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The analogy employed by John Longhurst (Being liberal, or Liberal, Feb. 4), between the challenges facing the 

Liberal Party of Canada and those confronting mainline denominations, is a useful one to begin discussion. It is, 

of course, a limited tool and decidedly insufficient to describe the Canadian church landscape in theological 

terms.  

As noted, the recent Liberal party convention sought to address issues such as declining membership, 

fundraising, attracting youth and reaching out to a Canadian population that offered a stern rebuke to the party 

in the last federal election. Longhurst said that sounds a lot like the issues facing mainline (read: liberal) 

Christian churches in Canada. The same may be said of scouts and guides, bowling leagues, service clubs, 

ethnic dancing and quilting guilds, but fair enough.  

 

Like the Liberal party, mainline Christian churches have memories of better days, days when we seemed to 

embody a broad centrist appeal among churchgoers. There were times in the not-so-distant past when church 

growth, the attraction of new members and the retention of youth came with much less effort than is required 

today. It may partly be the life cycle of organizations, but I suspect mainline churches won't ever occupy the 

position near the centre of society they once did. Naturally, we want to address the changes within and around 

us but not at any cost.  

The analogy begins to break down when one considers that political parties are forever rising and falling. Both 

the Conservatives and the NDP have experienced record lows within this generation. Whether the Liberal party 

rebounds remains to be seen, but recent electoral evidence would suggest it will.  

That may not hold true for mainline churches because the nature of the alternatives is vastly different. For a 

long time, the Liberal party represented a broad centrist spectrum of the political landscape while its opponents 



dwelt in the right and left wings respectively. It is no coincidence that Liberal party fortunes have diminished as 

the Conservatives and NDP have both moved toward the centre.  

Conversely, as the broad centre of the church landscape disappears, it is being replaced by firmly entrenched 

extremes -- an ever-increasing non-religious population on one hand and an ever-more-vocal Christian 

conservatism on the other. Longhurst implies liberal churches aspiring to grow should become more orthodox, 

more evangelistic and essentially more conservative. This is a ridiculous notion.  

I am a liberal Protestant and a member of the United Church of Canada. My faith is essential to who I am and 

what I believe. I believe in the power of prayer, am Trinitarian and Christocentric, and have a high regard for 

the authority of scripture. And I am thankful that God has worked within my church to help me find new 

wisdom about grace, mercy, acceptance, the breadth of human sexuality, the merit of other religions, the care of 

creation and the folly of redemptive violence. I am a liberal Christian and God loves me for being that. To say 

mainline or liberal churches should cease to be what God has led them to be and adopt conservative beliefs for 

the sake of growth is akin to saying wine should revert back to being water.  

Having said all that, I should be glad if my church could figure out how to attract new members, raise more 

money and retain more youth. You know, just like the Liberals.  
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