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Evangelicalism and the Advancement of Religion
by Bruce J. Clemenger, President, The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada; International Council Secretary, 
World Evangelical Alliance

At the heart of Evangelicalism is an expressive understanding of the Christian faith that resists attempts to confine 
it to the personal or private sphere of an individual’s life. It is a robust form of Christianity that is marked by 
social engagement. Such engagement is animated by a belief that service to others, whether preaching, teaching, 
or caring for the vulnerable, is a matter of obedience to God and is itself a form of worship. Evangelical Christian 
faith is of public consequence. 

In Canada it is accepted that religions in general are of public consequence and make positive contributions to 
society. For this reason “the advancement of religion” is an accepted goal, or head, of charity in Canada. While 
Evangelicalism is distinctive in its formulation and expression, it is nonetheless advancing religion in the classic 
sense of the term.

Today, a secularist perception of religion is challenging this understanding of the public benefit of religion. This 
perception, which is characteristic of Western modernity, presumes a dichotomy between the public sphere of 
state, corporations, and academia, and the private sphere of religion and family.1 This secularist view presumes 
that religion is a private matter and should be allowed only to be a source of personal values, and not a public 
matter that can affect public culture. As well, this understanding of religion expects people to detach their public 
life from their religious beliefs; what animates them in their public activities must, accordingly, be presented as 
secular rather than religious motivation.2 

The tension between a narrow, secularist view of religion and a more comprehensive view of the scope of religion 
is being played out in a variety of contexts in Canada. Specifically, the question of the legitimate scope of religion 
and what activity is properly included in the advancement of religion is being asked in a variety of policy and 
legal settings in Canada. The answer will determine, among other things, what the Government of Canada, and 
more particularly the Canada Revenue Agency, consider charitable activity. The answer could have serious 
consequences for the charitable status of religious organizations that provide services or programs that are offered 
by other non-religious charities. If it is not recognized, that for some Canadians, an activity, like the relief of 
poverty, is undertaken for religious purpose then religious charities would either need to cease the activity or 
reconstitute themselves as a charity that does not advance religion.

This promotion of the narrow and limited role of religion in the public sphere and its potential impact is illustrated 
by a British Columbia court case involving the selection of public school curriculum.3 At the lower level court, 
the judge, noting that the public school system should be “secular,” ruled that the religious views of parents, 
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1See Peter Berger, Facing Up to Modernity (New York: Basic Books, 1977). For a helpful overview and analysis of this theme, see Nancy 
Pearcy’s Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from its Cultural Captivity (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004). 
2The accounts of secularization vary and are too complex to recite here. For two recent and significant accounts of secularization in 
contemporary societies, see Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (Cambridge: MA, Harvard University Press, 2007) and David Martin’s On 
Secularization: Towards a Revised General Theory (Aldershot: UK, Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005). 
3Chamberlain v. Surrey School District No. 36, 2002 SCC 86, [2002] 4 S.C.R. 710 APPEAL from a judgment of the British Columbia Court 
of Appeal (2000), 191 D.L.R. (4th) 128, [2000] 10 W.W.R. 393, 143 B.C.A.C. 162, 235 W.A.C. 162, 80 B.C.L.R. (3d) 181, 26 Admin. 
L.R. (3d) 297, [2000] B.C.J. No. 1875 (QL), 2000 BCCA 519, reversing a judgment of the British Columbia Supreme Court (1998), 168 
D.L.R. (4th) 222, 60 B.C.L.R. (3d) 311, 12 Admin. L.R. (3d) 77, 60 C.R.R. (2d) 311, [1998] B.C.J. No. 2923 (QL).
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students, and school board trustees should have no bearing on the curricular decisions of the school board. Secular 
was determined to mean that the public system must be a-religious; religious beliefs and morals should have no 
bearing on public decisions, and the accommodation of religious beliefs of parents had no place in the public 
school system. 

The Court of Appeal overturned the decision, ruling that secular means that the system must be non-sectarian: no 
one set of beliefs should trump others (a position with which the Supreme court of Canada agreed). The view that 
religion has no implications for public institutions is itself one of the competing views of religion that must be 
accommodated in the public education system. This presents two competing views of religion in the public square: 
religion is to be shunned or it is to be accommodated. The first presumes religion can be privatized; the other 
recognizes that religious belief has a public dimension. One requires those with religious beliefs to participate 
in society by ignoring or privatizing their faith; the other invites those with religious beliefs to participate by 
expressing their faith.4 

If the secularist understanding of religion were adopted in law and public policy, then many of the activities carried 
out by religious charities would be considered to be strictly secular. The activities that a religious charity could 
undertake would only be those that are consistent with a privatized understanding of religion. The advancement 
of religion would be understood in a very narrow way. For many evangelical ministries and churches this would 
severely limit their ability as charities to do what their faith compels them to do, which contributes so significantly 
to the public good. It would deny the Evangelicals’ belief that their service to others is a necessary and integral 
expression of their faith. 

The Advancement of Religion

Historically, the advancement of religion has been interpreted in a way that recognizes the public expression of 
religion. Canada has recognized four grounds for being a charity: relief of poverty, advancement of education, 
advancement of religion, and other purposes beneficial to the community.5 The advancement of religion has 
been understood to include preaching, teaching, and acts of service done in private and public, allowing many 
evangelical Christian ministries to have charitable status. The Charities Directorate of the Canada Revenue 
Agency (CRA) regulates the definition of “advancement of religion” for charitable purposes and determines 
administratively whether religious organizations should have charitable status granted, denied, or revoked.

Recently the CRA has undertaken a consultation to explore the meaning and scope of the advancement of religion. 
In evaluating the advancement of religion as a charitable pursuit, religion is assessed on whether it provides a 
public benefit.6 Generally, it is held that religion does play an important and largely positive role in society. As 
stated in the CRA’s Notes and Questions discussion paper, the advancement of religion as a charitable object is 
presumed to satisfy the public benefit requirement because it “helps to provide people with a moral and ethical 
framework for living and because it can play an important role in building social capital and social cohesion.”7 
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4Charles Taylor makes this distinction in his discussion of the treatment of religion in European and American societies. See A Secular 
Age, 524. 
5Special Commissioners of Income Tax v. Pemsel, [1891] A.C. 531 (H.L.).
6Another benefit of the advancement of religion is that it fosters the pursuit of truth, an activity that is a hallmark of a free and open 
society. This contribution is more difficult to explain and quantify and cannot be adequately discussed here.
7Canada Revenue Agency, Notes and Questions for a Discussion on the Advancement of Religion as a Charitable Purpose, (October 
10, 2008), 10.
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In his article “Is Religion Passé as a Charity?” Carl Juneau, the former assistant director of communications of the 
Charities Directorate of the CRA, described the contribution of religion to society:

Why is any bona fide religion charitable?
[…]
In essence, what makes religion “good” from a societal point of view is that it makes 
us want to become better—it makes people become better members of society.8

Juneau expands on this statement by noting some of the ways in which religion makes society better. He notes 
that people affiliated with a community of worship contribute more money to charitable causes. He says religion 
has “taught us to respect human life; it has taught us to respect property; it has taught us to respect God’s creation; 
it has taught us to abhor violence; it has taught us to help one another; it has taught us honesty,” along with other 
ethical principles.9 Religion is deemed charitable because it is considered to contribute to the “mental and moral 
welfare of the community,” so “advancing religion promotes the moral welfare of the community at large.” 

This is indeed a significant contribution to society. The advancement of religion is a public benefit because it 
provides a moral, theological, and ethical framework and contributes to the moral welfare of the community at 
large. As well, religion contributes to the betterment of society by producing productive members of society. 
Hence, the teaching and preaching functions of religious institutions are of public benefit and are charitable. 

Religion’s contribution to social capital and social cohesion is also manifest in the contribution that religious 
communities and organizations make in the public square. This happens when adherents of religion live out the 
ethics of their faith corporately and when they responsibly participate in public dialogues about the nature of truth, 
the meaning of justice and compassion, and our responsibilities to one another. This is not simply the task of the 
religious organization to its members, but of the adherents of a religion to their neighbours. Advancing religious 
beliefs and their moral and ethical implications, and practicing these individually and corporately is the task of 
religion and is an expression of its public benefit. 

However, the secularists’ efforts to reduce the contribution of religion to the personal experience of an individual 
could undermine this understanding of the public aspect and benefit of advancing religion. This narrow secular 
understanding presumes religion’s primary contribution is to shape identity of the individual and fails to appreciate 
the social and communal dimension of religion. It also fosters an assumption that a separation can be made 
between the source of the ethical framework and its manifestation in the life of the religious adherent. Religion 
and the advancement of religion entail much more and, as Juneau has suggested, has societal consequences. 

The advancement of religion is more than the act of worship in a congregational setting and the nurturing of personal 
faith. Advancing religion also entails promoting the practice of religious beliefs individually and corporately and 
fostering their application among persons and communities in society. 
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8Carl Juneau, “Is Religion Passé as a Charity?” Church & The Law Update 2 (March 22, 1999) online: http://www.carters.ca/pub/
update/church/volume02/chchv2n5.pdf.
9Ibid.



 
January 2009 / Volume 2 / Issue 2

 
January 2009 / Volume 2 / Issue 2

page 4 / 7

10J. I. Packer and Thomas C. Oden, One Faith: The Evangelical Consensus (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 167. 
11This understanding of the implications of faith for all areas of life is evidenced by the growth in the number and size of evangelical 
institutions of higher Christian education that offer academic programs in theology as well as the liberal arts. See Bruce J. Clemenger, 
“Discipling the Mind,” Faith Today 27 (January/February 2009): 14. 
12The Apostle Paul wrote: “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). 
Unless otherwise noted, all verses are quoted from the New International Version. 
13Evangelicals also acknowledge their failure to live an integrated faith. The Manila Manifesto expresses repentance when the 
Lordship of Christ is not fully proclaimed and lived: “We repent that the narrowness of our concerns and vision has often kept us 
from proclaiming the Lordship of Christ over all of life, private and public, local and global. We determine to obey his commandment 
to ‘seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness.” Making Christ Known: Historic Documents from the Lausanne Movement, 
1974–1989, ed. John Stott, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 237. Available online at www.lausanne.org/.
14These criteria were developed by David Bebbington. See his Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to 1980s, 
(London: Routledge 1989), 2. This definition of Evangelical Christianity is widely accepted and has been used to describe evangelicals 
and to count evangelicals in polling. See John G. Stackhouse Jr., “Defining ‘Evangelical’,” Church & Faith Trends 1:1 (October 2007): 
1, and Rick Hiemstra, “Counting Canadian Evangelicals,” Church & Faith Trends 1:1 (October 2007): 5.

Evangelicalism and Advancing Religion

This broad understanding of religion and its purposes is consistent with evangelical Christian belief and practice. A 
movement within Protestant Christianity, evangelical Christianity promotes and encourages a personal relationship 
with Jesus Christ and the lordship of Christ in the life of the believer. It calls for “wholehearted discipleship” with 
the imperatives of love for God and neighbour.10 This is demonstrated in a faith that is integrated, active, and 
holistic.

An Integrated Faith

At the core of an evangelical view of faith is the belief that the lordship of Jesus Christ and true discipleship will 
manifest in a faith that is integrated into all that Evangelicals do. They believe that life should not be bifurcated 
or compartmentalized, with some activities considered sacred and others secular. Since there is no segmenting 
of worship, work, service, or other aspects of life from one’s faith, when Christian individuals, organizations, or 
ministries serve the poor and others in need, they understand these activities to be not only acts of service, but 
also acts of worship. Evangelical Christians recognize that their faith will affect not only their character, but also 
their conduct and priorities.11

For the Evangelical, belief and its expression are inextricably bound together. All activity, if done with integrity 
and unto God, is a form and expression of worship.12 The ultimate purpose of the activity is to glorify God. 
Offering prayer and praise to God, faithfully adhering to the tenets of the Christian faith, and expressing love for 
others through the sharing of faith, teaching, and acts of service are all expressions of worship and performed as 
acts of discipleship. As well, they are viewed as both personal and communal activities.13

An Active Faith

Evangelical Christians are defined by four characteristics, inspired by their biblical beliefs, which set them apart 
from other Christian faith groups. 

1.   conversionism, a belief that lives must be changed through Christ; 
2.   activism, the expression of the gospel effort in evangelism and social service; 
3.   biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible and its authority in faith and conduct; and 
4.   crucicentrism, a belief in God’s revelation in Christ and a stress on Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.14
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15“‘The most important one,’ answered Jesus, ‘is this: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” The second is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
There is no commandment greater than these’” (Mark 12:29-31).  
16See Sonier and Hiemstra, “Heintz v. Christian Horizons: Stripping the Biblical Mission from Evangelical Christian Ministry” Church & 
Faith Trends 2:2 (January 2009).
17Isaiah 61:1, 2; Luke 4:18, 19. 

Activism is expressed in sharing their faith with others and caring for others through acts of loving service. 
Believing that all are created in God’s image and loved by God, evangelical Christians seek to demonstrate 
their love for God and their neighbours in word and deed, thereby fulfilling the command to love God and our 
neighbour as ourselves.15 

Evangelical Christians also believe that social activism and service are an outward expression of faith, obedience, 
and worship of God. 

What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can 
such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 
If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does 
nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if 
it is not accompanied by action, is dead. (James 2:4-17, emphasis added)

Because of this belief, Evangelicals have traditionally given of themselves and of their time to care for the 
vulnerable and needy. Indeed, people who regularly attend religious services are more generous in giving of their 
time and money than other Canadians.16 

Often Christians gather for cooperative witness by forming organizations and ministries motivated by their 
common faith, which allows them to serve others out of a shared understanding of the consequences of their 
faith for life and society. It is a communal expression of their worship to God. The religious integrity of these 
groups and their members’ commitment to the groups’ mission and vision are an essential part of their ability to 
communally fulfill their purpose of serving God by serving others. These ministries may be church-based or may be 
specialized ministries such as poverty relief agencies, pregnancy crisis centres, and child fostering organizations, 
among others. Innumerable Canadian hospitals, schools, shelters, crisis centres, and relief organizations have 
been founded by Evangelicals, as part of their calling as Christians. 

A Holistic Faith

Evangelicals believe it is important to minister to the whole person, not simply to the spiritual aspect of the 
individual. Holistic ministry rejects the notions that Christian witness should be restricted to the conversion of 
the soul or that service and good works alone are sufficient as an expression of faith. Rather, it promotes an ideal 
of ministering to all aspects of individuals. Evangelicals follow the example of Christ, who ministered to the 
whole person, meeting spiritual, emotional, and physical needs. Early on in his public ministry, he quoted Isaiah 
to describe the scope of his ministry:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to 
the poor. He has sent me to proclaim the release to the captives and recovery of sight 
to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.17



 
January 2009 / Volume 2 / Issue 2

 
January 2009 / Volume 2 / Issue 2

page 6 / 7

Imitating the acts of Christ, who exemplified both charity and servitude, is not only a calling but also a clear act 
of worship.18

Discipleship in Word and Deed
 
The term “ministry,” which evangelical Christians use to describe their religious activities, whether they are 
preaching, teaching, worshipping, or serving others, reflects how religious beliefs infuse their work. Whether 
they are in church on Sunday or in the workplace on Monday, Evangelicals believe that they are to worship God 
through their deeds as well as well as their words. The integral and holistic nature of the evangelical understanding 
of the Christian faith is found in many international statements and declarations. The 1974 Lausanne Covenant, 
perhaps the most defining document for contemporary Evangelicalism, expresses it this way: 

We affirm that God is both the Creator and the Judge of all men. We therefore should share his concern 
for justice and reconciliation throughout human society and for the liberation of men from every kind 
of oppression. Because mankind is made in the image of God, every person, regardless of race, religion, 
color, culture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignity because of which he should be respected and 
served, not exploited. Here too we express penitence both for our neglect and for having sometimes 
regarded evangelism and social concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation with man is 
not reconciliation with God, nor is social activism evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, 
nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part of our Christian 
duty. For both are necessary expressions of our doctrines of God and man, our love for our neighbour and 
our obedience to Jesus Christ. The message of salvation implies also a message of judgement upon every 
form of alienation, oppression and discrimination, and we should not be afraid to denounce evil and 
injustice wherever they exist. When people receive Christ they are born again into his kingdom and must 
seek not only to exhibit but also to spread its righteousness in the midst of an unrighteous world. The 
salvation we claim should be transforming us in the totality of our personal and social responsibilities. 
Faith without works is dead.19 

Therefore, whether they are in church on Sunday or in the workplace on Monday, Evangelicals believe that they 
are to worship God through their words and deeds. Neither setting is more sacred or spiritual than the other. 

18“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is 
your spiritual act of worship . . . Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same 
function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according 
to the grace given us . . . If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is 
contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him 
do it cheerfully . . . Do not repay anyone evil for evil . . . If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to 
drink” (Romans 12:1-17, emphases added).
19Making Christ Known, 24 (see n. 13). 
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Evangelicals understand service to others as a necessary extension of their love for God and obedience to the 
Word of God. As stated in the Manila Manifesto, a 1989 follow-up document to the Lausanne Covenant, 

The Authentic Gospel must become visible in the transformed lives of men and women. As we proclaim 
the love of God we must be involved in loving service, and as we preach the kingdom of God we must be 
committed to its demands of justice and peace.

Evangelism is primary because our chief concern is with the Gospel, that all people may have the 
opportunity to accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour. Yet Jesus not only proclaimed the kingdom 
of God, he also demonstrated its arrival by works of mercy and power. We are called today to a similar 
integration of words and deeds. In a spirit of humility we are to preach and teach, minister to the sick, feed 
the hungry, care for prisoners, help the disadvantaged and handicapped, and deliver the oppressed. While 
we acknowledge the diversity of spiritual gifts, callings and contexts, we also affirm the good news and 
good works are inseparable.20 

For more than two centuries in Canada, Evangelicals have established and maintained ministries that, as part of 
the religious exercise of their Christian members, have reached out to the broader community across Canada and 
elsewhere to teach and preach, to care for the vulnerable, to heal the sick, to feed the hungry, help the poor and 
homeless, and minister to prisoners. 

When evangelical Christians, acting alone or together as a religious community, undertake these ministries, they 
do so to all who are in need, regardless of race, creed, ethnic origin, or other distinctions. Expressing the love of 
God to all is central to the theology of Evangelicalism.

Conclusion

Evangelicals’ expression of an integrated faith affirms and manifests the Lordship of Christ in all that they do. 
It disputes the secularist presumption that belief can be separated from action, and challenges the belief that that 
religion can be restricted to the private sphere. Animated by their faith, Evangelicals make significant contributions 
to the public good in Canada. This contribution is an expression of the Gospel they bear witness to as disciples of 
Christ in both word and deed, and is an integral part of advancing their religion. 


