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Background 

In the United States of America, the First Amendment rejected the estab-

lishment of religion, leaving Christianity and other religions to develop 

largely free of political interference, under the principle of the separation 

of church and state. In Western Europe, over a millennium of church-

state rivalry resulted in the centuries-long establishment of a variety of 

Christian churches, both Catholic and Protestant. In Canada, aspects of 

both these systems have been applied. In part, this is because Canadian 

political and religious history is comprised of two main stories: French 

and English.
2
 

French Canada  chiefly Quebec  was long dominated by the Roman 

Catholic Church, which ruled uncontested before New France even be-

came a colony. Even after the British conquest of the colony, under the 

terms of the Quebec Act of 1774 and the Constitutional Act of 1791 the 

Roman Catholic Church was practically autonomous, anchored to power 

in part through its vast land holdings. Largely immune to the forces of the 

French Revolution, Quebec Catholicism grew markedly in the nineteenth 

century, and its leaders asserted that the Church alone should set the lim-

its of its socio-political responsibility. Even after Confederation in 1867, 

Roman Catholics enjoyed all manner of privileges. Confessional schools 
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were the only schools allowed in Quebec, while a Catholic separate 

school system was created by law across the rest of the country. Quebec 

civil registries, marriage, and divorce were all in the hands of the Church. 

Ecclesiastical property was not taxed, the tithe was legally enforced, and 

the Church controlled education, publishing, the media, social welfare, 

and health services. The climax of this Catholic establishment in Quebec 

came during the reign of Premier Maurice Duplessis, who held power 

from 1936 to 1940, and then from 1944 to 1959. 

The English Canadian story is very different. In the Maritimes, many 

Christian denominations planted churches and won adherents, including 

Anglicans, Presbyterians, Methodists, Congregationalists, and Baptists. In 

Upper and Lower Canada (Ontario and Quebec), however, the Constitu-

tional Act of 1791 effectively established the Church of England, grant-

ing Anglican ministers the sole right to perform marriages and empower-

ing governors to reserve one-seventh of all the lands granted in their col-

onies for the support and maintenance of the clergy. Although these 

other Christian denominations, and in Western Canada were divided be-

tween several leading denominations. In 1853, hardly 60 years after their 

creation, these clergy reserves were secularized, with the profits from the 

sale of church lands distributed to urban and rural municipalities across 

the country. 

This disestablishment of institutional Protestantism did not mean that 

Canada suddenly lost its Christian character. On the contrary, after 1840, 

church building increased, church agencies were founded, denomination-

al structures enlarged, Sunday schools proliferated, Bible classes sprang 

up, religious book rooms and libraries were established, home missions 

programs were launched, church attendance burgeoned, religious colleges 

were founded, and religious newspapers grew in number and circulation. 

p-

ments was to extend the influence of organized religion into almost every 
3
 Political and religious leaders believed it was necessary 

to maintain the Christian character of society, in order to serve the public 

good and preserve social stability through the cultivation of moral charac-

ter in the private spheres of home and church. Christians with high moral 
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standing infused public institutions with bourgeois and Protestant values, 

a trend which remained dominant until the middle of the twentieth centu-

ry. It was this Canadian consensus around Protestant values that made 

possible both the religious rhetoric and the political success of prominent 

Christian politicians like William Aberhart, Ernest Manning, J. S. 

Woodsworth, and Tommy Douglas. 

And so it was that institutional Protestantism and the Canadian gov-

ernment retained their symbiotic relationship, even after disestablishment. 

Through laws and policies protecting the Sabbath, enforcing temperance, 

and opening schools to Christian teaching, the federal and provincial 

governments provided the legal framework that the churches required to 

do their work of moral formation. In turn, Canadian churches laboured to 

produce citizens of integrity whose lives contributed to the public good. 

 

Dechristianization 

All this changed after the Second World War, however, and particularly 

and the Protestant consensus  in English Canada dissolved. In his semi-

the Duplessis era in Catholic Quebec and the postwar conservatism of 

Protestant English Canada both suppressed the emerging trends of mod-

1940s and 1950s owed more to the cohesive nationalism of the war effort 

and the search for normalcy during a postwar economic expansion than to 
4
 In Quebec, the election 

Quebec society was radically secularized by a combination of events and 

forces: the Second World War, the rise of the mass media, the overexten-

sion of church financial commitments, the reforms of the Second Vatican 

Council, and the rise of secular nationalism. Labour unions cut their ties 

with institutional Catholicism. The state assumed control of education, 

health care, and social services.
5
 As traditional authorities were thrown 
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off, French language and Quebecois national identity rapidly replaced 

Christian faith and church institutions as the basis for political identity in 

Quebec. The chief symbol of this dramatic change was the founding of 

the nationalist and separatist Parti Québécois (PQ) in 1968. Led by the 

truculent René Lévesque, the PQ won the 1976 Quebec provincial elec-

tion, enacted a new French-language policy (Bill 101), and called a refer-

-

which they lost by a 60 to 40 percent vote.  

In the rest of Canada, the effects of large-scale immigration, urbaniza-

tion, suburbanization, 1960s social liberalization, the rise of consumer 

culture, and a federal policy of multiculturalism eroded the traditional 

position of Anglo-Canadian culture and the mainline
6
 Protestant churches 

which supported and were supported by it. The best example of this trans-

formation was the approach to religion at Expo 67, the world exposition 

of age event in Canadian history (only two years after the adoption of 

cial flag), Expo 67 both displayed and forged a new 

in which cooperation, intelligence, and technology had enabled Canadi-

ans to overcome nature and build a prosperous nation. In contrast to every 

r-
7
 This theme of unity in diversity was carried over to the 

religious aspects of the exposition. The traditional importance of Catholic 

and Protestant Christianity to Canada was ignored, replaced by a com-

mitment to interfaith religion. This was embodied in the Sanctuary, a 

reference to any particular religious architectural style. As historian Gary 

Miedema has argued: 

The Sanctuary joined in with the rest of the Canadian Pavilion 

to display Canada to Canadians and the world as a country 

                                                      
Canada, Ottawa 2004, 16, 18; Noll

(note 4), 257. 
6
 Mainline Protestant denominations include the United Church of Canada, An-

glican, Lutheran, and Presbyterian. 
7
 Gary Miedema, 

and the Re-Making of Canada in the 1960s, Montreal 2005, 122. 



The Changing Place of Religion in Canada 89 

where people of all ethnic and religious backgrounds were 

equally and fully welcomed into national public life. Canada 

particular privileging of Christianity in Canadian public life was 

a thing of the past.
8
 

What Expo 67 symbolized, the Liberal government of Prime Minister 

Pierre Elliot Trudeau made reality, by adopting a policy of official bilin-

gualism (1969) and multiculturalism (1971), whereby government agen-

f-

consciousness of ethnic minorities. Equal access and mutual respect were 

assuming the public place that had once been occupied by recognition of 
9
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ation 

that accompanied it have fundamentally changed Canadian demography, 

diversity of religious expression in the country. Forty years later, accord-

ing to the National Household Survey of 2011, 22.1 million (67 percent) 

of the 32.85 million Canadians counted in the survey still identify them-

selves as Christians. This includes 12.8 million Roman Catholics, 2.0 

million adherents of the United Church of Canada, 1.6 million Anglicans, 

and over 630,000 Baptists. Another 1.05 million Canadians (3.2 percent) 

are Muslim, while Hindus (500,000, or 1.5 percent), Sikhs (450,000, or 

1.3 percent), Buddhists (370,000, or 1.1 percent) and Jews (330,000, or 1 

percent) comprise the bulk of the non-Christian religious component in 

Canadian society.
 10
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The most significant change in the Canadian religious landscape over 

the past several decades has been the rise in the number of Canadians 

with no religious affiliation at all  fully 7.85 million Canadians (24 per-

cent of the population) as of 2011. This is more than double the number 

of religionless Canadians in 1991 (3.4 million, or 13 percent of the popu-

lation), and a far cry from the period before 1971, when less than one 

percent of Canadians reported having no religious affiliation.
11

 This rise 

in religionlessness corresponds to the process of institutional seculariza-

tion, in which Christianity was removed from Canadian public life and 

religion was redefined as a private activity. 

This institutional secularization was accompanied by a corresponding 

decline in participation in Canadian churches and other faith communi-

ties. Sociologist Reginald Bibby has been tracking religion in Canada 

since the 1980s, and found that weekly religious service attendance in 

Canada declined from 53 percent in 1957 to 31 percent in 1975, 24 per-

cent in 1990, and 21 percent in 2000.
12

 Among Roman Catholics, this 

drop in weekly church attendance was steepest  from 83 percent in 1957 

to 26 percent in 2000. Weekly Protestant church attendance, which was 

already much lower in 1957, declined from 38 percent to 22 percent in 

1990, but rose slightly to 25 percent by 2000. This was because weekly 

attendance in conservative
13

 Protestant churches rose from 51 to 58 per-

cent, offsetting a decline in weekly attendance in mainline Protestant 

church services from 35 percent to 15 percent.
14

 Among non-Christian 

faiths, weekly attendance declined from 35 percent in 1957 to 12 percent 

in 1990.
15

  

Still, Bibby remained upbeat about the prospects for religion in Cana-

da, noting that in 2002, Roman Catholics comprised about 42 percent of 

the Canadian population, Protestants 27 percent, and other faith groups 
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(including Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and Sikhs) six percent. 

Though it was true that roughly 20 percent of Canadians rejected religion 

of any kind,
16

 Bibby argued that the declining regularity of religious wor-

ship did not equate to disinterest in religion or, perhaps more importantly, 

in spirituality. Rather, it was a reflection of the lack of meaning Canadi-

ans were finding in their religious communities. As Bibby argued, based 

on his surveys, over half of Canadians who attended a religious service 

less than once a month (and even one-third of those with no religion) 

would be receptive to greater involvement in communities of faith, if they 
17

 Furthermore, Bibby noted, as of the year 

2000, over 80 percent of Canadians still believed in the existence of God, 

while almost three-quarters believed God or some higher power cared for 

them. This was a level of belief almost unchanged since 1985.
18

 In subse-

quent publications, Bibby has maintained his optimism about the future 

prospects for religion in Canada, arguing that although religious life is 

becoming increasingly polarized, many who drift away from religion will 

find their way back. Indeed, Bibby suggested that Roman Catholics, con-

servative Protestants, and Muslims have good reason to believe their reli-

gious communities will prosper well into the twenty-first century.
19

 

Ot

that the combined rate of weekly and monthly attendance at Canadian 

religious services has declined roughly 20 percent in the period between 

1998 and 2008, and that much of that decline is due to a dramatic in-

crease in Canadians with no religious affiliation.
20

 Lorne L. Dawson and 
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e-

mand for the things that religion provides and that if religious groups 

improved the way they supplied religion, more Canadians would be sit-

21
 Most 

tellingly, historian Terrance Murphy asks probing questions about the 

significance of mere belief in God:  

Token identification and nominal adherence to traditional be-

liefs do not demonstrate the persistence of meaningful belief 

among the general population. What survey results [pointing to 

the continuation of religiosity in Canadian society] reflect may 

be no more than residual attachment to traditions that no longer 

v-

iour.
22

 

The findings of a 2015 Angus Reid survey on religion and faith in 

Canada seem to confirm this view: over one-quarter of Canadians are 

now inclined to reject religion, another 44 percent are ambivalent about 

religion, while only 30 percent of Canadians feel inclined to embrace 

religion. Furthermore, Canadians are now almost twice as likely to identi-

believe religion is necessary for morality, and fully half of Canadians 

think moral choices are simply matters of personal opinion. Finally, only 

half of Canadians believ i-
23

  

Reflecting on my own observations of Western Canadian Christianity 

over the past several decades, it seems to me that both Terrance Murphy 

and the recent Angus Reid poll capture something important about con-
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temporary Canadian religious life: not only is religion far less salient than 

in earlier eras of Canadian history, it is far less significant. Even among 

religious Canadians, there is often little indication that their religious 

beliefs affect their attitudes, behaviours, moral choices, or life decisions. 

As the support system of institutional religion has declined and the Chris-

tian morality which formerly infused Canadian society has faded, Cana-

dians have been left largely to their own devices when it comes to charac-

ter development or moral formation. Without any significant external 

u-

ralism, which includes not only cultural, racial, and religious diversity, 

but also the recognition of tolerance of differing beliefs and customs as a 
24

 Still, other scholars are more optimistic. For in-

r-

gues that in many respects, they do stand out on a wide variety of objec-

tive moral standards. Bowen finds that religiously committed Canadian 

Christians experience higher levels of satisfaction with life, better ethical 

behaviour, closer and healthier relationships, greater social capital, higher 

levels of volunteering and charitable giving, and greater concern for the 

welfare of others than their less committed neighbours.
25

 

 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

The most significant political development affecting religion in Canada 

over the past 50 years has been the adoption of the Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms, the most visible and widely recognized component 

of the Canadian Constitution, which was patriated in 1982. Although the 

Charter i-

t-

a-

mental freedoms outlined in the Charter, more important for the future of 

religion in Canada was the inclusion of fundamental equality rights: 

the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination 
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and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic 

origin
26

 The 

of conditions of disadvantaged individuals or groups including those that 

are disadvantaged because of race, national or ethnic origin, colour, reli-
27

 This had the important 

effect of opening the door to legal challenges to existing laws, programs, 

and activities which impinged against the rights or conditions experi-

enced by Canadian minorities. 

Historian George Egerton has observed that Prime Minister Trudeau, 

the architect of the patriation process, worked towards the goal of sepa-

rat

fter the Middle Ages that some politicians felt obliged 

to mention God in a constitution which is, after all, a secular and not a 

n-

he historic shifting 

in Canada from a Christian to a post-Christian political culture  with the 

secularization of the state and privatization of religion as favoured by the 

liberal-
28

 Important in this pro-

cess was the British Wolfenden Report of 1957, which advocated separat-

civil society based on the sovereignty of the rational individual, pos-

orce law during his time as 

justice minister under Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson. The Divorce Act 

of 1968 was the first uniform divorce law in Canada, and widened the 

grounds for divorce from adultery to include mental or physical cruelty, 

desertion, a separation of at least three years, or the imprisonment of 

 including lotteries, birth 

control, homosexuality, and abortion  were bundled together in an om-

nibus bill, the Criminal Law Amendment Act, 1968-1969, by which time 
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Trudeau had become Prime Minister. Old religiously-based proscriptions 

were swept aside in favour of individual freedom exercised in a secular 

society. 

It was this liberal approach to human rights and the uncoupling of re-

ligion and law th Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms. The reference to God in the preamble was a con-

cession to conservative Christians and other traditionalists who desired a 

religious foundation for the Charter, but it did not substantially alter the 

legal philosophy underpinning the document. As Egerton concluded, 

The Charter itself would serve to launch a new era of liberal-

the Canadian church-state relationship would be transformed as 

the Christian religion would see the state largely divest itself of 

v-

ernment authority and law, and delineating national purpose.
29

 

In the wake of the 1982 Charter, Canadian courts have repeatedly in-

terpreted its provision for equal rights in the interests of individuals over 

and against the interests of any group, including religious groups. In prac-

tice, this has affected Christianity and Christian churches the most, since 

many Canadian laws, programs, and activities were initially established 

on Christian principles, and often in law. 

 

The Impact of the Charter on Religion in Canada 

In the decades since 1982, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

has impacted Canadian religion in four ways, about which I would like to 

reflect: 1. the dismantling of Christian legal privileges; 2. the exclusion of 

religious concerns from medical ethics; 3. the contestation of religiously-

based education; and 4. the restriction and protection of the freedom of 

religion. 

The dismantling of Christian legal privileges has, at different mo-

ments, generated a great deal of controversy, but it was perhaps the most 

natural outcome of the Charter. Three issues come to mind: Sunday 

shopping, the legal definition of marriage, and prayer at civic functions. 
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Up until the 1980s, most stores in Canada were closed on Sundays, by 

law. So when Big M Drug Mart of Calgary, AB, challenged the 

Day Act by opening its doors for business on a Sunday barely a month 

after the adoption of the Charter, the ensuing case was bound to find its 

way to the Supreme Court of Canada. In a landmark decision, the Court 

Day Act on the basis that it violates the Charter guarantee of freedom of 
30

 In doing so, the Court found that the purpose 

of the  

which was no longer constitutional under the Charter. It justified its deci-

sion on the grounds that the 

translated into a positive law binding on believers and non-believers 
31

 This was a departure from Canadian legal precedent, which had 

previously considered the effect of the law and found it to be inoffensive. 

For the first time, a Canadian law was struck down in its entirety by the 

Supreme Court on the grounds that it was unconstitutional. 

Traditionally, civil marriage had been defined in Canada according to 

common law as an exclusive heterosexual union, rooted in the centuries-

old Christian tradition of marriage. By the late 1990s, however, same-sex 

couples, though not legally married, had won the right to receive many of 

the financial and legal benefits enjoyed by married couples. Between 

2003 and 2005, provincial courts across the country recognized the va-

lidity of same-sex marriages, while the Supreme Court of Canada ruled 

that, constitutionally, it was the exclusive jurisdiction of federal govern-

ment to define marriage. This put the onus back on the Canadian Parlia-

ment. Since 1995, parliamentarians had been considering the issue of 

same-sex marriage, initially dismissing a motion and rejecting a bill to 

legalize same-sex marriage, and passing a 1999 resolution affirming the 

traditional one-man-one-woman definition of marriage. Although this 

resolution was narrowly reaffirmed once more in 2003, when the issue 

was raised anew, the Liberal government was already moving in a new 

direction. That same year, it introduced Bill C-38. Passed into law in 

2005, the Civil Marriage Act 
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protected the right of clergy to refuse to perform same-sex weddings and 

the right of Canadians to express religious beliefs which affirm marriage 

as an exclusively heterosexual union  both rooted in the Charter free-

dom of religion  the primary effect of Bill C-38 was that the Canadian 

government no longer affirmed a traditional religious (Christian, Jewish, 

Muslim, etc.) view of marriage. As much as any other event in recent 

years, this law was for many Canadians the watershed moment which 

marked the passage of Canada into a post-Christian era. 

Most recently, a third controversy pertaining to the dismantling of 

Christian privilege has erupted over public prayer before city council 

meetings in various parts of the country. In April 2015, the Supreme 

Court of Canada affirmed that the Human Rights Tribunal of Quebec was 

correct in its ruling that the mayor of Saguenay Quebec should not be 

meetings. In doing so, the Court argued that: 

interpretation of freedom of conscience and religion. The evolu-

tion of Canadian society has given rise to a concept of this neu-

trality according to which the state must not interfere in religion 

and beliefs. The state must instead remain neutral in this regard, 

which means that it must neither favour nor hinder any particu-

lar belief, and the same holds true for non belief. The pursuit of 

the ideal of a free and democratic society requires the state to 

encourage everyone to participate freely in public life regardless 

of their beliefs. A neutral public space free from coercion, pres-

sure and judgment on the part of public authorities in matters of 

spiri

dignity, and it helps preserve and promote the multicultural na-

r-

use its powers in such a way as to promote the participation of 

certain believers or non believers in public life to the detriment 

of others. If the state adheres to a form of religious expression 
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under the guise of cultural or historical reality or heritage, it 

breaches its duty of neutrality.
32

 

This ruling illustrates the way in which the 1982 Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms is still reshaping the Canadian legal and political land-

scape, dismantling traditional Christian privileges. In this case, the court 

has ruled, importantly, that even cultural heritage or historical tradition is 

not a justification for the maintenance of Christian practices in the civil 

sphere. 

The second area in which the Charter has impacted religion is in the 

exclusion of religious concerns from medical ethics. Here two topics have 

loomed over the Canadian landscape: abortion and euthanasia. In the case 

of abortion, Canada had traditionally followed British common law regu-

lation outlawing abortion. Indeed, a 1954 Canadian legal code treated 

abortion as a serious offense, punishable with a maximum sentence of life 

imprisonment.
33

 In the Criminal Law Amendment Act, 1968-1969, the law 

was moderated, allowing for abortions in cases where the continuation of 

the pregnancy was likely to endanger the health or life of the mother, 

provided three doctors certified the same in writing and as long as a certi-

fied physician performed the procedure in a hospital.  

Around this time, Dr. Henry Morgentaler of Montreal began perform-

ing abortions in his private clinic, without requiring the certification of 

three doctors. Over the course of the next fifteen years, a series of court 

cases made regular headlines in Canada and around the world, culminat-

ing in yet another landmark decision by the Supreme Court of Canada. In 

January of 1988, the Court ruled that the existing Canadian abortion law 

violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms n-

r-

ference with bodily integrity and serious state-imposed psychological 

stress, at least in the criminal law context, constitutes a breach of security 
34
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More recently, the medical ethical issue of note in Canada has been 

euthanasia. While suicide was decriminalized in Canada in 1972, the act 

of assisting another person in committing suicide has remained a crime, 

punishable by up to fourteen years imprisonment. Over the years, several 

high profile challenges to this law have been defeated, most notably the 

appeal of the terminally ill Sue Rodriguez to the Supreme Court of Cana-

da, requesting the right to assisted suicide based on equality rights for 

persons with disabilities. She argued her amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or 

ALS, would eventuate in the loss of her motor control, and thus amount-

ed to a handicap. While the Supreme Court refused to consider her case, 

her death two years later  assisted by a doctor  generated a public de-

bate over the role of doctors assisting terminally ill patients to speed up 

their deaths.  

In the end, once again, the Supreme Court has cleared the way for new 

understandings of important medical ethical issues, ruling in February 

2015 that the law banning assisted suicide was unconstitutional.
35

 This 

makes physician-assisted suicide available to mentally competent Cana-

dian patients with terminal illnesses, based on the same logic that drove 

the earlier abortion ruling  legal equality, the protection against intolera-

ble suffering, and the security of the person. In both cases, however, the 

net effect has been to exclude religious concerns from the realm of medi-

cal ethics. There is little question that henceforth the liberal-pluralist val-

ues of the Charter alone will shape future legislation concerning euthana-

sia in Canada. 

The Charter has also affected Canadian religious life in the area of ed-

ucation. As in the cases of Sunday shopping, the definition of marriage, 

and the tradition of prayer before public meetings, the long-standing tra-

dition of school prayer in Canada has been largely done away with, as 

provincial courts have ruled the sections of public education acts enshrin-

u-

tional principle of religious freedom. Similarly, religiously based school 

systems  enshrined in the British North America Act in 1867  have 

come under serious challenge. While Protestant schools have long been 

secularized in most of Canada, in the provinces of Quebec and New-

foundland, it was only in 1998 that this occurred. Separate school systems 

                                                      
35

 Carter v. Canada (Attorney General), 2015 SCC 5 (Supreme Court of Canada 

2015). 



Kyle Jantzen 100 

(Roman Catholic) still exist in various Canadian provinces, and some 

provinces also fund independent schools operated by both Christian and 

non-Christian faith communities, including Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, and 

Hindus.  

Moreover, faith-based universities  some of which date back several 

centuries, others of which are only decades old  maintain the right to 

offer university education and are in some cases partially funded by the 

provinces. This remains, however, a contested area, as the experience of 

Trinity Western University (TWU) in Langley, BC, makes clear. Over the 

a-

tions and law societies over its right to train teachers and lawyers in a 

hers was con-

firmed by the Supreme Court of Canada, the court battles concerning 

legal education are as yet unresolved. The cases of TWU and separate 

school funding in Canada illustrate the fact that, unlike many other areas 

of law and public policy, the educational rights of faith communities re-

main at least partially protected under law and in the courts. 

Fourth and finally, the Charter has reshaped the relationship between 

religion, state, and society in the way it has been interpreted to either 

restrict or protect religious freedom. In the case of restrictions to religious 

freedom, one of the principles in question is whether Canadians have the 

right to invoke freedom of religion, even if it leads to their harm. In 2002, 

seventeen-year-old Bethany Hughes died of leukemia. Hughes, a Jeho-

part of her treatment, since they violated the teachings of her faith. Her 

father opposed this, and in the end, the state sided with him, denying her 

the right to refuse treatment.
36

 Another question is whether Canadians 

have the right to opt out of government programs or sidestep government 

regulations, based on religious convictions. Already in the 1970s, Prime 

Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau had refused to allow Canadian Mennonites 

to opt out of the obligatory Canada Pension Plan on religious grounds. 

More recently, in 2009, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that Hutter-

ites living in Alberta were required to obtain photographs  which they 

argued violated a religious prohibition they adhered to  for provincial 
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37
 These cases all share a common basis. Canadian gov-

ernments and courts have proven willing to limit the exercise of religious 

freedom in the interests of the well-being of Canadians as a whole or 

individually. In the case of Bethany Hughes, it was for her own physical 

wellbeing. In the case of Alberta Hutterites, it was based on the security 

that photographic identification provides against identity theft.  

In other cases, however, governments and courts have proven willing 

to accommodate and protect religious freedom. In an important 2006 

ruling, the Supreme Court of Canada found that the denial of the right of 

a Sikh student to wear his ceremonial kirpan  a short dagger  while 

attending an Ontario public school infringed upon his freedom of reli-

c-
38

 In the 

context of the schoolyard, however, the Court found that a complete ban 

on kirpans was not reasonable. Rather, it judged that if the kirpan could 

 no 

worse than the risk posed by common school objects such as scissors, 

pencils, or baseball bats.
39

  

This decision was consistent with an earlier court ruling from 1994, 

concerning Sikh members of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

(RCMP) who were allowed to wear turbans rather than the traditional 

headwear of the RCMP. In that case, RCM

prohibiting the Commissioner of the RCMP from allowing the wearing of 

religious symbols, such as a turban, as part of the RCMP uniform, and a 

declaration that the Commissioner s actions in this regard were unconsti-
40

 The Federal Court of Canada dismissed this action, refusing 

to regard the presence of religious headwear as a violation of the constitu-

tional guarantee of religious freedom for those served by the police. As 
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en a member of the pub-

lic and a police officer wearing a turban, there is no compulsion or coer-

cion on the member of the public to participate in, adopt or share the of-

ficer
41

  

In these cases, the Supreme Court of Canada and Federal Court of 

Canada both upheld another Charter principle: reasonable accommoda-

d-

o-

ciated with recognized dis
42

 Recently, however, 

reasonable accommodation has come under direct challenge in Quebec, 

where a Parti Québécois (PQ) provincial government struggled to balance 

the rights of minorities in the province with its goals of promoting 

Québécois national identity and thoroughgoing secularity. The climax to 

this controversy came in 2013, when the PQ government introduced leg-

islation to create a Quebec Charter of Values, which included a prohibi-

tion of public sector employees from wearing or displaying conspicuous 

religious symbols. Public demonstrations ensued, and even the Quebec 

Human Rights Commission condemned the proposed Charter of Values 

as a radical infringement of fundamental rights. Ultimately, in 2014, the 

PQ lost a provincial election to the Quebec Liberal Party, who vigorously 

opposed the Charter of Values and happily dropped the whole matter. 

Nonetheless, these diverse cases and issues  from Sunday shopping 

to abortion, school prayer, and RCMP turbans  illustrate the fact that 

Canada is still very much in flux regarding religion in the public sphere. 

In many ways, the country is still working out the implications of the 

1982 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. In the areas of educa-

tion and the reasonable accommodation of the religious freedom of Ca-

nadians, governments and courts have proven willing to preserve space 

for religious exceptionalism  particularly though not exclusively in the 

case of non-Christian religious minorities. More broadly, however, the 

Charter has contributed powerfully to the ongoing dechristianization of 

Canada, particularly in the areas of government practice and medical 

ethics. There is little reason to think this will change any time soon. 
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Summary 

The recent history of religion in Canada is largely the story of steady 

dechristianization and religious diversification, along with the growing 

secularization of law and regulation of religious freedom. The first two 

developments have their roots in the 1960s, a period of modernization, 

secularization, immigration, and multiculturalism. The second two trends 

have their roots in the adoption of the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms, the application of which has fundamentally reshaped the 

relationship between religion, the state, and Canadian society. 


