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White Paper: Congregational and Pastoral Identity in an Accelerating 
Secular Age 
 

Placing Pastoral Ministry in Cultural Context 

 
We are convinced that pastors who are critically reflecting on their experiences have 
intuitions and hunches that place them increasingly at cross purposes with cultural 
shifts and trends. We also believe that growing the capacity of pastors to articulate their 
hunches and intuitions will result in a renewed sense of possibility and agency.  
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the contemporary cultural conditions within 
which pastoral and congregational life are operating in the United States, in order to 
provide a context for interpreting the trends and experiences named above.  After 
laying out some of the tensions facing congregations and pastors, we will introduce the 
work of two seminal thinkers who explore the dynamics of contemporary life in the 
West, the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor, and the German sociologist Hartmut 
Rosa.  Rosa draws heavily on Taylor’s analysis that we are living in a secular age and 
Taylor regards Rosa as one of the most important interpreters of his work.  
 
Both of these thinkers are ecclesially-inclined; even though their work is not explicitly 
theological, it is theologically suggestive. (Taylor wears his Catholic identity boldly,1 
Rosa’s positive take on Christianity is more implicit). Rosa and Taylor do not do 
theology for us.  What they do is name the context and detail the dynamics of the 
cultural conditions within which theology is to be done.   
 
After delving into their theories, we will revisit the tensions facing pastors and 
congregations with a new, generative lens for theological reflection and creative 
response.  It is our goal to contribute to the cultivation of a pastoral imagination that 
more confidently engages pastoral ministry and congregational life in the changing 
landscape of late modernity. 
 
                                                
1 Taylor writes, “Thus my own view of ‘secularization’, which I freely confess has been shaped 
by my own perspective as a believer … is that there has certainly been a ‘decline’ of religion. 
Religious belief now exists in a field of choices which include various forms of demurral and 
rejection; Christian faith exists in a field where there is also a wide range of other spiritual 
options. But the interesting story is not simply one of decline, but also of a new placement of the 
sacred or spiritual in relation to individual and social life. This new placement is now the 
occasion for recompositions of spiritual life in new forms, and for new ways of existing both in 
and out of relation to God.” A Secular Age, p. 437. 
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Tensions Facing Pastors & Congregations 

 
Over the past 30 years, both from firsthand experience and from conversations with 
pastors across a spectrum of locations (demographically and denominationally), we’ve 
observed the following dynamics in pastoral life and ministry: 
 
• Lay participation in congregational life has narrowed significantly over the past 

three decades.  While folks continue to claim high regard for church participation, 
they are less available to take on roles and responsibilities.  One consequence of this 
shift in patterns of participation is that congregations may require more paid staff to 
sustain congregational life even though the size of the congregation may be holding 
steady or decreasing. 

 
• This trend towards diminished participation is especially evident among younger 

families.  What counts as “active participation" continues to be defined down to 
monthly or bi-monthly attendance, (if that).  This demographic would claim that this 
shift is not because they have concluded that church life matters less, but because 
they feel overwhelmed with the increasing demands of everyday life.  It is less a 
matter of shifting priorities than a multiplication of competing options and 
obligations.  While that may be true, many pastors cannot help but feel a thinning 
substantive connection between communal practice/participation and personal 
faith. 

 
• Most young adults of families in our congregations —even those who may have 

come through highly regarded faith formation programs—are opting out of 
participation in any congregation.  The common experience of church families is 
that the faith of our fathers and mothers is not “living still” in our children…at least 
not in the way it once did. 

 
• Denominational structures are unraveling and imploding.  The common 

experience of pastors and their congregations is that such entities feel increasingly 
irrelevant. They are viewed more as a drain on resources than a conduit of vital 
connection to a larger ecclesial history, community, and identity. This can leave 
pastors and congregations feeling progressively more isolated, void of a meaningful 
community of shared belief and practice. 

 
• How pastors spend their time has shifted.  Pastors spend far less time than their 

predecessors did counseling parishioners through personal crises and challenges—
therapists are the first call. They spend substantially less time visiting in people’s 
homes, and considerably less time teaching classes related to biblical study, spiritual 
formation, or theological exploration.  Pastors are busy but feel less effective, less 
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engaged by the work that takes up their time.  It is not uncommon for pastors to feel 
they are not doing enough to turn the tide of growing indifference.  Overall, pastors 
and church staffs feel the pressure to meet rising expectations amidst receding 
engagement. 

 
• Pastors may not be resigning their posts in record numbers, but many find 

themselves drifting into a kind of uneasy resignation, an unmistakable malaise.  
This is often accompanied by self-blame, and a struggle against depression and 
burnout—perhaps, in part, due to a feeling that they are running faster and faster 
just to stay in place.  

 
• As “growth” levels off or declines, blame is often assigned to the pastor, leading 

to a demand for increased innovative programming that attends to shifting 
preferential options and more attention paid to the “felt needs” of congregants.  
Even when pastors succeed in generating such initiatives, the level of actual 
congregational participation is often disappointing.  To be sure, congregants are 
pleased to be part of a congregation that makes an increasing range of learning and 
fellowship opportunities available.  However, as noted above, congregants 
experience their lives as overflowing with demands that make them less available to 
participate. 

 
• In a time when people are feeling less connected in the world, there is the 

growing sense that the pastor takes on a representation of friendship.  There is an 
increasing emotional desire for personal connection to the pastor even as people’s 
availability, interest, and overall engagement in church is receding.  People may 
expect more individualized attention, increasing the likelihood that pastors will fall 
short.  

 
Of course, experiences of pastoral and congregational life are not limited to this list of 
difficult dynamics.  Actually, we assume that everyone reading this paper has positive, 
life-giving experiences of ministry that run counter to these dynamics.  However, we 
don’t think we are going out on a limb to claim that some version of these dynamics are 
more the rule than the exception in congregational ministry in North America today.  
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Charles Taylor’s “Secular Age” 2 and “A Malaise of Immanence”  

 
Taylor opens the first chapter of A Secular Age with the question, “Why was it virtually 
impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500, in our Western Society, while in 2000, 
many of us find this not only easy, but inescapable?”    
 
Taylor offers an analysis of the conditions of life in a secular age that we think maps the 
current existential reality of ministry in North America.  Taylor’s work brings to the 
foreground features of the experience that pastors know intuitively but find difficult to 
articulate. The inability to name and understand the cultural undercurrents shaping the 
context in which pastoral ministry and congregational life exists contributes to a loss of 
agency, and a tendency toward self-blame, burnout and despondency for pastors.    
 
Taylor sketches both the gains and losses of life in a secular age, highlighting the 
positives and the negatives.  He is not melancholic about the future in terms of religious 
belief and practice—principally because he lodges the endurance of this dimension of 
cultural life in the distinct drive in human nature to find meaning.  More than just 
meaning as an intellectual or existential pursuit, humans seek fullness, a practical moral 
sense that life feels, and is experienced as, good.  At the same time, Taylor is not naively 
optimistic about the flourishing of religious life, its vitality or its vibrancy.  Taylor 
believes that inside the conditions of late modernity all (legitimate) belief will be 
“believing again.” Therefore there are plenty of challenges for religious leaders and 
communities in Taylor’s elaboration of what it means to live in a secular age. These 
challenges begin with a misunderstanding of the secular, which is operative in the 
imaginations of most pastors, in nearly all denominations.   
 
For example, Taylor does not subscribe to the view which sees the secular as just the 
evacuation of religion from the public sphere, (he calls this idea “secular 1”), nor does 
he hold to the notion that decreasing participation in religious institutions and 
communities is indicative of the inexorable demise of religion in the face of the forces of 
secularization (this concept he calls “secular 2”—and it is the false imaginary that most 
denominations and seminaries possess).  Rather, for Taylor, the chief characteristic of a 
secular age is not religion’s recession or disappearance but its fragilization, rendered so 
by pluralization.  All our forms of believing or not believing, we know could be 
otherwise.  We often find ourselves in doubt, wondering if what we believe (or don’t 

                                                
2 To gain a fuller grasp of Taylor’s analysis, along taking up Taylor’s work directly, we would 
recommend the following resources:  Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1992), James K. A. Smith How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles 
Taylor (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2014), and Andrew Root The Pastor in a Secular 
Age (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2019).  
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believe) can constitute, or even assist us in, living a truly full and good life.  Therefore, 
in Taylor’s mind religious impulses and sensibilities have not been shed or negated, nor 
do they face elimination. They have been made fragile.  Even the bold unbeliever finds 
her unbelief fragilized when holding her baby for the first time, or overtaken by the 
feeling of something more when encountering a Bach recital.  This fragilization means 
the conditions within which religious belief is expressed and experienced have shifted 
significantly. Taylor does not reject secularization (even in its secular 1 and 2 forms) but 
he significantly revises its meaning.  
 

To define secularity in these terms does not negate the ways in which secularization has 
been characterized in the past.  Rather, it does provide a more complex understanding 
of how the realm of the religious and the realm of the secular are inextricably bound up 
together in human experience and culture.  The religious and the secular mutually 
inform, problematize, and interact with one another.  The fact that we live in a secular 
age does not signal the death of the sacred.  It does, however, make the roads that 
connect us to the Divine—paths that once seemed well worn, oft travelled and clearly 
marked—now seem anything but self-evident.   

This fragilization that muddies the well-worn paths of religious meaning and spiritual 
significance, is especially hard on the pastor.  In a secular 3 age the pastor can feel like 
an odd person, living an embarrassingly outdated vocation.  At worst, being a pastor 
can feel like being a full-time employee of the Renaissance Festival, playing a part from 
an old world that people appreciate at times (e.g., Christmas and Easter) but most often 
find unnecessary. Even those that find it necessary seem more concerned with 
institutional structures (and the anxiety of their failing) than with an experience of God. 
Pastors either function as guardians and custodians of declining religion, or need to 
reinvent themselves as religious entrepreneurs, connecting busy, disinterested people 
with the programs and products of a church.  

It’s no wonder pastors feel a dull sense of unease, a vocational nausea, a deep 
uncertainty about what they are supposed to be doing.  The pastor feels the heavy calls 
to respond to secular 2 (eg.,“build a busier church”), while sensing, somewhere deeper, 
that the issues are secular 3 (i.e.,the fragilization and lack of connection to divine action, 
with a practical awareness of living a full and meaningful life).  Inside this fragilization, 
a transcendent dimension to life is lost.  It’s stripped from us by the contesting of all 
beliefs.   

As belief becomes fragile, one temptation (which Taylor believe large parts of the West 
have succumbed to) is to do away with the transcendent. It is to seek fullness instead 
inside a world framed by only immanence, by the material.  Ultimately, Taylor believes 
there is no way to avoid fragilization (not even for the pastor).  Yet Taylor’s own 
commitments to faith become clear when he contends that responding to fragiliziation 
by committing to a world without transcendence is no way forward.  While a world 
where all beliefs are fragile gives us a kind of freedom, it risks a malaise of meaning.  
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Taylor wonders if the human spirit can exist without some sense of, and therefore 
longing for, something like transcendence.  He wonders if late modernity’s malaise is 
due to the loss of a transcendent referent to our lives.    

If this cultural malaise has indeed arrived, then it is no surprise that the pastor would 
feel like patient zero. In A Secular Age, Taylor calls this unease “the malaise of 
immanence.” Taylor adds, “A crucial feature of the malaise of immanence is the sense 
that all these answers are fragile, or uncertain; that a moment may come, where we no 
longer feel that our chosen path is compelling, or cannot justify it to ourselves or others. 
. . . The fragility that I am talking about concerns the significance of it all; the path is still 
open, possible, supported by circumstances, the doubt concerns its worth.”3  

It is as though living in a world free of transcendence, enchantment, and an 
organization around divine action has given us a freedom that leaves us with a 
discomfort we can’t pinpoint, a dull boredom we can’t shake.  We have arrived in a 
secular age not because people no longer see it as necessary to go to church (and are 
willing to mark “none” on a survey) but rather because the very idea that there could be 
a personal God who orders and acts in the cosmos has become unbelievable (or at least 
contested). We now live in a world where it is quite easy to forget, deny, or simply not 
care that there is a transcendent dimension to reality. The price paid for this freedom is 
an uneasy boredom, an ailment of felt flatness.  

To make this point, Taylor uses another 500 pages in A Secular Age, weaving these 
thoughts in and out of multiple ideas and concepts.  Here we will highlight four of his 
key concepts: 1- the emergence of the immanent frame, 2- the rise exclusive humanism, 
3- the experience of cross-pressure and pluralization, and 4- the rise of an ethic of 
authenticity. 

Four Key Concepts about this Age 

1- The emergence of the immanent frame.  

A central defining dimension of the secular age is what Taylor identifies as the immanent 
frame. As Taylor explains, “The sense of the immanent frame is that of living in 
impersonal orders, cosmic, social, and ethical orders which can be fully explained in 
their own terms and don’t need to be conceived as dependent on anything outside on 
the ‘supernatural’ of the ‘transcendent.’”4  Within the immanent frame, the fundamental 
structure of everyday life—the market economy, constitutional democracy, family life—
“can now be understood as self-constituting and self regulating, as not necessarily 

                                                
3 A Secular Age, 308. 
4 Charles Taylor, “Afterword: Apologia pro Libro suo.” in Varieties of Secularism in a Secular Age, 
eds., Michael Warner, Jonathan VanAntwerpen, & Craig Calhoun (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2013), p. 307.   
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relying on any conception of God, religion or transcendence for their legitimacy or 
smooth functioning.”5  

One cannot opt in or out of the immanent frame; it is the context of life in our secular 
age.  But to live within the immanent frame biases us away from seeing transcendence 
or the supernatural as obvious.  Taking transcendence for granted is what our forebears 
more than 500 years ago did.  They lived not in a natural order like we do, but in a 
supernatural one.  Yet, living inside an immanent frame by no means forecloses the 
possibility of transcendence.  In Taylor’s words, the immanent frame “permits closure 
without demanding it.”6 From within the immanent frame it is possible to live “open” 
or “closed” to transcendence.  In many ways, A Secular Age is a forceful argument 
against those who would declare the eclipse of transcendence to be an inevitable, 
irresistible development of modern life.  In Taylor’s words, 

The sense of the immanent can be understood and explained in a number of ways, 
but it does lend itself to an account in terms of a Master Narrative, which sees us 
progressing from earlier epochs through rational discovery and achievements to the 
realization that the immanent is all there is.  On this view, religious faith is 
something that irrevocably belongs to the culture and outlook of a by-gone era, 
something which we cannot, rationally, return to.7 

While we have come to imagine that we can live without transcendence, the truth is, 
Taylor argues, we never have and we never will.  The only question is, What will we do 
with that longing?  The longing for transcendence cannot be dismissed as a holdover 
from a pre-scientific age, or seen as a refusal to face head-on the hard, cold reality of a 
disenchanted existence.  We don’t leave that longing behind as if it were an artifact of a 
bygone age of cognitive immaturity.8 The story of humanity, rightly told, reveals that 
even as our knowledge of human existence and our technological capacities have 
flourished and expanded, we don’t leave behind the spiritual dimension of our 
humanity.  To assume that we do is to impoverish the present and our ability to account 
for the full range of human existence.  

                                                
5 Ruth Abbey, “A Secular Age: A Walking Tour,”(2010), p. 10; unpublished paper.   
6 A Secular Age, p. 544. 
7 Charles Taylor, “The Church Speaks—To Whom?” in Church and People: Disjunction in a Secular 
Age, eds., Charles Taylor, José Casanova, George F. McLean (The Council for Research in Values 
and Philosophy: Washington, D.C., 2912), p. 22. 
8 This reading of reality has been central to mainstream secularization theory and, according to 
Taylor, goes back at least to Max Weber, “who speaks sneeringly of those who would go on 
believing in face of "disenchantment" as having to make an "Opfer des Intellekts" (a sacrifice of 
the intellect). "To the person who cannot bear the fate of the times like a man, one must say: 
may he rather return silently... The arms of the Churches are open widely and compassionately 
for him”.  (A Secular Age see Chap. 15, sec. 4.) 
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And yet, while this longing for transcendence is inextricable from our humanity, it 
appears that the pastor is less and less needed to help individuals find this dimension 
they still seek.  The practices, leadership, and wisdom of the Protestant pastor seem to 
many to be of little help in naming and seeking this transcendent dimension.   

2- The rise of exclusive humanism 

Taylor says, 

I would like to claim that the coming of modern secularity in my sense has been 
coterminous with the rise of a society in which for the first time in history a 
purely self-sufficient humanism came to be a widely available able option. I 
mean by this a humanism accepting no final goals beyond human flourishing, 
nor any allegiance to anything else beyond this flourishing. Of no previous 
society was this true.9  

The existence of ‘self-sufficient humanism’ does not come as “news” to anyone reading 
this paper.  What Taylor contributes to our understanding is a historical narrative of 
how this form of humanism came to be, and to be so widely embraced.  Crucial to his 
narrative is the claim that it did not come about because of the clearing away of 
religious assumptions about human existence and human nature thus allowing the true 
nature of the human being to emerge.  Taylor refers to this view as a  ‘subtraction 
story’—a narrative that turns on the assumption that the history of how we got to 
where we are is a story of humanity breaking free from the constraints, distortions and 
superstitions of religious belief allowing the true, abiding nature of the human being to 
flourish.  Such a story is told as a tale of unmitigated progression – from ignorance to 
understanding, from irrationality to reason, from childishness and immaturity to 
adulthood and maturity.  This narrative utterly fails to account for how religious 
sensibilities have shaped and contributed to its evolution.  The story is much more 
complex, in which religious belief, motivation, and sensibilities play a crucial and 
enduring role. 

The crucial development that Taylor maps is not humanism, per se, but a form of 
humanism, now dominant, that excludes any reference to a reality above or beyond the 
human being.  It is this rejection that warrants the term, “exclusive,” in that, unlike all 
forms of humanism up to this point in history, “its notion of human flourishing makes 
no reference to something higher which humans should reverence or love or 
acknowledge.”10 The point is not that exclusive humanism is the only option available, 
but that it has become widely viable and embraced by a broad cross section of the 
population.  Exclusive humanism can take many forms, but the common thread that 

                                                
9 A Secular Age, p. 18. 
10 A Secular Age, p. 245-6. 
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binds these forms together is the “common feature of positing a purely horizontal or 
anthropocentric picture of human flourishing.”11 

Interestingly, Taylor has a certain amount of admiration for this development—he 
regards it as an achievement. Taylor has no desire to return to a medieval conception of 
the good.  He holds to a muted, but nevertheless true, sense of progress.  It’s good that 
at least we collectively assert (whether we consistently live into it or not) that we value 
all human life, and seek to eliminate previous stratifications in society that privilege 
some over others.  With this, the ability to render life as purposeful and meaningful 
without a vertical axis of reference is as remarkable as it is unprecedented.  It is an 
achievement, Taylor believes, even if it opens up deep problems with its 
accomplishments.  While the possibility of conceiving of one’s life with a purely 
horizontal reference is not unknown, what is unprecedented is the degree to which this 
way of life has become the reasonable, even default, option for so many people.   

We believe this slow unfolding in the West toward exclusive humanism has had the 
direct effect of eroding the importance of the pastor in larger society.  The pastor has 
moved from being the one who provided the vision of flourishing (Augustine, Beckett, 
Edwards) to being the one who held accountable the secular institutions that provide 
flourishing, (Beecher and Fosdick) to being too corrupt, apathetic, or self involved to 
care about flourishing.  This perceived perception, in turn, has led many pastors to dive 
headlong into political activism (at least on social media), policing other pastors’ 
language and views.  Inside the vacuum of pastoral identity’s lost relation to 
transcendence, a kind of political activism has materialized that supports a closed world 
structure inside the immanent frame.  

3- The experience of cross-pressure & pluralization   

Central to the story of belief in a secular age is its pluralization of belief.    

Religious belief now exists in a field of choices which include various forms of 
demurral and rejection; Christian faith exists in a field where there is also a wide 
range of other spiritual options. But the interesting story is not simply one of 
decline, but also of a new placement of the sacred or spiritual in relation to 
individual and social life. This new placement is now the occasion for 
recompositions of spiritual life in new forms, and for new ways of existing both 
in and out of relation to God.12  

The experience Taylor names as “cross pressure” is the pull believers feel towards 
unbelief, even as they believe.  This experience of “cross pressure” is no less true for those 
who do not believe.  Believers and unbelievers alike live with the awareness of 
countless others—many of whom may be close to them—who do not share their take on 

                                                
11 Ruth Abbey, p. 5. 
12 A Secular Age, p. 437. 
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life.  This brings us back to the dynamic of “fragilization” of both belief and unbelief.  
“In a pluralist world in which many forms of belief and unbelief jostle and hence 
fragilize each other,”13 it’s not hard to imagine making a different choice even if one 
never does.   

How do we live well in the open space that Taylor describes?  How do we act as pastors 
and hold onto a pastoral identity when cross-pressure is endemic—when there is no 
space to secure ourselves or our people beyond or outside the cross pressure of 
unbelief?  How can we ride the currents of cross pressure in a way that does not deplete 
and depress, but inspires and awakens? How can we avoid feeling muddled and 
battered with little to do but resign ourselves to engaging in a kind of sentimental mop-
up operation?  

Taylor provides a counter to the narrative of the inevitability of decline that so easily 
overtakes religious leaders.  Instead, he inspires a reading of the way religious life and 
sensibilities are being expressed in our time, and calls us to be responsive to and 
interactive with those expressions.  Taylor encourages us to own up to our own 
experience as pilgrims in the immanent frame. He suggests we embrace searching, and, 
as pastors, help our people search.  Even as we seek to reach beyond what is readily 
available and accessible, we can live, and inspire others to live, open to transcendence. 

Taylor acknowledges that pastors have a challenging task:  “that of holding together in 
one sacramental union modes of living faith.”  He names those modes as traversing a 
spectrum from “seekers” (those who live with a deep sense of the inadequacy of life in 
the immanent frame and yet remain uncertain in their faith) to “dwellers” (those who 
don’t think of themselves as coming to faith, but as being in the faith).   Thriving 
congregational life in the early 21st Century will be increasingly responsive to this 
challenge. 

Any church which has so many pat and readymade answers, and so little sense 
of the enigmas of existence is not likely to appear plausible to seekers today; 
unless that is, they get beyond the surface experience and frequent the saints and 
mystics who have been consistently nourishing this faith.14  

4- The rise of an ethic of authenticity.    

What Taylor identifies as “the age of authenticity,” has its roots in romantic responses 
to French enlightenment philosophy and the Philosophers.  Yet, this romantic 
movement, particularly in its bohemian form, was only a minority response to 
modernity until the 1960’s.  Since the 1960’s a new age—a new sense of fullness—has 
arrived, which claims that every human being has a right to define for oneself what it 
means for them to be human.  And in turn, the only authority one should follow is what 

                                                
13 Ibid., p. 531. 
14 Taylor, “The Church Speaks—To Whom?”p. 19. 
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speaks to you, as an individual.   No religious institution, denomination, or even 
national identity can impose on you what it means for you to live a life of meaning and 
purpose. If you don’t want to fight in Vietnam, run your family business, or be a 
Presbyterian, then you shouldn’t.  There is only one duty you have: to follow “what 
speaks to you.”  

Identity has shifted from being rooted in a collective history, to being found in 
individual expression. My identity is no longer necessarily tied to a history but is that 
which I decide to express to the world. I’m called first and foremost to express (loudly 
and proudly) how I live out my own individual way of being me—and the new 
morality says that no one should oppose my right to express my identity. 

Taylor calls this transition ‘the move into an expressive individualism’— promoting 
expressiveness over duty.  It is now only by being me (my individual expressive identity) 
that I’ll discover meaning and purpose. There is no longer any transcendent referent to 
meaning and purpose that does not begin and end with me. I may be able to find 
spirituality, but its epicenter will be not outside me, but within me. “Thus the injunction 
would seem to be: let everyone follow his/her own path of spiritual inspiration. Don’t 
be led off yours by the allegation that it doesn’t fit with some orthodoxy.”15 It is only 
within myself, and next to my own chosen identity, that I can find significance.  

And this is most important when it comes to religion and spirituality. What moves you 
individually is what has veracity. There can be no legitimate spirituality, or even 
religious function, without having expressive meaning, giving you, individually, a 
purpose.16  

The religious life or practice that I become part of must not only be my choice, 
but it must speak to me, it must make sense in terms of my spiritual 
development as I understand this. This takes us farther. The choice of 
denomination was understood to take place within a fixed cadre, say that of the 
apostles' creed, the faith of the broader "church". Within this framework of belief, 
I choose the church in which I feel most comfortable. But if the focus is going 
now to be on my spiritual path, thus on what insights come to me in the subtler 
languages that I find meaningful, then maintaining this or any other framework 
becomes increasingly difficult.17  

The articulation of this dynamic in our cultural life will likely not come as a big 
revelation to any of us.  However, Taylor helps us understand how this development 
has informed, and has been informed by, religious sensibilities and the conditions of 

                                                
15 A Secular Age, p. 489. 
16 There is an important distinction to uphold between “what moves me” as an inner process 
that begins and remains in my own independent self-definition, and Rosa’s concept of 
“resonance” – which we will discuss more later – which necessarily comes from outside the self. 
17 A Secular Age, p. 486 
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religious belief.  There is no going back to a time when the drive for authenticity does 
not shape self-understanding or, for that matter, religion.  Neither does Taylor set out to 
convince us that the age of authenticity has been a wholly negative development. (In 
fact, he thinks it an overall gain, with some problematic excesses).  In many ways, the 
age of authenticity represents an advance, in that it recovers the importance of 
experience to human existence and identity—a dimension of human self-understanding 
that had, with the rise of instrumental reason, become muted.  Religious life, detached 
from the inner life of the individual, degrades belief into an over-emphasis on 
propositions, detached from bodily existence.   Taylor names this movement towards a 
disembodied spirituality the “excarnation” of Christian life and identity.18 

Throughout A Secular Age and other writings, Taylor affirms the progress of 
humankind even as he traces what has been lost, or at the very least marginalized or 
rendered opaque, in the course of that progress.  But Taylor also does not tell a 
triumphalist narrative.  In identifying Christianity as a way to live open to 
transcendence, he does not authorize a smugness that celebrates the deficits of our 
cultural circumstance as something to be exploited by some ready-made Christian 
answer.  Rather, he provides a reading of our current circumstance that demands of 
believers both self-critique and humility, while inspiring in them a certain kind of 
confidence and agency.  While not nostalgic, he names the experience of the loss of a 
past in which belief and faith were more immediately plausible, culturally consonant, 
and institutionally buttressed. He describes the conditions of life in our secular age that 
can leave pastors feeling like the world is marching on and they are doing their best to 
hold the line on ways of seeing, thinking and being with diminishing traction and 
appeal.  If we are honest, as pastors, we have to admit there are more than a few days 
when we find ourselves feeling that diminishment within ourselves. 19 

                                                
18 In naming the movement from enchantment to disenchantment, Taylor observes, “We have 
moved from an era in which religious life was more "embodied", where the presence of the 
sacred could be enacted in ritual, or seen, felt, touched, walked towards (in pilgrimage); into 
one which is more "in the mind", where the link with God passes more through our endorsing 
contested interpretations—for instance, of our political identity as religiously defined, or of God 
as the authority and moral source underpinning our ethical life.” (A Secular Age, p. 554) 
19 This brings to mind an image that comes from the life of John Muir—the conservationist and 
explorer of the American wilderness. While on a hike through the Sierras in December of 1874, 
making his way through the magnificent spruce, fir and pine trees, he stopped at the cabin of a 
friend.  While there, a raging storm blew in and he decided that, rather than hunker down in the 
shelter of the cabin, he would push out into the woods—the open space—to take it in.  
Venturing forth, he chose the tallest tree amidst a grove of Douglas Spruce—about 100 feet 
high.  Being an experienced tree climber, Muir made his way to the treetop.  “Never before did I 
experience so noble an exhilaration of motion…bending and swirling backwards and forwards, 
round and round…while I clung with muscles firm brace like an insect on a reed…I felt safe 
and free to take the wind into my pulses and enjoy the excited forest from my superb 
outlook…I kept my lofty perch for hours…frequently closing my eyes…to enjoy the music by 
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Disenchanted Time, and the Acceleration of Time 

While Taylor takes us far in naming the pastoral malaise, something else seems needed 
to truly get a handle the issues pastors and congregations face.  In the early parts of A 
Secular Age, Taylor explains that we needed a very different conception of time to 
achieve the kind of secular age we now inherit.  By this, he means we needed a sense of 
time not as full (of demons, mystery, apocalyptic threat) but rather emptied, and 
unfolding as sequential points on a linear line.  Time is now framed in mathematical 
terms, not mystical ones (for instance, by modernity’s empirical instrumental counting, 
July 24th is no different than December 25th or better, Good Friday). Time, Taylor asserts, 
must be emptied to be straightened, becoming nothing more than mathematical points 
on the chart of unfolding of history.  Time, then, is not full, but, as Rosa argues, emptied 
to be accelerated.  Modernity disenchants time so it can speed it up.  This claim, built off 
Taylor, is Rosa’s contribution.   

At first this seems like an abstract statement—any discussion about time risks this!  But 
as we’ll see, Rosa has argued that time is now so sped up in late modernity that we’ve 
lost hold of any clear sense of the good life in the present.  For late modern people, the 
good, or full, life is almost always projected into the future, into living some dream that 
is not yet attained.  Life is actually moving too fast for the good and full life to not be 
projected forward into some future dream state.  We don’t have enough time to really 
live the lives we’re in, so we use much of the time we do have to prepare for the life 
racing toward us from the future.   
 
Rosa believes this acceleration of time leads people to become particularly obsessed 
with resources.  We have little idea of how to live now, but we imagine that if we can 
somehow harvest enough resources now (eg., money, experience, degrees, members, 
programming, budget surpluses) then we can live whatever full life we want in the 
future.  Having these resources will mean we can reach for our dream, even if right now 
it has no content or form (i.e., even if we don’t know yet what our dream is!).   
 

                                                                                                                                                       
itself, or to feast quietly on the delicious fragrance that was streaming past…When the storm 
began to abate, I dismounted and sauntered down through the calming woods.  The storm 
tones died away, and, turning toward the east, I beheld the countless hosts of the forests hushed 
and tranquil….towering above one another on the slopes of the hills like a devout audience. The 
setting sun filled them with amber light, and seemed to say, while they listened, ‘My peace I 
give unto you.’”  Muir  concludes, “As I gazed on the impressive scene, all the so called ruin of 
the storm was forgotten, and never before did these noble woods appear so fresh, so joyous, so 
immortal.” (from chapter 10, “A Wind-Storm in the Forests,” in The Mountains of California, by 
John Muir, 1894).  We think Taylor’s take on our secular age beckons us from the shelters we 
construct to protect us from the winds of cross pressure, into the open space, to lean into the 
crosswinds so indicative of life in a secular age.   
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This resource obsession, we believe, has direct impact on congregational life.   In 
listening to pastors, the crisis most often articulated is the loss of congregational (and 
therefore pastoral) resources.  What pastors and congregations seek most is more 
resources – ideas, strategies, volunteers, tools.  Yet, what Rosa shows us, and we’ll 
unpack below, is that the fear of the loss of resources is only a sign that we’ve lost 
something more fundamental.  It may be that what the local congregation is primarily 
lacking is not funds or members but time.  
 
If there is a pervasive experience in everyday life in late modernity in the West, it is the 
experience that life is speeding up.  Change is the most predictable dimension of our 
shared existence.  Rosa’s critique is not with change, per se, but, even more so, the rate of 
change.  His questions whether—individually and collectively—we are pressing up 
against the limits of our capacity to adapt to this dynamic of acceleration.20 
 
As pastors, we know (in terms of our experience and our theology) time is loaded with 
significance.  Indeed, the subject of time shows up frequently in our preaching, 
teaching, writing, and counseling.  Our people want to be living a full and good life.  
They just don’t seem to have the time to attain it.  Inside this loss of ‘enough time,’ our 
parishioners are seeking help in (often by way of resources for) catching up.   How can 
we live a good, or full, life if it’s moving so fast we often feel like we can barely 
maintain the minimum?   
 

Three Dimensions of Acceleration 

 
There are three dimensions to our experience of acceleration in late modern life that we 
believe find their way directly into congregational life.  They are, 1) technological 
acceleration, 2) the acceleration of social change, and 3) the acceleration of the pace of 
life.21 
 

1- Technological acceleration 

Technological acceleration is the most obvious and measurable.  We all realize that 
apps, microprocessors, and Wi-Fi have changed our lives.  But Rosa explains that to 
truly see technological acceleration’s impact on our lives, we have to see how it has 
sped up transportation, communication, and production.  These are processes within 
society that transform our individual and collective lives.  They’ve radically shifted how 

                                                
20 Rosa’s critique is developed most extensively in the following volumes:  Social Acceleration: A 
New Theory of Modernity, trans. by Jonathan Trejo-Mathys, (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 2013), Alienation and Acceleration: Towards a Critical Theory of Late-Modern Temporality, 
(Aahus University Press, 2010).   
21 Rosa, Social Acceleration, p. 97-148; Alienation and Acceleration, p, 16ff. 
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we experience everyday life in nearly every dimension, touching our relationships, our 
work, and our very sense of living in a material reality.  It is very common, then, to feel 
like our lives have been fundamentally transformed through technological change and 
innovation, and that this change is never-ending (here comes 5G!). While not without 
some gains, we are keenly aware of how technological change and acceleration can be 
dislocating, disconnecting and distracting.  It dislocates us from our embodied 
experience in the present, disconnects us from nature and nature’s rhythms, and 
distracts us through the exponentially expanding availability and access to 
entertainment.   
 
But while technological acceleration often gets the headlines, it’s not the only reality 
speeding us up.  If it were only technology accelerating, we could debate having 
projectors and Wi-Fi in worship services and congregational apps for the nursery.  Our 
conversations could stick to the technea.  Too often, in both congregations and larger 
society, we’ve assumed that technological acceleration is benign, or at least squarely 
locked within efficiency practices and consumer markets.  But if technological 
acceleration is the speeding up of transport, communication and production, then it 
inextricably thrusts change into our social lives as well.   
 

2- Social acceleration 

There is no way to be social beings without movement, discourse, and work (Silicon 
Valley has always known this, which is what gives [or gave] it a bloated view of 
importance).  It was just naively thought that all technological change would bring—
almost de facto—positive, nearly utopian, social change.  But Facebook and Twitter are 
now having to face how their technological acceleration in the area of communication 
has had lasting and negative impact on our social lives—by seemingly maiming 
democracy itself.  (But this is another paper).   
 
If we think of technological change as the speed-up of processes within society, social 
change is the speed-up of the processes of society, our social norms—attitudes and 
values, even fashions, lifestyle—and therefore the very way our social relations are 
mediated.  Our social norms seem to be so quickly changing, most of us can’t keep up.  
What was in bounds, as a social norm yesterday, has shifted today.  This leads certain 
people and groups (often with social media reach) to ‘police’ and call-out others for not 
being up to speed on the evolving norms around gender, sexuality, race and privilege.  
Of late, for instance, pastors have begun policing each other, telling each other, they’d 
better preach about ___ or ___ or they’re immorally behind and “part of the problem.” 
 
Another way we can explore this acceleration of social change, and one that greatly 
impacts denominational Christianity, is to not notice how the good life itself has been 
reframed inside our most stable social structures: family and work.   
 

• Intergenerational Speed 
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In the pre-modern period (before the Reformation and Enlightenment), the good 
life was bound to an intergenerational speed of social change.  Life patterns 
would hold over the course of three or four generations.  To marry was to be 
bound to generations of others (even now dead).  Therefore, the good life was to 
be bound inside an inter-generational story.  You knew yourself as a link in a 
chain of multiple-generations. You were in some way living the same as your 
ancestors before you.  This inter-generational understanding of social life gave us 
a sense that the present was long.  The dead may be dead, but they were still 
living in our practices and stories, still part of our worship community, either 
through the veneration of the saints or by being buried in the graveyard outside 
the church building.  

 
• Generational Speed 

Early modernity (18th and 19th centuries) would have no patience for inter-
generational time.  Rather, early modernity asserted that a good life wasn’t found 
in duty to the narratives and practices of an inter-generational community, but to 
living out of your own life—this was freedom.  In other words, the social norms 
needed to be set to generational speed.  A good life was now loving whom you 
chose for your lifetime (within societal constraints), and working the job you 
chose for your adult life (if you could get it).  The obligation was not to multiple 
generations but to your own lifetime.   

 
Denominational Christianity is built for, and therefore thrives in, generational 
time.  Denominations are stable (and growing) when people marry and work 
(one job) for a lifetime—for a generation.   

 
• Intra-generational Speed 

In late-modernity, the acceleration of social change has clicked forward from 
generational to intra-generational, meaning that people now have a sense that 
they can live multiple lives in a single lifetime.  Family and work are no longer 
assumed to be lifelong commitments.  Our social norms around these structures 
have accelerated.  We no longer whisper, or boldly state, that a person is immoral 
for leaving a spouse and children, or a job or career, because by staying they 
could no longer be the person they wanted to be.  The present now is so short 
that we assume that if we go fast enough, and the norms are indeed pliable 
enough, we can live multiple lives.   

 
Denominational Christianity was built for a time (for a speed) we are no longer in.  The 
denomination is in crisis when time is not at generational but an intra-generational 
speed.  The pastor feels fundamentally behind because she needs the structures of 
generational time, but the norms of accelerating social change have ruled them archaic 
and out sync— placing a tacit uneasiness within the pastor herself.           
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So, as the rate of social change escalates, the past feels less reliable as a guide for and to 
the present.  At the same time, the future feels more uncertain, less predicable, and 
increasingly contingent. The bandwidth of orientation for one’s life narrows to the 
present even as our experience of the present itself contracts—that is it remains stable 
for shorter and shorter periods of time.  
 

3- Acceleration of the Pace of Life 

The third dimension of acceleration Rosa identifies is the acceleration of the pace of life.  
By “pace of life,” Rosa means “the speed and compression of actions and experiences in 
everyday life.”22 It was previously assumed that the acceleration of both technology and 
social change would give us more time, loosening the noose of acceleration, imposing a 
worldwide 20-hour work week, for example.  But this has never occurred.  People are 
not working less and, overall, feeling like they have more time; it’s more like the 
opposite.  With the acceleration of technology and social change, people feel like the 
pace of their lives is speeding up and that time is scarce.  With the right technology and 
infinite possibility, Rosa explains that rather than giving us more time, technological 
acceleration gives us the capacity to do more actions inside a unit of time.   
 
For example, consider the unit of time for correspondence. In 1995 you might have 
allotted a one-hour unit of time in which you could write five letters.  With the 
invention of electronic mail, and your use of it in 1999, you could now write 5 emails in 
15 minutes.  Logically then, this should give you 45 free minutes—time you could use to 
exercise, play with you grandchildren, read or mediate.  But Rosa’s point is it doesn’t 
work this way.  Modernity is not about giving you more time but getting more actions 
inside your units of time.  So now with the invention of email you’re not expected to do 
just five correspondences a day, but 55.  And these 55 emails more than fill that one 
hour time unit—soon they demand more like two hours to be done.  This means, in the 
end, this technological acceleration has not given us more time, but less.  We’re filling 
the time we do have with more and more actions, making time’s scarcity palpable.   
 
It’s no wonder then that both lay people and pastors want resources. Life feels so full—
not full of meaning and purpose, but full of stuff to do, more and more stuff to do (and 
to feel guilty about not doing).  People want a congregation that helps them cope with 
speed.  At the very least, they want one that isn’t a waste of time.  But Rosa believes that 
this continued speeding up, and the desire for more resources to cope with the speed 
(which compounds things, because to get these resources costs more time), has the 
effect of keeping us from feeling anything.  It alienates us from life itself.  We’re going too 
fast to live.  We believe this is the heart of the pastoral/congregational crisis.     
 

                                                
22 Rosa, Alienation and Acceleration, p. 85. 
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Gaining Speed, Losing Transcendence 

 
The dynamic of acceleration comes into clear focus when we understand how 
acceleration in these three dimensions—technology, social change, and the pace of life—
create a mutually reinforcing circle of acceleration.  Technological acceleration tends to 
increase the rate of social change, which in turn unavoidably increases the experienced 
pace of life, which then induces an ongoing demand for technological acceleration in 
the hopes of saving time, and so on back around the circle.  Rosa views this cycle of 
acceleration to be a “closed, self-propelling system.”  It’s not that we feel as if we are on 
a slippery slope, but rather that we are standing on slipping slopes. To stand still is to 
fall behind…we have to run faster and faster just to stay in place.23 
 
Then the most fundamental, yet hidden, question we face is, Is there a speed limit to 
modern life?  When does our push for acceleration hit its threshold? There is abundant 
evidence that we are nearing this limit.  As we continue to accelerate, fault-lines are 
becoming apparent. For example, the ecological crisis, crisis of democracy, and even the 
mental health crisis, may all have their origin in acceleration.  The natural world, 
democracy and the human psyche cannot just be continually sped up. At some point 
speed itself will break down these realties.  In turn, we might ask, has the congregation 
hit a speed limit?  Or to say it another way, are people going so fast that experiences of 
transcendence (and even their necessity) are eclipsed?  Is it speed that fragiziles belief 
by disconnecting us from the world itself?  If we’re moving so fast that we feel alienated 
not only from ourselves, but from the world, how can we hear a living God speak to us?   
 
Rosa explains that the consequence of continued acceleration is alienation.24  We begin 
to move so fast that we feel more on the surface of the world than in it, like we’re 
moving too fast to live.  Late modernity’s push to change, and change some more, has 
produced not freedom, but despondency.  In late modernity, depression and burnout 
(which Rosa sees as connected) have become endemic.  We contend that this is what’s 
affecting congregations and pastors.  They mutually feel a sense of despondency and 
burnout (secretly resenting each other for not solving the problem of their speed 

                                                
23 See Rosa, Social Acceleration, p. 151ff.  Rosa talks about this as “dynamic stabilization.” A 
society is modern when its mode of stabilization is dynamic, always requiring (material) 
growth, (technological) acceleration, and (cultural) innovation in order to maintain institutional 
status quo. Modern society is defined by the need to increase, accelerate, keep moving forward 
and faster, in order to stay as is. Without growth things collapse; the structure of businesses, 
healthcare, the economy – even congregations- cannot hold. 
24 Alienation is a mode of being in the world with no internal vibrant relationship. The world is 
within reach instrumentally, and while one is casually connected they feel dead to it, non-
responsive. It feels silent and gray and inaccessible, and one may be indifferent or even hostile 
toward it. When someone feels alienated they pursue ends or follow practices—which are not 
forced upon them by external factors or actors, but—which they do not really want or support.  
See Alienation and Acceleration, p. 83ff. 
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fatigue), because they cannot keep up with the speed.  It then becomes counter 
productive—and a perpetuation of the closed spin of the immanent frame—to call 
pastors and congregations to innovate and speed up to change.  This only makes the 
closed structure of the immanent frame more actual.   
  
Rosa helps us see is that life in the immanent frame reveals an ever-expanding universe 
of possibility that, at the same time, contracts the soul, evacuates time, and disorients 
the self in unprecedented ways.  If we think of life in the immanent frame as the living 
of everyday life along the horizontal plane with only a fleeting sense, if any, of 
transcendence, then a “good life” becomes defined in relation to what is ‘available, 
accessible, and attainable’25 within the immanent frame.   Under such conditions, the 
pursuit of the good life does not rise above the drive to accumulate more resources.  It 
becomes an initiative to maximize one’s reach for what is ‘available, accessible and 
attainable’—to move as fast as possible to experience as much as possible in the course 
of one’s increasingly limited present.  Up against the limitation of our own morality 
within widening horizons of possibility, the logic that drives this escalating acceleration 
has coopted our longing for eternity.26   We don’t just forgo eternity, we re-inscribe it, 
reframe it, and it becomes interpreted immanently. 
 
Given these powerful drives and impulses of late modernity moving and motivating in 
the West, inspiring and compelling us individually and collectively, pastors and 
congregations have a tough row to hoe.   It is hard to resist the temptation to do our best 
to match the accelerating, escalating flow of late modern life.  It’s easy to become 
obsessed with the need for change and innovation, increasing the range of what is 
available, accessible, and attainable, in order to match the sensibilities of our 
parishioners adapted to the escalating flow of late modern life.  As a consequence of 
going with the flow of social acceleration, “church time” reflects less and less another 
kind of time, a sacred time, and instead becomes a slower, much less captivating 
version of life in the immanent frame. 
 
Theologically speaking, there is much at the heart of church life—by its very nature and 
practice—that ought to have us swimming against the strong currents at work in the 
larger culture.  
 
• We operate within the framework of eternity…of sacred time.  We proclaim the 

Communion of Saints, the resurrection of the dead, and the life everlasting.  
• Central to our practice is the regular, weekly rhythm of gatherings—of all 

generations—in time and space to practice common rituals of worship.  These are 
                                                
25 Rosa, “Available, accessible, attainable: The Mindset of Growth and the Resonance 
Conception of the Good Life,” in The Good Life Beyond Growth: New Perspectives,” eds., Hartmut 
Rosa and Christoph Henning (New York, NY: Routledge, 2018), p. 39ff.   
26 Alienation and Acceleration, see “Driving Wheels of Social Acceleration” sec, 2 “Cultural Motor: 
Promise of Eternity.”  
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rooted in an ancient past, orient us to the fullness of the present, and connect us to 
the living God who calls us onward toward a future that is both now and not yet.   

• We connect the importance of sacred narrative to the narrative of our own lives 
(binding past, present and future), through which we know meaning and purpose. 

 
A central question to raise for our conversation is; What does it mean to for the church to 
offer an alternative to the dynamics of acceleration, and attitudes, perspectives and practices it 
privileges?  For a variety of reasons, we can feel that our efforts are not sufficient to the 
demand.  Without understanding and recognizing the dynamic of acceleration at work, 
as pastors and congregations we are vulnerable to being caught up in a temporal 
existence no longer oriented by transcendence. We live and act in ways more fitting and 
accommodating to secular time than sacred time. We are more adjusted to the 
excarnation of immanence than to the incarnation of transcendence.   
 

Resonance 

 
What might be a counter to this dynamic of social acceleration?  We might think it is to 
deliberately slow down.  When Rosa’s theory of social acceleration began making 
important headway in German society, he was coined the “slowdown guru.”  Yet, as 
Rosa repeatedly has asserted, he has never directly called for slowdown.  While some 
slowdown may be helpful, this misses the larger point of Rosa’s theory.  The danger (or 
cancer) of acceleration isn’t speed per se, but the way speed alienates us from the world, 
from core human connection with one another and the world itself.  Modern 
accelerating speed alienates us from life, from feeling like the world (or, as we would 
say, a personal God) is speaking to us, drawing us into something full.  Therefore, 
Rosa’s response to acceleration is not slowdown, but resonance.   
 
Resonance is rooted in a deep reading of the human being and what it means for us to 
live in vibrant relationship to the world.  Rosa wants to get us back into our bodies, 
attend more closely to our relationships, to become attuned to the manifold ways the 
world speaks to us, and to recover a sense of our own voice and agency.27  Resonance is 
alienation’s other.   
 
Even though the world is alive with potential for resonance and even though we are 
wired for resonance—the experience of resonance is not a given.  Rosa believes the 
social conditions of late modernity have had a corrosive effect on our capacity for 
resonance.  He names this loss as the loss of “the axes of resonance between self and 
world.”   In his 500-page book, Resonance: A Sociology of Our Relationship to the World, 
Rosa makes his case for how a theory of resonance provides a best account of the 

                                                
27 Rosa’s develops his theory of resonance most extensively in , Resonance: A Sociology of Our 
Relationship to the World, (Medford, MA: Polity Press, 2019, Eng. Ed.). 
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human being and of the nature of the world beyond us and what it means to live in 
vital relation to that world.   
 
In effect, resonance is an elaboration of what it means to live in the immanent frame of 
our secular age in a way that is open to transcendence.  We do not think, nor would 
Rosa himself claim, that resonance is a theological concept.  It is, however, theologically 
suggestive and evocative for the practice of ministry and congregational life under the 
conditions of social acceleration and alienation.  It takes seriously the dynamics of late 
modern life, and no less seriously the capacity of the human being to be situated in the 
world in a way that is not wholly determined by those dynamics.  Because of the nature 
of the human being and the world, there exists always the possibility for and experience 
of life that transcends whatever constraints or limitations a given cultural context may 
impose upon our experience of the fullness of life.   
 

Four Core Elements of Resonance 

 
Rosa identifies four core elements to the experience of resonance: 1- emotion, 2- 
affection, 3- transformation, and 4- elusiveness.28  The first two, emotion and affection, 
are phenomenological; they are feelings, but feelings that take us out of our very selves.  
 

1- Emotion is the experience of being touched and moved, of feeling something.  
But at best this is recognized as being addressed by something or someone from 
beyond yourself: a person, a piece of music, a place, nature, or art.  
 
2- Affection names the experience of responsivity—the ability to reach out and 
establish a connection.  Affection is to feel a pull, to even love it, the love borne in 
the feelings but also in the discourse of reaching out.  If emotion names one’s 
awakening, affection is the experience of agency. These two must be held in 
dialectical tension.   
 

The next two are framed under what Rosa calls “efficacy.”  The first of these two are 
transformation.  
 

3-  Transformation speaks to the way we are changed by the experience of 
resonance.  Resonance is an event from outside you that, in one degree or 
another, changes you.  We feel alive, like life is flowing through us when we are 
changed, particularly by encountering something from outside us.  For instance, 
after reading a book, hearing music or attending a worship service, we feel in 
some way that we have been changed.  We see ourselves and the world 

                                                
28 Rosa, “Available, accessible, attainable,” see Rosa, Hartmut; Henning, Christopher The Good 
Life Beyond Growth (London: Routledge, 2018), 39-51. 



 Page 24 of 46 

differently.  It is filled with new possibilities that include us but are also beyond 
us.   
 
4- Elusiveness is the final element of resonance.  Elusiveness directly names 
what’s been insinuated with transformation: a deep sense that resonance is non-
controllable.  While there are identifiable conditions that make resonance more 
likely, it is finally unpredictable. Resonance is not an experience that can be 
commodified, stored or accumulated, or be called up by an act of one’s will.  It is 
rooted in an encounter with a real other that speaks in its/their own voice.  Rosa 
is very clear, resonance is not an echo or amplification of our own voice—it to be 
taken up by something we know is outside of us.   

 
Because the presence of an “other” is crucial to resonance, consonance or pure harmony 
is not equivalent to resonance.  Rosa is adamant about this.  Resonance is always 
through encounter, and at times, suffering.  It is born from a sense of some kind of 
discourse with something other.  There is always “word and response,” to give Rosa 
our own theological language.   Difference, opposition, even contradiction, are by no 
means incompatible to conditions that result in resonance.  Resonance resides in the 
tension between consonance and dissonance.   
 

Three Dimensions of Resonance: Social, Material & Existential 

 
Rosa identifies three dimensions of resonance—dimensions of our relationship to the 
world: social, material, and existential.  The dimensions can be situated along three 
distinct axes:  horizontal, diagonal, and vertical.  The horizontal (social) axis speaks to our 
experience of being related to others— to lovers, friends, family, and to fellow citizens 
in a democracy.  What Rosa calls the diagonal (material) axis names our relationship to 
objects—natural or artifacts, objects of art, books, materials with which we work.  The 
vertical (existential) axis identifies our relationship to life, to existence, and to the 
universe writ large.29    
 
In late modern society there are resonance facilitating and resonance inhibiting  
institutions, practices and modes of socialization.  Rosa identifies various spheres of 
resonance in the context of everyday life such as work, family, friendship, art, religion, 
and nature.  But he is convinced that the pressures of acceleration, and the way it 
predisposes us toward a competitive mode of existence, block and degrade our 
experience of resonance. 
 
For example in the congregational context where David serves, family life (one of the 
contexts for resonant relationships) seems increasingly shaped by competition and the 

                                                
29 Resonance, p. 195-304. 
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fear of children falling behind and missing out.  Consequently, parents work tirelessly 
and commit enormous financial and temporal resources to the enhancements of their 
children’s education (through a myriad of extracurricular activities such as drama, 
music, and sports) to maximize their potential and optimize their capacities that will 
provide them with the best range of quality options to access the good life.  Parents 
speak often of how uneasy they feel about the stress their kids feel, how overloaded 
their schedules are, and how stretched they feel as parents in keeping up and keeping 
track.  At the same time, they talk of feeling powerless to operate at a different speed, 
according to other measures of what it means to be a good parent.  Rosa suggests, in 
rather stark terms, that “the loss of resonance in family life…lies less in personal or 
familial failure as much as in the impossibility of preserving individual islands of 
resonance in an otherwise repulsive world.”30   
 
There is so much more that could be said about the horizontal (social)31 and diagonal 
(material)32 axes of resonance, and how they illuminate the good life and the 
possibilities for living well even under the problematic conditions of late modern life.  
                                                
30 Resonance, p. 209 
31 For example, in his discussion of the horizontal axes of resonance, Rosa speaks of the power 
of forgiveness: “If the possibility and practice of forgiveness constitute an essential condition of 
the human capacity for resonance as such, this poses interesting questions for the project of 
developing a critique of relations of resonance. Social institutions and interactions that are 
systematically geared toward calculation and accounting as such leave no room for forgiveness. 
In a society whose dominant mode of interaction is competition, and whose subjects 
consequently are subjected to pressures of optimization in nearly all areas of life, the concept of 
forgiveness (along with the resulting possibility of a new beginning) tends to lose all meaning. …  
If a society produces systematically guilty subjects without also establishing a site or authority 
or practice of forgiveness, it may well also systematically undermine its own capacity for 
resonance. Perhaps an individual and collective burnout will then be necessary in order to 
enable a new beginning. (Resonance, p. 214-215)  
Rosa sees a place for an understanding of sin in relation to resonance:  “From the perspective of 
resonance theory…sin is to be understood as a state of resonancelessness, or rather resistance to 
resonance, in which the subject is neither ready, willing, nor able to hear any voice but its own.  
Martin Luther considered this to be the essence of sin, as well. Sinful is “the soul curved in on 
itself” or the person concerned solely with himself (homo incurvatus in se ipsum), who because of 
his inability to open himself up to the Other or to others circles only around himself, feeling 
himself cut off from everything around him.” (Resonance, p. 265) 
32 In his discussion of the diagonal (material) axis of resonance (which includes the spheres of 
work, education, sports, and consumption), he makes the following observations on 
consumerism and resonance in late modern society:  “the enduring allure of 
consumption…rests on the fact that our longing for resonance is…reliably transformed into a 
desire for objects or commodities.  In most cases, especially those charged with desire, what we 
are buying is a promise of resonance…By purchasing something as a commodity, we hope to 
appropriate a part of the world and thereby achieve a deeper and more intense form of relating 
to the world.  (Resonance, p. 255) “[T]he secret of consumer capitalism lies in transforming the 
desire for relationship into a mute desire for objects.”  (Resonance, p. 256) 
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However, here we will focus in on Rosa’s discussion of religion and religious 
communities as a context conducive to the cultivation of the vertical (existential) axis of 
resonance.  
 

Resonance and Religious Experience 

 
It is in his discussion of the vertical (existential) axis that Rosa incorporates religious 
experience and sensibilities into his theory of resonance (drawing upon the work of 
Karl Jaspers, William James, Martin Buber, and Friedrich Schleiermacher). 
 

To me, the central element of the bible, or the Koran, is the idea that at the root of 
our existence, at the heart of our being, there is not a silent, indifferent or 
repulsive universe, dead matter or blind mechanisms; but a process of resonance 
and response; someone who hears and sees us and who finds ways and means to 
teach us and to respond, who breathes life into us in the first place. The very 
practice of prayer for the believer opens up such an ‘axis’ which connects his 
innermost core with the outermost reality.  The praying person turns inward and 
outward at the same time.33 

 
He identifies the appeal of religion for its view of an  “accommodating, responsive 
world that touches us, and that we are capable of meeting in turn.”  He frames the 
narrative of Scripture and its relevance to resonance theory in the following way: 
 

From Solomon’s plea to Jesus’ cry on the cross, the Bible seems to be a singular 
document of human pleading, begging, praying, waiting and hoping, whispering 
and shouting for an answer.  And one might also add that its response to all of 
this pleading is a single great promise:  There is one who hears you, who 
understands you, who can find ways and means of reaching you and responding 
to you.”34 

 
Rosa situates the typical worship service in which Eucharist is celebrated as an 
experience of the vertical (existential) axis of resonance, which is no less expressive of 
the horizontal (social) axis of resonance in its emphasis on the fellowship of the 
gathered community, and sees also the diagonal (material) resonant relationships 
expressed in the way worshippers relate to artifacts of bread, chalice, wine, cross, and 
altars—all of which are charged with resonant capacities.  Thus the very act of worship 

                                                
33 Available, accessible, attainable, p. 49. 
34Resonance, p. 261.  Rosa picks upon Taylor’s notion of the fragilization of belief in a secular age 
when he surmises the “the idea of a responsive world ultimately cannot be defended from 
within the cognitive horizon of enlightened, rational modernity, according to which the 
universe presents only a silent drama performed under the direction of laws of nature.” (p. 265) 
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encompasses all three axes of resonance, “mutually activating and reinforcing each 
other.” (263) 
 
“Religion,” Rosa proposes,  “is then a promise that the world or the universe or God 
still speaks (or sings) to us even when we are incapable of hearing it, when all our axes 
of resonance have fallen mute.”35 
 
 

Tensions Facing Pastors and Congregations, revisited 

 
 Taylor and Rosa give us a richer interpretive perspective with which to see the 
challenges facing us as pastors and congregations in late modernity.36  
 
• Lay participation has narrowed significantly over the past three decades.  While folks 

continue to claim high regard for church participation, they are less available to take on roles 
and responsibilities.  One consequence of this shift in patterns of participation is that 
congregations may require more paid staff to sustain congregational life even though the size 
of the congregation may be holding steady or decreasing. 

 
This is the acceleration of modernity meeting Protestant congregational life.  Because in 
late modernity busyness is a measure of fullness, people often intuitively want and seek 
out a busy church.  Yet, personally, they have no time to serve in keeping the church 
busy.  Therefore, more staff is needed to attract more busy people who don’t have the 
capacity to experience the fullness of time, but only its acceleration. 

 
We worry that language of innovation becomes a strategy to get the church up to speed.  
But it further disconnects people from sacred time.  Often innovation and strategies for 
increasing (growth, relevance and resources) only accelerate time, flattening 
individuals’ and communities’ purpose, and therefore de facto extracting possibilities for 
experiences of transcendence from their lives.  This is the very opposite of what we’re 
hoping to do as pastors and congregations. 
 
• This trend towards diminished participation is especially evident among younger families.  

What counts as “active participation" continues to be defined down to monthly or bi-
monthly attendance, (if that).  Again, this demographic would claim that this shift is not 
because they have concluded that church life matters less, but because they feel overwhelmed 

                                                
35 Resonance, p. 265 
36 There is much more to be said about resonance and how it illuminates the good life and the 
possibilities for living well, even under the problematic conditions of late modern life, than can 
be explored in this paper. To go deeper, see Rosa’s Resonance, and the forthcoming, The 
Congregational in the Secular Age by Andrew Root.   
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with the increasing demands of everyday life. It is less a matter of shifting priorities than a 
multiplication of competing options and obligations.  While that may be true, many pastors 
cannot help but feel a thinning substantive connection between communal 
practice/participation and personal faith. 
 

Through Rosa and Taylor’s view we can say that the connection between practice and 
faith is thinning because the good life is projected almost completely into the future.  In 
late modernity the good life has very little, if any, content in the present.  Parents have 
little idea of what it would mean to tell their children how to live a good life right now.   
The good life has become a projection into the future—preparing for living whatever 
dream you might wish to live in some coming future.  To get this dream, parents can 
help the child accrue the resources deemed necessary to live that undefined dream in 
the future.   
 
Purpose, then, has no substance now, and parents aren’t looking for congregations to 
pass on the content of purpose and a good life.  Rather, purpose itself is only found in 
some future state.  All we can do is try to give our children (or ourselves) the resources 
we might need for living whatever dream we might want in some undefined future.  
Parents then have to choose if, for instance, confirmation or AAU basketball will give 
their child a better opportunity to live his or her dream.  Does confirmation or robotics 
provide more accessibility, availability, and attainability of resource for some future, 
undefined good life?  In this kind of ranking, congregational participation will always 
lose.   
 
Innovation, at least as it comes to us from Silicon Valley, is fundamentally based on 
creating resources that accelerate us to possess more resources.  This locks us in an 
immanent frame.  Resources-obsession is always embedded within the self, with the 
goal of making the self better resourced, so the self can eventually be all the self desires 
for itself.  But then we are never moved outside ourselves to encounter the possibility of 
transcendence, which always meets us as other.  While we are aimed at living (an 
undefined) purpose and good life in the future, without content or significance outside 
of us that meets us at the limit of our own selves, we do not seek or cultivate lived 
experiences of transcendence. 
 
• Most young adults of families in our congregations—even those who may have come through 

highly regarded faith formation programs—are opting out of participation in any 
congregation.  The common experience of church families is that the faith of our fathers and 
mothers is not “living still” in our children…at least not in the way it once did. 

 
Taylor has taught us that the closed spin of the immanent frame is tempting.  These 
young adults still want spirituality; they still desire some sense of fullness that can give 
their lives purpose and meaning.  Following Rosa, we believe they deeply desire to 
encounter resonance, but are often not sure how to deal with fragilization, or whether 
resonance can be found inside congregational life.   
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They have not been given a theology and practice of ministry borne from within 
fragilization itself (we believe, following a Protestant theologia crucis that dwelling in 
fragilization can indeed lead to events of resonance).  As a matter of fact, the “better” 
the faith formation programs and youth ministry are, the more such young adults are 
buffered from fragilization.  They find not a theology and practice of ministry that seeks 
God in fragilization, but instead one which avoids fragilization, protecting them from it.  
This has been deeply counter-productive, as we’re now seeing.   
 
Faith formation and youth ministry programs have been mobilized more for what 
Taylor calls (drawing from Wuthnow) dwellers than seekers.  Taylor believes only by 
pilgrimage, journey, and seeking can we can find again ‘open skylights to 
transcendence’ in the immanent frame.   
 
Facing decline, congregation and pastors have made decline the focus, rather than 
journeying with a people in fear, doubt, joy and suffering, and interpreting those 
moments of resonance.  Taylor believes inside this fragilization the only kind of belief is 
believing again.   
 
Faith formation programs need to gut themselves of retention desires and instead seek 
to invite those participating to start over, to seek to believe again. (An example of this 
could be to see confirmation as an occasion to invite young people to a process of 
looking and seeking, then to stand before the congregation on Confirmation Sunday 
believing again).  
 
• Denominational structures are unraveling and imploding.  The common experience of 

pastors and their congregations is that such entities feel increasingly irrelevant. They are 
viewed more as a drain on resources than a conduit of vital connection to a larger ecclesial 
history, community, and identity. This can leave pastors and congregations feeling 
progressively more isolated, void of a meaningful community of shared belief and practice. 

 
The implication of Rosa and Taylor is that denominational structures will indeed 
struggle in this time.  Taylor has reminded us that we’re in an age of authenticity, 
where the highest good is to find your own unique way of being human outside of 
beureaucratic/institutional structures.  The denomination was constructed before the 
age of authenticity and demands some kind of mobilizing loyalty.  Oddly, mainline 
denominations keep affirming the high good of the age of authenticity (we’re the 
church which affirms that you should always do you), not realizing that this very 
commitment erodes the necessary foundations of loyalty, commitment, and durability 
that denomination needs to survive.   
 
Or to add Rosa, as we saw, we are no longer living in a generational time of the good 
life, but have dialed things up to intra-generational time.  The denomination is built, as 
a structure, to run on generational time.  Its application, if you will, is written for that 
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pace of life.  Yet, that pace of life no longer holds the imaginary of the good life.  To 
continue with the analogy, the operating system of late modernity is intra-generational 
time.  The denomination is trying to run its old application on the new operating 
system, and things are glitching out.  This is felt acutely by pastors, but has been 
difficult to name.  
 
• How pastors spend their time has shifted.  Pastors spend far less time than their predecessors 

did counseling parishioners through personal crises and challenges—therapists are the first 
call. They spend substantially less time visiting in people’s homes, and considerably less time 
teaching classes related to biblical study, spiritual formation, or theological exploration.  
Pastors are busy but feel less effective, less engaged by the work that takes up their time.  It is 
not uncommon for pastors to feel they are not doing enough to turn the tide of growing 
indifference.  Overall, pastors and church staffs feel the pressure to meet rising expectations 
amidst receding engagement. 
 

• Pastors may not be resigning their posts in record numbers, but many find themselves 
drifting into a kind of uneasy resignation, an unmistakable malaise.  This is often 
accompanied by self-blame, and a struggle against depression and burnout—perhaps, in part, 
due to a feeling that they are running faster and faster just to stay in place.  

 
 

• As “growth” levels off or declines, blame is often assigned to the pastor, leading to a demand 
for increased innovative programming that attends to shifting preferential options and more 
attention paid to the “felt needs” of congregants.  Even when pastors succeed in generating 
such initiatives, the level of actual congregational participation is often disappointing.  To be 
sure, congregants are pleased to be part of a congregation that makes an increasing range of 
learning and fellowship opportunities available.  However, as noted above, congregants 
experience their lives as overflowing with demands that make them less available to 
participate. 
 

These expectations are related to the first bullet point – the decrease in lay participation.  
The practices used in an earlier period have been overtaken by the need for the pastor 
to accelerate her church, getting it up to speed.  Yet, we contend that this does 
something damaging to her identity as pastor.  It infuses her practice with a sense of 
alienation—she feels alienated from her people, from her calling, from God.  The 
concession that the church needs to do better and speed up (innovate) opens the pastor 
to an overwhelming risk of alienation, potentially giving her a sense that her vocation 
has little purpose.   
 
A way forward is perhaps to move pastoral identity (and therefore the leadership of 
congregations) away from a framework of the highest good being relevance to resonance.  
Resonance takes us back into divine action as the raison d’etre for the congregation and 
for pastoral identity.  It provides a richer theological commitment, and shifts the energy 
from pursuing a self-produced, immanently-framed outcome, toward receptivity to 
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transcendence and participation in divine action. We contend that when the focus is on 
opening up to resonance, rather than speeding up to relevance, there is a mutual 
reverberation between the pastor and congregation, moving both into life.   
 
• In a time when people are feeling less connected in the world, there is the growing sense that 

the pastor take on a representation of friendship.  There is an increasing emotional desire for 
personal connection to the pastor even as people’s availability, interest, and overall 
engagement in church is receding.  People may expect more individualized attention, 
increasing the likelihood that pastors will fall short.  

 
Building off Alan Ehrenberg’s important work, The Weariness of the Self, Rosa explains 
that the great danger of late modernity is burnout and a high level of depressive 
despondency.  Inside of the acceleration of modernity, we are asked to continually 
speed up, adding more actions inside all of our units of time.  But not just in brute 
utilitarian operations, with style, method, even fashion.  We are to do more, with a 
uniqueness and authenticity that signals we are the kind of self to be admired, that we 
are indeed using acceleration to have a fuller and fuller life.  Rosa’s point is that having 
a fuller and fuller life is not an option in an accelerated modernity.  Our lives are all 
becoming “fuller” and “fuller,” i.e., busier and busier.   
 
The pastor feels the pull to connect with every person, and not necessarily as a person 
who rests with a friend, but as a resource. The pastor is one resource of many gathered 
by those whose lives are fuller and fuller (i.e., busier and busier) in a resource-
accumulating quest, providing a service that will keep them coming and partaking. In 
becoming this resource, the pastor’s personhood is at risk, leading many into an acute 
danger of burnout (See Matt Bloom’s Flourishing in Ministry: How to Cultivate Clergy 
Wellbeing for more on the empirical state of pastoral burnout and despondency). Not 
only is the pastor at risk for burnout, but by conceding that the pastor’s job is to be a 
resource, we perpetuate a late modern lie that equates busyness with fullness. But life-
draining busyness is the opposite of life-giving fullness.  Busyness can make our lives 
full, but it takes us, step by speeding step, into alienation, not resonance.   
 
The pastor has to see his or her purpose as being a guide, friend, companion, and leader 
into a journey of resonance and transcendence. The pastor is not a resource to cope with 
busyness. (It should not be lost on us that often when spiritual care becomes most 
essential, and most directed away from resource-accruing, is when the one needing care 
confesses that they are too depressed to keep up with curating of a unique self.  They 
feel guilty that they’ve wasted so much time living for things that have left them 
alienated and lost, and wish they’d spent their time becomes a different kind of self).        
 

Concluding Thoughts 

Taylor and Rosa give us a better understanding for the context and conditions within 
which pastors and congregations are living and ministering in late modernity. The 
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awareness they give us can release us from cycles of succumbing to and reacting to the 
currents of culture, and reconnect us to our identity and purpose as Church. Taylor 
helps us understand why cultivating communities of vibrant faith is such challenging 
and necessary work these days.  Rosa’s critical analysis of social acceleration and its 
consequences gives us a perspective on the nature of the temporal challenges we face, 
and why we so often feel we are rowing against the currents of emerging cultural 
sensibilities.  His theory of resonance opens up a horizon of understanding, possibility 
and agency.  Rather than nullifying our calling, the conditions of late modern life are 
highlighting the profound importance of the work we have been called to do.  Taylor 
and Rosa’s theories set the context for rich theological work that can spark our 
imaginations for pastoral ministry and congregational life that is open to resonance, 
cultivates opportunities to experience transcendence, and helps us live full and 
meaningful lives. 
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Appendix A: Review of Symposium 
 
What we set out to accomplish: 
Our goal was to produce a white paper that placed the thought of Charles Taylor 
(drawing mostly from his volume, A Secular Age) in conversation with Protestant 
pastoral ministry.  In the course of our research for the paper, we came across the work 
of Hartmut Rosa—a sociologist well known in Germany for his analysis of late modern 
life and the conditions of acceleration and alienation (Alienation and Acceleration: Towards 
a Critical Theory of Late Modern Temporality, 2010; Social Acceleration: A New Theory of 
Modernity, 2013).  Most recently, Rosa has taken up the constructive task of articulating 
the nature of the good life and of human flourishing in light of his critique of late 
modernity (Resonance: A Sociology of Our Relationship to the World, 2019).  Rosa is 
regarded by Charles Taylor as one of the most important interpreters of his work.   
 
We distributed the white paper to twelve pastors and invited them to provide written 
responses to the paper.  In crafting their responses, we asked them to consider the 
following orienting questions: 
 

 • Does the (historical, philosophical, and sociological) analysis of our 
contemporary situation by Taylor and Rosa—as best you can tell from the 
cursory summary we have provided—provide a helpful lens on your 
experience/understanding of pastoral ministry and congregational life? If so, in 
what way? If not, why not?  

 
 • How would a Taylor/Rosa framework of interpretation of our cultural context 

change how we think about what is required (i.e., preparation for ministry and 
ongoing formation in ministry) if pastors are to thrive as congregational leaders?  

 
Finally, we convened these twelve pastors for a two-day symposium in Glencoe, Illinois 
(January 30-31, 2020), to discuss the white paper and their responses. 
 
What we learned: 
Those gathered around the table came from congregations that ranged in membership 
from less than a 100 to over 2,000; from contexts that were largely white/Anglo to those 
that were predominantly African American; they represented a geographical diversity 
(i.e., North Dakota, Arizona, Milwaukee, rural Michigan, suburban Dallas, Texas); and 
included a range of demographic realities (i.e., urban/suburban, rural/city).  
Participants (African American, Caucasian, men and women) ranged in age and 
experience from early 30’s and in the first five years of ministry to mid 60’s, with more 
than 30 years of ministry.   
 
There was a strong consensus that the framework of interpretation by Taylor and Rosa 
intersected with their experience.  To a person, there was shared agreement that the 
cultural conditions of secularity (as defined by Taylor) and of acceleration/alienation 
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(as identified by Rosa) are directly relevant to their experience of ministry and 
congregational life.  Some of the themes that arose in the course of our conversation 
included: 
 
 • What does pastoral authority look like in the age of authenticity?  For example, in a 

time when personal, individual experience is so prioritized, pastors feel less 
confident regarding the form and content of preaching. 

 
 • Pastoral leaders feel the stress of meeting the relational demands that now 

characterize congregational life in a time when people place such a premium on 
personal connection vs. institutional commitment. 

 
 • They were all familiar with the experience of offering more program options to grow 

participation and the demand that places on staff to make those options viable, 
combined with the uncertainty about what is truly gained by increased 
options/participation. 

 
 • For those who had been in ministry for 15 years or more, there was a strong 

consensus that the rate of change in the past decade has been jarring, unprecedented 
and exhausting. 

 
 • In light of Taylor’s concept of fragilization of belief/unbelief, real ambiguity was 

expressed of how the faith gets “passed on” from one generation to the next—there 
was general agreement that catechetical practices are in serious need of revision, for 
youth as well as adults. 

 
 • In light of Rosa’s concept of “resonance” and how that experience is crucial to 

purpose and meaning in life, there was discussion about how conducive mainline 
congregational life is to the sharing and naming of transformative encounters (the 
mystical, the mysterious) in individuals’ experience. 

 
 • Again, through the lens of “resonance,” there was discussion about the failure of 

congregations to attend to the material contexts within which they gather and the 
relevance of art and architecture to the experience of transcendence. 

 
 • There was wide agreement on the importance of lowering expectations for how 

often folks will actively participate in church life, and on how one’s 
experience/sense of belonging is less related to how often they actually show up.  
Patterns of participation have shifted significantly in recent decades and the sense 
was that such a shift is neither temporary nor context specific—it is reflective of an 
overall shift in how individuals and families are ordering their everyday lives. 
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 • Real questions were raised about how much the urge to grow options and 
opportunities for participation is evidence of our effort to keep pace with the 
accelerating pace of late modern life that has us chasing the wind rather than 
cultivating conditions for resonance.  Several participants suggested that pastors 
need to think about leading congregations to do less…in order to do more things 
well. 

 
What we learned from the symposium about the relevance of the white paper to 
pastoral experience: 
 
 • The analysis of Taylor and Rosa was universally helpful. There was no sense that 

their insights were more relevant to one context vs. another.  The lens their work 
provided seemed to resonate with the diverse contexts, locations, and conditions 
represented around the table. 

 
 • The conversation flowed easily between the more external cultural conditions of 

late modernity to more existential realities of the experience of pastors in 
ministry. In other words, attending to cultural realities provided a context for 
pastors to reflect meaningfully on their personal experiences of ministry. 

 
 • Generational differences gave way to common experience of cultural dynamics. 

While the impact of technology on everyday life was clearly part of the discussion, 
the conversation did not become fixated on that dimension of life as if technological 
devices were the cause our struggles.  Whereas a conversation that centers on 
technology and its impact on our lives often divides a room along generational lines, 
here there was a shared consensus around how the dynamics of late modern life are 
shaping our lives in ways that are unprecedented and directly relevant to work of 
leading faith communities.   

 
 • The emphasis on the conditions within which pastors and their congregations are 

functioning was extremely helpful.  So many conversations pastors have about 
their experience of the malaise of ministry focus on internal conditions:  the state of 
one’s own spiritual life or of one’s own congregation.  What pastors found so 
empowering in this conversation was how the external, cultural, shared conditions 
impact them personally and impact the lives of their congregants.  

 
 • The last 5-10 years have been huge.  While we had our hunches going into the 

meeting, we were surprised by the strong agreement among participants that in the 
last 5 to 10 years there has been a notable shift in the culture of how people order 
their daily lives… shifts that have directly impacted congregational life and pastoral 
ministry.   
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 • Similar dynamics are at play in a variety of contexts. We were pleasantly surprised 
by the degree to which the African American pastors around the table deemed the 
insights of Taylor and Rosa applicable to the particularities of their contexts.  This 
further confirmed for us that this kind of analysis can cut across cultural and 
generational differences. 

 
Conclusions and Possibilities: 
 
Pastors are eager to get a better grasp of the conditions they are experiencing.  The best 
pastors are not cynically resigned to the struggles of pastoral life, nor are they in denial 
of the unique demands inherent to the practice of ministry in these days.  Philosophical 
and sociological analysis of the kind we find in Taylor and Rosa can be a source of 
valuable insight and understanding for pastors. This kind of conversation draws on the 
experiential knowledge pastors possess but haven’t had a framework or language to 
articulate, and opens up opportunities for constructive, practical, theological reflection.   
 
In many ways, our modest project was a demonstration of how domains of knowledge 
beyond theology can enrich pastors’ experience and practice of ministry.  Naming the 
changes pastors and congregations are encountering ignites pastoral imagination, and 
sets the conditions for renewed agency in their practice of ministry. The question that 
remains is:  What is the best way to make the thought of scholars such as Taylor and 
Rosa accessible to pastors and their congregations?  Pastors are longing for this kind of 
conversation and inquiry.  More occasions for a sustained exploration of these ideas 
among pastors needs to be generated. 
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Appendix B: Symposium Participant List   
Purpose, the Pastor and Charles Taylor (& Hartmut Rosa)  
January 30-31, 2020, Glencoe, IL 
 
Wes Avram 
Pinnacle Presbyterian Church 
Scottsale, AZ 
wavram@pinnaclepres.org 

 
I'm currently the Senior Pastor at Pinnacle Presbyterian Church, Scottsdale, AZ, and 
the Director of Pinnacle's Fran Park Center for Faith and Life. I’ve been at Pinnacle for 
10 years. Prior to Scottsdale, I moved back and forth between pastoral appointments 
as Senior Pastor of two other PCUSA congregations and in academic appointments at 
a liberal arts college in the Northeast and an ecumenical university-based divinity 
school. My wife Lynne works with adolescents on physical and mental health as a 
high school nurse in Phoenix.  Our oldest son Andrew is doing a year of volunteer 
service on an ecological farm in Peru, after having graduated from Luther College last 
spring.  Our youngest son, Paul, is a fifth semester students at the Berklee College of 
Music in Boston. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Jess Daum 
Director for Evangelical Mission 
Eastern North Dakota Synod of the 
ELCA Fargo, ND 
JESSICA@EANDSYNOD.ORG 

 
I'm Jess Daum, an ELCA pastor serving the churchwide organization and the Eastern 
North Dakota Synod as a Director for Evangelical Mission. I've served in this call for 
about 18 months. Prior to the call to this role, I served in South Dakota as a mission 
developer and, previously, as an associate pastor in a program size congregation 
outside of Sioux Falls. I now live in West Fargo, ND. The move to North Dakota was 
a return "back home" that I never expected to happen in my life. It has been a life-
giving and Spirit-filled experience nonetheless. My spouse Trey is also an ELCA 
pastor, and we have three children: Ruby (5), August and Calvin (almost 3). It's a joy 
to rediscover all things through their eyes, and the combo of the intense work of 
parenting preschoolers and living into a call that I love keep me fully busy. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~ 
David Dragseth 
Lake Park Lutheran Church 
Milwaukee, WI 
david.dragseth@lakeparkluthera
n.com 

 
I serve as lead pastor at Lake Park lutheran Church in Milwaukee, WI where I have 
been for 21 years. Jennifer and I have three children. Our oldest just started college, the 
girls are in high school. I’m an avid writer, musician, rower, skier and sauna builder. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~ 
Jessicah Krey Duckworth 
Program Director, Religion 
Division Lilly Endowment, Inc. 
Indianapolis, IN 
duckworthj@lei.org 

 
I ordained in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and currently serve as a 
Program Director in the Religion Division at Lilly Endowment Inc., a private, non-
operating foundation based in Indianapolis, IN. My portfolio includes grantmaking 
that supports the exploration of Christian vocation across the lifespan, initiatives for 
pastors and faculty in religion and theology and the interpretation of religion in 
cultural institutions in the United States. I began work at the Endowment in 2013. I am 
married to Chris Duckworth who is a Lutheran pastor and we have 3 children, Talitha 
(16), Cana (13), and Naaman (12). 

 
~~~~~~~~~~ 
Matt Fitzgerald 
St. Pauls United Church of 
Christ Chicago, IL 
mfitzgerald@spucc.org 

 
I am the Senior Pastor of Saint Pauls United Church of Christ in Chicago. I've been in 
ministry for twenty years, spending the majority of that here in the city. Saint Pauls is 
a large, progressive church. It is one of the oldest churches in Chicago and is, I 
believe, the healthiest of the three churches I've served. I consider myself a post-
liberal, but liberal protestantism is in my bones. Over the years I have written for the 
Christian Century, the UCC and elsewhere. I belong to a Karl Barth reading group 
that has been meeting once a month for 7 years. I play pickup basketball and ride my 
bike to visits and meetings. My wife, Kelli, is a clinical social worker in private 
practice. We have 3 teenage kids in Chicago Public Schools and live in a parsonage 
around the corner from Saint Pauls. I grew up in Duluth, Minnesota and attended 
Pilgrim Congregational, where my dad was the minister. 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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~~~~~~~~~~~ 
George Mason 
Wilshire Baptist Church (Cooperative Baptist Fellowship) 
Dallas, TX 
gmason@wilshirebc.org 

 
I am a native of New York City. Grew up between the Lutheran (ALC tradition, now 
ELCA) and Evangelical Free churches, so I learned my creeds and German hymns but 
also my gospel songs. Became a Southern Baptist during college years at the 
University of Miami (FL). Earned MDiv and PhD degrees from Southwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, TX. My doctoral major was systematic theology, 
and my dissertation focused on the freedom of God in the social trinitarianism of 
Juergen Moltmann. I left Southern Baptists and helped to form the Cooperative 
Baptist Fellowship in 1991. I have served as senior pastor of Wilshire Baptist Church 
in Dallas, TX since 1989, where I have directed a pastoral residency program for 18 
years. That program, originally a Lilly Endowment-funded venture was overseen 
nationally in its first decade by David Wood. It also led to a book I authored in 2012 
titled, Preparing the Pastors We Need: Reclaiming the Congregation’s Role in Training 
Clergy. In 2018, I founded a multifaith, multiethnic religious nonprofit called Faith 
Commons. It is committed to improving the connection between faith and public life, 
and promoting the common good. An ongoing feature of Faith Commons is a weekly 
30-minute audio and video “podcast” called Good God. I am the lead advisor of the 
Baptist House of Studies at Perkins School of Theology at SMU. My wife, Kim, and I 
have three grown children and six grandchildren. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Joy Moore 
Associate Professor of Biblical Preaching 
Luther Seminary 
Minneapolis, MN 
jmoore002@luthersem.edu 

 
I am an ordained elder in the United Methodist Church= and serve as Associate 
Professor of Biblical Preaching at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota. Before 
returning to the academy to teach at Luther Seminary in July 2019, I served an African 
American congregation that served as a Help Center in Flint, Michigan during the 
Water Crisis. In the course of my career, I have focused on cross-racial ministry in 
urban, rural, and suburban congregations. Demonstrating Wesley’s idea of “The 
World is My Parish” I practiced an ecumenical itinerancy, teaching at Wesley 
Seminary at Indiana Wesleyan University and Fuller Theological Seminary, where I 
established the William E. Pannell Center for African American Church Studies and 
served as its first Associate Dean. Fuller Seminary recruited me to provide vision for 
the center from the Divinity School at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina 
where I served as Associate Dean for Church Relations, Associate Dean for Black 
Church Studies, and Visiting Professor 
of Preaching. Previously the director of Student Life at Asbury Theological Seminary 
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and chaplain and director of Church Relations at Adrian College, I have held 
pastorates in the Michigan Area of the United Methodist Church. I am also an 
“Ecclesial Storyteller” seeking to encourage theologically framed, biblically attentive, 
and socially compelling interpretations of Christian Scripture in order to understand 
the critical issues influencing community formation in contemporary culture (all that 
means is she tells community-forming stories from the Bible as a follower of Christ!). 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Kermit Moss 
Interim Director, Center for Black Church 
Studies Princeton Theological Seminary 

Princeton, NJ 
kermit.moss@alum.ptsem.edu 
 
I currently serve as the interim director of the Center for Black Church Studies at 
Princeton Theological Seminary. In this capacity, I oversee the Black Church Studies 
certificate program, teach the Black Church Studies Colloquium, and develop the 
Center’s seminars and conferences. I am also a PhD student at Princeton 
Theological Seminary (ABD) in the area of practical theology in the field of Christian 
education and formation. I hold a Master of Divinity from Princeton Theological 
Seminary and graduated summa cum laude from Long Island University Brooklyn, 
with a BA in political science. I have served as senior pastor of churches in 
Manhattan and the South Bronx (NYC), co-pastored a church in Highland Park, NJ, 
and was on pastoral staff in New Jersey as well as Virginia. I currently serve as 
Senior Pastor of Christ Church United Methodist in Paterson, NJ. I am married to 
Pastor Antoinette Gaboton-Moss who serves as Senior Pastor of Trinity United 
Methodist Church (Highland Park, NJ)—we have three wonderful children: Kermit 
Jr., Sebastian, and Chloe. 

 
~~~~~~~~~ 
Don Ottenhoff 
Executive Director 
Collegeville Institute for Ecumenical and Cultural Research 
Collegeville, MN 
dottenhoff@CollegevilleInstitute.org 

 
For 15 years I have been the executive director of the Collegeville Institute for 
Ecumenical and Cultural Research on the campus of Saint John’s Abbey and Saint 
John’s University in central Minnesota. The Collegeville Institute is a research 
(broadly conceived) and convening organization that promotes understanding and 
cooperation across faith traditions; encourages creative work—scholarly, artistic, 
practical—that seeks to address spiritual realities in our contemporary context; 
bridges the gap between church and academy; and provides resources for religious 
leaders in a time of rapid religious change. I’m an ordained Minister of the Word in 
the PC(USA). Married to Kathleen Cahalan who teaches theology at Saint John’s 
School of Theology. 
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~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Andy Root 
Professor of Youth and Family Ministry 
Luther Seminary 
Minneapolis, MN 
aroot@luthersem.edu 

 
Andrew Root is the Carrie Olson Baalson Professor of Youth and Family Ministry at 
Luther Seminary. He writes and researches in areas of theology, ministry, culture and 
younger generations. His most recent books are The Pastor in a Secular Age: Ministry 
to People Who No Longer Need God (Baker, 2019), Faith Formation in a Secular Age 
(Baker, 2017), and Exploding Stars, Dead Dinosaurs, and Zombies: Youth Ministry in 
the Age of Science (Fortress Press, 2018). 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Laura Truax 
LsSalle Street 
Church Chicago, 
IL 
LTruax@lasallestreetchurch.org 

 
I have been the senior minister at LaSalle Street Church since 2004 and have been on 
staff since 1999. LaSalle is an interdenominational church with a long history of social 
engagement and justice work. Located on the near north side of Chicago, LaSalle 
thinks of itself as a congregation in a kind of liminal space – serving the residents of 
the street along with those well established in Chicago’s power and wealth. LaSalle is 
a fully inclusive congregation, racially diverse and theologically broad. Before 2016, I 
would have described LaSalle as a progressive evangelical church. Since then, I 
simply think of us as “free range Christians”. It’s debatable whether that term means 
much either. In December of 2019 I finally completed my Doctor of Ministry project in 
a joint program from Fuller Theological and North Park University. My area of study 
was: “The Spiritual Habits of Flourishing Progressive Evangelical Leaders.” I have 
three amazing young adult offspring. One of whom is expecting “our baby” this 
summer. 

~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Paul Wason 
Senior Director, Life Sciences & Cultural 
Evolution John Templeton Foundation 
Collegeville, PA 
pwason@templeton.org 

 
I have been with the John Templeton Foundation for twenty years, filling a variety of 
roles in that time. I currently oversee funding in the life sciences and cultural 
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evolution. Cultural evolution was my own field of study in a previous life (not a 
religious statement), along with prehistoric archaeology, so it is particularly 
rewarding to help further research and programs in this area. An important goal of 
the Foundation, is engaging the sciences with theology and philosophy on questions 
of meaning and purpose, and I like to imagine I have read further in A Secular Age 
than any of my colleagues. My wife, Nina, and I were Baptists when we lived in 
Maine and have been Lutherans since moving to just outside of Philadelphia. Nina 
has recently “retired” from her ministry of overseeing our church’s Christian 
education programs and worship planning. 

~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Jon Wasson 
Covenant Presbyterian Church (PCUSA) 
Austin, TX 
jonwasson@gmail.
com 

 
I’ve served as an Associate Pastor at Covenant Presbyterian Church (PCUSA) in 
Austin, TX since 2015. My primary responsibility is to oversee discipleship for 
children, youth, and adults. I’m married to Abby and we have two sons, Thomas (5) 
and Eliot (2). We love Austin because of the tacos, live music, and plentiful outdoor 
space. 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~ 
David J. Wood 
Glencoe Union Church 
Glencoe, IL 
djwood56@me.com 

 
I have served as the Senior Minister of Glencoe Union Church since 2009. Ordained 
by the ABCUSA (in 1984), I have previously served congregations in Maine, 
Kentucky, France, and Connecticut. As the Associate Director of the Louisville 
Institute (1998-2001) I collaborated with the Religion Division of Lilly Endowment in 
funding programs designed to support and strengthen the practice of ministry in 
North America and, from 2002-2009, I served as the Coordinator of the Transition 
into Ministry program funded by Lilly. In recent years, I have worked as a consultant 
to the Templeton Foundation in developing programs intended to cultivate a more 
robust conversation between religion and science in the life of congregations. I am 
married to Jennifer who serves as the Director of Communications and Children’s 
Ministry at Glencoe Union. We have three children—one an organic gardener, 
another works on Capitol Hill, and a third is completing a Masters in Interactive 
Design in the Highlands of Scotland. 
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Appendix C: Notes, Thoughts and Themes from Taylor/Rosa Symposium 
by Susie Pratt 
 
Overall Notes 
 
Before diving into some of the key themes, I want to offer two observations. 
 

• For this group of pastors, a reading of Taylor and Rosa makes for a 
compassionate understanding of their congregations and the individuals who 
comprise them. 

 
In many ways it was appropriate that Jon Wasson went last as he named directly 
what I had heard all day: “My initial response [to the paper] is compassion for 
people.”  Taylor and Rosa seem to draw attention away from the challenges of 
individual people and allow pastors to see congregants as stuck in the same 
struggle – acceleration, immanent frame – that they are.  Their pastoral response 
is to provide both grace and space. 
 
Examples: 

o David D’s – Coming to understand that it is okay to play boot hockey – 
we just need fun 

o George’s realization that Wednesday nights might be too much for some 
parents who just need to drop their kids and go get a glass of wine 

o Don’s James Bond quote  
o Laura’s suggestion that people skip church occasionally to recover sacred 

family time 
o Jon Wasson’s Fleabag quote and suggested response: “I’m scared”; “I’m 

scared too.” 
 

 
• Nothing about Taylor and Rosa’s analysis threw into question the substance of 

Christian belief.  The conversation did not circle questions of faith in God, the 
existence of God, the reality of grace and transcendence, etc.  Instead, at 
moments, it not only affirmed the existence of these things but marveled at their 
staying power despite outdated language, failing organizational structures, etc.   
I want to name this as I am not sure it is something you could have taken for 
granted. 

 
SO… 
 
If a read of Taylor and Rosa a) reminds pastors of their deep compassion (love) for 
those they serve, and b) does not undercut a belief that the church has something of 
significant, even salvific, value to offer to those people, the presenting question for 
becomes HOW pastors should function in the secular age. 
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Below are seven (highly) interrelated questions and themes I heard in response to the 
“how” question: 
 

1) What does pastoral authority look like in this time of fragilization and 
authenticity/expressionism? 
• Joy’s story of pastoral authority and Kermit’s follow-up: “What is it to have 

pastoral authority in a progressive setting?...In the Secular Age we can’t tell 
people shit.” 

• Debate over whether priest’s response to Fleabag should have been 
authoritative “I forgive you” vs. “I’m scared too” 

• Matt: authority is narrowly understood as specific expertise (lawyer knows 
law; pastor “knows” religion) 

• Jon’s sermon that led young woman to say she was looking for church with 
authority 

• Andy: Expressionism is exhausting and at some point young people just want 
to be told what to do…until they don’t. 

 
2) (Related) What is the best, or most fruitful, relationship to 

doctrine/dogma/catechesis in this particular moment? 
• Matt: “Monkey” observation that his job is not to have a death grip on a piece 

of dogma, but to keep moving so as not to crash to the ground. 
• George: Not requiring re-baptism is good but means he has no way into 

conversations about baptism 
• George: How does the faith get transmitted when catechesis gets condensed 

or rushed or forsaken? 
• Jessicah:  “In a seeker community – the [pastor’s] exhaustion comes from 

having to differentiate.  All people come in in different places.  Can’t assume 
formed community.” 

• Discussion of whether (and how) Laura should have followed up with gay 
couple beyond observing the holiness of their behavior 
 

3) The importance of experience/story as a pre-step to theological understanding 
and, subsequently, belief or resonance 
• David D: Necessity of experience as gateway to understanding , “we have to 

take the first step seriously – being in beautiful places.  Our words fall in ugly 
sanctuaries and busy lives and they never sink in.” 

•  Joy:  Commitment to story – also comment that Jesus was healing before 
giving Sermon on the Mount – providing experience before words. 

• Importance of silence in worship, contemplative practices 
 

4) (Related) The affirmation and articulation of the mystical or mysterious 
• Matt’s stories of affirming his congregants’ visions  
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• Wes: we have no language for this – just “magic” 
• Laura: feels risky to tell these stores 
• New language needed for time and for concept of heaven/eternity 

 
5) Importance of seeing and meeting people where they are (often in a place of 

disenchantment) 
• Wes’ story of man who brought “dues” – but has kept coming 
• Kermit: Need for a theology of disappointment that begins with practices of 

lament 
• Matt: “I am shaped by assumption that my job is to make the gospel 

reasonable.” 
• George: Seeing young mothers chat instead of going to Wed Bible Study – 

“They were getting what they needed.” 
• Laura: Importance of being “holy in our doubt” 

 
6) The vital role of art – specifically poetry and architecture - in accessing the 

transcendent  
 
Poetry 

• Don: “Poetry recovers experientially that has already been expressed through 
theological language”  

• Matt: Poetry is great AND  - can art inspire reverence without becoming the 
object of that reverence?  

• Wes: “Poetic waits for an audience – rhetorical seeks an audience.  Is the 
church poetic or rhetorical?  Are we perfecting tradition bound form that is 
essentially poetic and pauses for rhetorical or the opposite?” 

• Kermit: Power of hip-hop language/music for youth 
 
Architecture 

• David D: Landscape hotels directing focus and attention 
• Jessicah: Ugly sanctuary flattening worship, “This church can’t contain the 

transcendant.  Structural frames matter.” 
• Wes: Structures need “Porous walls – things happen in there – not the church 

itself, but glimpse of realm within” 
• Importance of nature/natural settings (Collegeville, North Sea) 

 
 
These were the major themes I heard.  There were also some good “tactical” 
conversations about how to relate to the market (how much to adopt that paradigm) 
and the costs (“Real Truth Real Quick”) and benefits (Meditation Chapel, Jessica’s 
Headboard Group) of online interaction. 
 
One final thought from me: 
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Much of what was said were things I experience, albeit to a MUCH lesser degree, as a 
person who is known in my community as someone who “goes to church”.  I think 
many practicing Christians are being asked, regularly, by seeking neighbors and friends 
to affirm the mystical, interpret their experience and – in some cases – even provide 
authority (e.g. I have been asked by atheist, Jewish, and Buddhist friends about how 
and when to pray or what happens after death).  In other words – I think a) this 
Taylor/Rosa conversation could have a meaningful lay leader version; and b) this 
makes me wonder what dimensions of this conversation are unique to religious 
leadership.  What is the particular burden, privilege or responsibility of the pastoral 
LEADER in this time? 
 
 
 


