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The intellectual landscape of the late 20th and early 21st centuries has been profoundly shaped by the discourse 

surrounding the role of religion in an increasingly secularized world. At the heart of this discussion is Charles 

Taylor, a Canadian philosopher whose 1996 Marianist Award Lecture, titled &quot;A Catholic Modernity?&quot;,

serves as a seminal text for understanding the intersection of faith, reason, and modern social structures. This

article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of Taylor’s thesis, the critical responses it garnered from prominent

scholars like William M. Shea, Rosemary Luling Haughton, George Marsden, and Jean Bethke Elshtain, and the

broader implications for contemporary social imaginaries.

Theoretical Framework: Defining the Secular Age

To understand Taylor’s lecture, one must first grasp his broader philosophical architecture, primarily his distinction 

between different modes of secularity. Taylor rejects the &quot;subtraction story&quot; of secularization—the idea 

that science and reason simply stripped away religious superstition to reveal a natural, secular core. Instead, he 

posits that secularity is a new invention, a reconfiguration of the Social Imaginary.

The Three Tiers of Secularity

Taylor categorizes secularity into three distinct conceptual frameworks, which are essential for navigating his

Marianist lecture:

•  Secular 1: The removal of religion from public spaces, such as government, education, and the marketplace.

•  Secular 2: The decline of religious belief and practice among individuals.

•  Secular 3: A shift in the conditions of belief. In this tier, belief in God is no longer axiomatic but is seen as one 

option among many, often the most difficult one to maintain.

The 1996 lecture focuses on Secular 3, examining how a &quot;Catholic modernity&quot; can exist when the very

conditions of belief have been &quot;fragilized&quot; by the presence of competing worldviews.

Core Concepts of the Marianist Award Lecture

In &quot;A Catholic Modernity?&quot;, Taylor presents a paradoxical argument: the moral achievements of 

modernity (such as universal human rights, equality, and the relief of suffering) are, in many ways, fruits of the 

Christian tradition, yet modernity often defines itself in opposition to that very tradition. Taylor identifies this as a 

tension between Exclusive Humanism and Transcendent Faith.

Exclusive Humanism vs. Transcendence

Taylor defines exclusive humanism as a worldview that recognizes no allegiance to anything beyond human 

flourishing in this world. While he acknowledges the ethical heights reached by humanism, he argues that it risks 

&quot;suffocation&quot; because it lacks a vertical dimension—a connection to the transcendent that can sustain 

altruism when human efforts fail. His technical breakdown of this concept involves the Immanent Frame, a self-

contained order that accounts for its own existence without reference to the divine.

The &quot;Middle Path&quot; Methodology



Taylor’s lecture proposes a methodology of engagement rather than confrontation. He suggests that the Church

should not seek to return to a pre-modern &quot;Age of Faith&quot; (which he views as impossible and perhaps

undesirable) nor should it fully capitulate to the immanent frame. Instead, it must find a way to inhabit modernity

while pointing toward the transcendent. This involves a recognition that modernity has enabled a deeper

understanding of certain Gospel values, such as the intrinsic dignity of the individual, which were often obscured in

previous hierarchical societies.

Technical Analysis of Critical Responses

The Marianist Award Lecture was accompanied by responses from four distinguished scholars. Each provided a

unique technical critique of Taylor’s synthesis of Catholicism and modernity.

1. William M. Shea: The Historical-Theological Lens

Shea’s critique focuses on the historical trajectory of the Catholic Church. He argues that Taylor might be overly 

optimistic about the compatibility of modern democratic structures with traditional Catholic ecclesiology. Shea 

emphasizes the structural impediments within the Church that resist the very &quot;modernity&quot; Taylor 

seeks to embrace. From a technical standpoint, Shea evaluates the tension between Hierarchical Magisterium and 

Democratic Pluralism.

2. George Marsden: The Academic and Historiographic Perspective

As a leading historian of American religion, Marsden addresses the &quot;Secular 1&quot; aspect—the exclusion 

of religious perspectives from the academy. He supports Taylor’s call for a pluralistic engagement but notes that the 

Procedural Republic(a term used to describe a government that remains neutral on the &quot;good life&quot;)

often acts as a gatekeeper against religious discourse. Marsden’s contribution involves a technical analysis of how

scholarship can remain &quot;objective&quot; while acknowledging its theological foundations.

3. Jean Bethke Elshtain: Political Philosophy and the Public Square

Elshtain examines the political ramifications of Taylor’s thesis. She focuses on the concept of Civil Society. Her 

analysis suggests that without a religious or transcendent grounding, the moral &quot;glue&quot; of society begins 

to dissolve. She utilizes the framework of Subsidiarity—a Catholic social teaching principle—to argue that

modernity needs the robust, localized communities that religious traditions provide to prevent the state from

becoming an all-encompassing force.

4. Rosemary Luling Haughton: The Lived Experience and Community

Haughton provides a more poetic but no less rigorous critique of the communal aspects of Taylor’s work. She 

argues that for modernity to be truly &quot;Catholic&quot; (meaning universal), it must address the marginalized 

and the &quot;hidden&quot; lives. Her technical contribution is the focus on Theology of the Body and 

Communal Praxis, asserting that the synthesis Taylor describes must be lived out in sacrificial love, not just

intellectual discourse.

Comparison Matrix: Theoretical Perspectives

The following table summarizes the primary points of contention and agreement between Charles Taylor and his

respondents regarding the synthesis of Catholicism and modernity.



Contributor Core Philosophical Focus Stance on Modernity Key Technical Concern

Charles Taylor Social Imaginaries &amp; 
Secularity

Cautious Embrace 
(Synthesis)

The Immanent Frame vs. 
Transcendence

William M. Shea Ecclesiology &amp; 
Church History

Critical/Skeptical Compatibility of Hierarchy 
with Democracy

George Marsden Historiography &amp; 
Academic Pluralism

Supportive with Caveats Neutrality in the Procedural 
Republic

Jean Bethke Elshtain Political Theory &amp; Civil 
Society

Societal Preservationist Loss of moral grounding in 
Humanism

Rosemary L. Haughton Communal Praxis &amp; 
Spirituality

Grassroots/Relational Inclusion of the 
marginalized in the 
synthesis

Technical Workflows: Implementing a &quot;Catholic Modernity&quot;

For institutions—ranging from universities to NGOs—to implement the logic of Taylor’s &quot;Catholic

Modernity,&quot; a specific procedural workflow is required. This involves balancing the secular requirements of the

modern state with the transcendent goals of the religious tradition.

Step 1: Diagnostic Assessment of the Social Imaginary

An organization must first determine where it sits within the Immanent Frame. Does the institution operate solely

on the basis of instrumental reason (efficiency, output, ROI), or does it allow space for &quot;fullness&quot;—

Taylor’s term for the experience of the transcendent?

Step 2: Identifying &quot;Points of Contact&quot;

Technical integration requires identifying values shared by both modern humanism and Catholicism. These include:

•  Human Rights: Grounded in the Imago Dei (Image of God).

•  Social Justice: Grounded in the Option for the Poor.

•  Ecological Stewardship: Grounded in the Integrity of Creation.

Step 3: Mitigating the &quot;Nova Effect&quot;

Taylor describes the &quot;Nova Effect&quot; as the explosion of diverse belief systems in the modern era. An 

effective implementation strategy must manage this diversity through Deep Pluralism—a system where

differences are not ignored but are brought into respectful dialogue to find common ground without sacrificing core

identities.

Case Studies and Problem-Solving Models

To ground these theoretical concepts, we can look at specific operational challenges faced by religious institutions

in secular environments.

Case Study A: Catholic Healthcare in a Secular Legal Framework

The Challenge:A Catholic hospital must provide high-quality medical care while adhering to ethical directives that

may conflict with secular legal mandates (e.g., end-of-life care or reproductive health).



Taylor’s Solution: Rather than total withdrawal or total compliance, the institution adopts a Dialectical 

Engagement. It provides a &quot;counter-sign&quot; to the culture by emphasizing the dignity of the suffering

person beyond their &quot;utility,&quot; thereby challenging the exclusive humanism of the secular medical model

while still utilizing modern medical technology.

Case Study B: The Religious University in the Global Marketplace

The Challenge:Maintaining a distinct religious identity while competing for grants, faculty, and students who may

not share that faith.

The Response:Applying Marsden’s &quot;Open Academy&quot; model, the university fosters an environment

where theological inquiry is treated as a legitimate form of knowledge, alongside the hard sciences. This resists the

&quot;Secular 1&quot; tendency to privatize faith, instead making it a public contributor to the

&quot;Universal&quot; (Catholic) search for truth.

The Mathematical Logic of Pluralism

While philosophy is often qualitative, Taylor’s work suggests a structural logic that can be modeled. Consider the

&quot;Belief/Doubt Ratio&quot; in a given society. In a pre-modern society (Secular 0), the probability (P) of belief

(B) given social pressure (S) is high:

P(B|S) "H 1.0

In Taylor’s Secular 3, the introduction of multiple competing narratives (N) means that belief is now conditioned by

the awareness of alternatives (A):

P(B|A) = (P(A|B) * P(B)) / P(A)

This Bayesian model shows that the &quot;posterior probability&quot; of religious belief in modernity is constantly

being updated by new information and social interactions. A &quot;Catholic Modernity&quot; accepts this volatility

and seeks to provide a robust &quot;P(B)&quot;—a prior probability grounded in historical tradition and community

—that can withstand the &quot;fragilization&quot; caused by the &quot;Nova Effect.&quot;

Summary and Broader Implications

The discourse initiated by Charles Taylor in his Marianist Award Lecture transcends the boundaries of Catholic

theology. It provides a blueprint for how any traditional worldview can survive and thrive within the pressures of

global modernity. By acknowledging that modernity is not a monolithic &quot;error&quot; to be corrected, but a

complex historical development containing both great goods and significant risks, Taylor opens the door for a more

honest and productive dialogue between the secular and the sacred.

The critical responses from Shea, Haughton, Marsden, and Elshtain further refine this blueprint, reminding us that

any synthesis must be practically grounded in institutional reform, academic integrity, political participation, and

communal love. As we move further into the 21st century, the &quot;Immanent Frame&quot; will continue to feel

both like a sturdy shelter and a confining cage. The concept of a Catholic modernity suggests that the windows of

that frame remain open to the transcendent, allowing for a vision of human flourishing that is both modern and

deeply rooted in the eternal.

Ultimately, Taylor’s work serves as a reminder that the &quot;secular age&quot; is not the end of religion, but a new

chapter in its evolution. The technical challenge for believers and non-believers alike is to inhabit this space with

intellectual humility and a commitment to the common good, ensuring that the achievements of modernity do not



come at the cost of the human spirit’s need for the infinite.
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