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CHRISTIAN CHURCHES AND THEIR PEOPLES,
1840-1965: A SOCIAL HISTORY OF RELIGION
IN CANADA

Religious institutions, vaiues, and identities are fundamen-
tal to understanding the lived experiences of Canadians
in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Christian
Churches and Their Peoples, an interdenominational study,
considers how churches influenced the social and cultural
development of Canadian society across regional and lin-
guistic lines.

By shifting their focus beyond the internal dynamics of
institutions, Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau address
broad social issues such as the interaction between religion
and changing mores, the key role of laypeople in shaping
churches, and the ways in which First Nations peoples both
appropriated and resisted missionary teachings. With an
important analysis of popular religious ideas and practices,
Christian. Churches and Their Peoples demonstrates that the
cultural authority and regulatory practices of religious in-
stitutions both affirmed and opposed the personal religious
values of Canadians, ultimately facilitating their elaboration
of personal, ethnic, gender, and national identities.
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Introduction

Until the 1980s, the writing of religious history in Canada
was narrow. It concentrated upon the histories of specific
denominations, and ‘religion” amounted to the pronounce-
ments of the clergy, intellectual developments in theology, |
and the shaping of organizational structures. In the past
two decades there has been an increasing interest in explor-
ing the social dimensions of the Canadian religious envi-
ronment. This new writing has focused upon the popular
response to and participation in churches and their reli-
gious associations, the differences in the way various socio-
economic and ethnic groups understood and appropriated
religion, and the variables of locality, gender, and age. Gen-
erally ignored, however, was the important question of how
religion was understood by ordinary people within a par-
ticular historical context. Under the influence of the sociol-
ogy of religion, the new scholarship tended to view religion
and the church as largely unchanging and traditional social
entities that were either disembodied from or retarded the
great dynamic movements of social and cultural change.
This volume begins from the premise that the church as
an institutional form was not synonymous with religion as
a broader cultural expression. The religious understand-
ing and experience of ordinary people did not necessarily
coincide with the prescriptions of the clergy who at various
historical junctures defined piety in terms of either attend-
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ing weekly church services, taking the sacraments, giving
systematically to support the church, or regularly attending
at communion. Not only did the normative concepts of
Christian piety, and the relationship between church and
the world, fluctuate vastly over time; but more importantly,
much of the way in which a majority of people experienced
religion also occurred outside the institutional church. It
is this constant tension between the clergy and the laity
that forms the central axis of this book. From this perspec-
tive, our use of the term ‘popular religion’” does not mean
religious radicalism, but more broadly invites readers to
consider it as the beliefs and practices of laypeople, which
sometimes stood in opposition to the authority of the clergy
and the forms of religion they prescribed, but in other
historical contexts more closely adhered to clerical models
and the cultural leadership of the various churches. While
the institutional churches might alter the way in which they
constructed public identities over time, religion itself — that
is, the belief in supernatural powers or beings — remained
relatively constant between 1840 and the 1970s.

In contrast to notions of ‘secularization,” which posit re-
ligious institutions and values as expressions of ‘tradition’
and therefore antithetical to the modern world, we argue
that the churches were fundamental to the very process
of modernity and that they functioned as one of the most
important vehicles by which liberal values were infused
into both the public institutions and private lives of ordi-
nary Canadians. Where theories of secularization propose a
gradual, ongoing decline of religion over several centuries
in the face of processes of industrialization, urbanization,
and rationalization, this volume argues that there was no
linear decline in religious life in Canada over two centu-
ries, much less a consensus over how religion was defined.
What did change was that the way in which the institu-
tional churches intermeshed with the wider society, and
this involved a conscious decision on their part to oscillate
between more other-worldly and worldly notions of church
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polity and idealizations of Christian life and living. This was
caused not only by the impact of external social forces such
as industrialization, urbanization, or modern thought, but
also by an inner dynamic in which church leaders sought to
alter the role that the churches would play on the terrain of
the social. All of this is to argue against the secularization
thesis, which has contended that modernization was a lin-
ear process in which belief in the supernatural got weaker,
the churches were marginalized, and the social authority of
religion in the society as a whole was diminished. More re-
cently historians of religion have begun to understand secu-
larization not as social description but as a master narrative,
a story that was often used to explain phenomena for which
historians did not have sufficient evidence or analytical
tools. For example, lacking first-person accounts of what re-
ligion meant on a day-to-day basis, historians have taken the
clergy’s pessimism at face value. Yet clerical discourse itself
was shaped by specific historical contexts. In Upper Canada
(Ontario), for example, clergy who talked about popular
irreligion were in many cases more concerned to recruit
more church members in order to found and sustain new
congregations. Itis true that not everyone attended church,
and the census of 1842 shows that not everyone consistently
identified with a particular religious tradition, but these
sources did not take into account those people who prac-
tised their religion privately in the home. Moreover, both
Protestant and Roman Catholic clergy at that time often
denounced as ‘irreligion’ forms of popular religious beliefs
or practices that diverged from clerical norms. In this case
church-going was not related to religious faith but repre-
sented one’s proclivity for associational life. Regular attend-
ance at church may have been a measure of one’s faith, but
it might likewise have represented one’s sense of public
identity and sense of civic involvement, a simple desire for
sociability and, in the nineteenth century in particular, a
way to display that a person was in good health.

This preoccupation among both the Protestant and Cath-
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olic clergy with irreligion reflected a new sensibility among
church leaders to connect the wider cultural authority of
the church with mass evangelization. In short, the vitality
of the church was no longer seen to derive from the sup-
port of social elites alone, but, in the era of democratic
revolutions on both sides of the Atlantic, it now depended
upon making religion accessible to all social classes and
cultural groups. The Christian churches constructed a new
self-identity as voluntaristic and socially inclusive that dic-
tated the direction of most of the religious projects of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It also stimulated
pervasive criticism both within and outside particular de-
nominations that the churches were failing to serve all peo-
ple from the cradle to the grave. Indeed, the idea that the
churches must speak to all people and wholly inform the
values of the entire community — an ideal elaborated by the
clergy themselves — has been adopted by modern scholars
of religion as the authentic standard by which to measure
religious decline, without realizing that it was, in fact, a re-
ligious paradigm that had been newly articulated by early
nineteenth-century clergy.

Major shifts in the social formation of the churches did
take place over two centuries, but they occurred in a wave
pattern. Some churches sometimes viewed their principal
role as fashioning the private identities of their members,
but at other times, most notably in the period between 1880
and 1940, the mainstream Protestant and Roman Catholic
churches reinvented themselves to erase the distinction be-
tween the churches and the world, and they equated their
brand of Christianity with the Canadian nation as a whole.
Their notion of Christian citizenship was not shared by all
religious groups, and even in that period of intense public
activity, sectarian forms of religion flourished because they
were still attached to an older view of religion as other-
worldly in which the world was seen as secular and hostile to
the church. If we were to view this process merely from the
perspective of the clergy, it might appear that the mainline
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churches achieved a hegemonic or dominant control over
the religious mores of Canadian society. However, once
the religious values of ordinary people are also taken into
account, a more complex picture emerges which belies
any easy or reductionist conclusions regarding either the
rise or decline in the influence of religion in the broader
society. In fact, there has been a much longer history to
the contradiction identified by sociologist Reginald Bibby
between what he terms ‘exodus’ from the churches since
1960 on the one hand, and the “persistence’ of religion on
the other. Indeed, this has been the fundamental axis of
popular religion in Canada since the 1840s.

We emphasize the substantial resemblances between the
various Protestant churches and Roman Catholicism. They
experienced remarkably similar permutations in regula-
tory practices, definitions of Christian piety, relations with
aboriginal peoples, and constructions of what constituted
formal religion and the way this must ideally interface with
broader social identities of age, gender, and class. We con-
centrate upon the historical experience of the mainstream
Protestant and Catholic traditions and give much less space
to Judaism and other sectarian Protestant immigrant re-
ligious traditions. We are discussing an era in which the
experience of the vast majority of Canadians was encom-
passed by a limited range of dominant Christian groups:
Roman Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, Bap-
tist, and, after 1925, the United Church of Canada, and
various small Protestant sects, such as Pentecostalism and
the Salvation Army. We present the striking religious plural-
ism that was so characteristic of the New World social envi-
ronment and show the contrasts and similarities between
the various denominational groups without relinquishing
regional and local specificity. We hope the book also pro-
vides a benchmark for comparative discussion between the
religious historiography of English Canada and Quebec,
and that between Canada, the United States, and Western
Europe. Canada — both English and French — stands apart
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from the dominant religious models of both the United
States and of Europe, insofar as its religious life was not
shaped by either revivalism or by the rise of secularist ide-
ologies; rather, well into the twentieth century, Christianity,
both in terms of private and public identities, retained and
exercised a social and cultural authority that was unparal-
leled among industrialized nations.



