledge of man [of the human nature]. It is on the basis of 
such a knowledge that a new humanism, on a world-wide scale, could 
develop. For, on the one hand, the historical and comparative study of 
religions embraces all the cultural forms so far known, both ethnological 
cultures and those that have played a major role in history; on the other 
hand, by studying religious expression of a culture, the scholar 
approaches it from within, and not merely in its sociological, economic 
and political contexts. In the last analysis, the historian of religion is 
destined to elucidate a large number of situations unfamiliar to the man 
of the West. It is through an understanding of such unfamiliar, “exotic” 
situations that cultural provincialism is transcended. 

But more is involved than a widening of the horizon, a 
quantitative, static increase in our “knowledge of man.” It is the meeting 
of the “others” – with human beings belonging to various types of 
archaic and exotic societies – that is culturally stimulating and fertile. It is 
the personal experience of this unique hermeneutics that is creative. It is 
not beyond possibility that the discoveries and “encounters” made 
possible by the progress of the history of religions may have 

                                                
11 In 1960 Québec was still the most religious society in North America with the Roman 
Catholic Church and the provincial government deeply entwined, well over 90% of the 
population self-identifying as Catholic and attending church weekly, and large religious 
institutions providing much of the social infrastructure. As the Quiet Revolution unfolded 
throughout the 1960s the change was dramatic. In one decade the birth rate dropped from 
the highest in North America to fewer than two children per family. Church attendance 
became the lowest in the country, and the social institutions run by the church were 
dismantled. Yet, to this day, the population of Québec self-identifies as Catholic and it is not 
difficult to see both legislation and the social sensibility in Québec as dawning of the deep 
soil of Catholicism, albeit expressed in secular forms.  
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repercussions comparable to those of certain famous discoveries in the 
past of Western culture.12   

 
Religious phenomena cannot, of course, be understood outside of its 

“history,” its social and cultural contests. There is value in what the secondary 
disciplines in this study (sociology, economics, politics) can reveal about the 
workings of such phenomena in any given place and time. The point is simple: 
the rise of a new humanism will not occur until the religious studies scholar 
also “brings out the autonomous value – the value as spiritual creation,” of the 
sacred that stands at the centre of religion and both animates and transcends any 
particular moment of the expression of that centre. Just because a religious 
experience is expressed in the context of a particular historical moment “does 
not imply that they are reducible to non-religious history,” such as the history 
of race, gender and power or other aspects of economy or social construction. 
Henri Poincaré asked, not without irony, “Would a naturalist who had never 
studied the elephant except through the microscope consider that he has an 
adequate knowledge of the creature?” Such a scientist may understand the 
cellular structure of the elephant thoroughly and, of course, that is good. But 
on the scale of human vision it is hardly adequate. 13 
 

Eliade suggests that we are talking about two different scholarly 
sensibilities here and that both of them are of value for  
a more adequate knowledge of homo religious. For, if the 
“phenomenologists” are interested in the meanings of religious data, the 
“historians,” on their side, attempt to show how these meanings have 
been experience and lived in the various cultures and historical 
moments, how they have been transformed, enriched, or impoverished 
in the course of history. But if we are to avoid sinking back into an 
obsolete “reductionism,” this history of religious meanings must always 
be regarded as forming part of the history of the human spirit.”  

The historical and the phenomenological study of religion complement each 
other.14 
 

Every religion has a centre, no matter how obscured it may be in any 
time or place. Attending to this centre, what I call deep religion, as well as to the 
particular manifestations of it in time and place provides the religious studies 
                                                
12 Eliade, op cit., 3. 
13 Ibid., 7 
14 Ibid., 9 
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scholar with an opportunity to open a new chapter in philosophical 
anthropology. When we understand that the longing for the sacred is central to 
the human being’s way of engaging the world and being in the world, that it is a 
universal dimension of our being and that culture itself has its roots in this 
longing, when this is recognized by our scholarship we open the pathways to a 
new humanism where “religious” experience is free of reductionism and able to 
be seen for what it is and how it may fructify what is to come. 
 
Conclusion 

Are there lessons in this chapter in religious studies in Canada as well as 
the larger humanities that may be helpful in Turkey and other largely Muslim 
countries as they navigate the opportunities in their universities to teach the 
many eager young people who come both to learn about Islam and other faiths 
as well as to seek to enrich their identity in life-affirming ways? It is my hope 
that religious studies scholarship in its range of disciplines (including theology) 
will take what is best from high theory while understanding well its limitations. 
Such perspectives may help us understand a particular historical and cultural 
moment in the life of a religious community and the role of economics and 
politics and the triumvirate of race, gender and power. At the same time we do 
a disservice to scholarship and to the centre of the ocean of meaning of 
religious traditions if we stop there and do not seek to pull forward the deeper 
sources of the religious life, its creative centre. We also do a profound 
disservice to our students who are looking to religion to help them integrate 
their life and the demands of the modern world in ways that give them 
something beyond self-interest to live for and push back the temptation to 
settle for something to die for. Nostalgia, cynicism, anomie or nihilism are no 
match for deep religion, and we have a duty as professors—a duty both to the 
religious traditions and to civil society—to bring student into conversation with 
its ocean of meaning. Are we able to engage the sacred in our scholarship and 
teaching? Are we able to listen to the yearning of the hearts of our students for 
a relationship to the sacred? Are we able to discern behind the ideological 
expressions of the religious formation of their childhood a longing for that 
which is deeper? Are we ready? Are we willing? For this, it seems to me, is 
demanding set of tasks at hand. 
  

 


