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SPEAKING OF FAITH 

history-is an animating factor in the global north-south 

divide that has followed the East-West Cold War. And the 

Barry Goldwater presidential campaign of 1964 marked the 

little-noticed entry of evangelical Christians into conserva

tive national electoral politics. 

Nevertheless, in those same years Western intellectuals 

were foretelling the end of religion as a public force . .fu hu

man beings grew more modern and technologically advanced 

and their societies more plural, they proclaimed, religion 

would retreat to the private sphere. Perhaps it would disap

pear altogether. Harvard's Harvey Cox published his run

away best seller, The Secular City, in 1965. "Secularization," 

he wrote, "simply bypasses and undercuts religion and goes 

on to other things .... The gods of traditional religions live 

on as private fetishes or the patrons of congenial groups, but 

they play no significant role in the public life of the secular 

metropolis." On April 8, 1966, Time magazine asked on its 

cover, Is God Dead? 

This was not erudition, as we now know, but myopia. 

Harvey Cox recanted long ago. And I'm persuaded by the 

analysis of the eminent Boston University sociologist Peter 

Berger, who now calls his own 1960s prediction of a secular 

future the greatest miscalculation of his career. He's spent re

cent decades studying the lively intersection of religion and 

life globally-Guatemalan Pentecostals translating populist 
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faith into democratic civic cultures, software entrepreneurs 

in Bangalore who garland their computers with Hindu ritual. 

The world remained as furiously religious as ever, Berger says, 

but there were two exceptions to that generalization. The 

first was geographical: northern Europe and the northern 

United States did become less religious than the rest of the 

world in the course of the twentieth century. And sociologi

cally, in the United States as across the world, the elites of 

the twentieth century-the international intelligentsia

also became quite secular in sensibility and outlook. The de

cline of religion was never a factual reality, but a gulf of 

perspective. In U.S. culture, Berger likes to muse, religion 

became "something done in private between consenting 

adults." That is to say, we began to bracket ways of making 

meaning and defining personal conscience out of our spheres 

of action in the world. 

Religiously, spiritually, I was a child of my time. I grew 

up in Oklahoma, the granddaughter of a Southern Baptist 

preacher. Through him I experienced the drama of faith, but 

my parents had turned their backs on his stern rules for a 

fallen creation. We went to church on Sunday. Monday 

through Friday I was raised to win, to perfect myself, and 

to do so in the American way of accomplishment and 

accumulation. My father listened to election returns as my 

mother gave birth. He was a political operator in a culture 
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