
3.3,4 Understanding our context 2:  
The age of self-expression
TRACK 3 – MISSION: SERVING AND REACHING

A Secular Age
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How we believe We are distracted from deep reflection

© Dickson Phua, used under a Creative Commons licence

In a distracted, secular age, belief is fragile, 
fragmented, and thin.  

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 80

Why does our avoidance of slow, careful introspection matter? The 
gospel is cognitively costly. It upsets our innate and cultivated 
assumptions about power and guilt and existential validation. It presses 
down on our values and hopes. It decenters our perception of the 
world. Life ceases to be our story and is revealed to be his redemptive 
story of glory and love. It convicts us of our sins. It reveals our 
disordered desires and reforms them into Christ’s image. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 23

Not sure whether to include this

All our beliefs are contested



Our secular age has produced an explosion of possible belief systems, 
all of which are endlessly contested and all of which make the idea of 
transcendent God less conceivable. As a result, our beliefs are more 
fragile and more individual, and less open to outside influence. We are 
buffered selves, protected behind a barrier of individual choice, 
rationalism, and a disenchanted world. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 37

We don’t believe instead of doubting; we 
believe while doubting. We’re all Thomas 
now. 

James K.A. Smith 
How (Not) to be Secular, p. 4

Our default position

For the first time in history a purely self-
sufficient humanism came to be a widely 
available 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. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 18
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exclusive humanism

It seems that many have managed to 
construct a world of significance that isn’t 
at all bothered by questions of the divine — 
though that world might still be haunted in 
some ways. . . .  Your neighbors. . . . are no 
longer bothered by ‘the God question’ as a 
question because they are devotees of 
‘exclusive humanism’ – a way of being-in-
the-world that offers significance without 
transcendence. They don’t feel like 
anything is missing. 

James K.A. Smith 
How (Not) to be Secular, pp. vii–viii

discuss

1. To what extent are you aware of being distracted from 
reflecting on life’s big questions?  

2. What challenges to your way of seeing the world do you 
encounter in a typical week? 

3. How do these things affect your confidence in your beliefs?
The immanent frame

Once we learned to distinguish 
transcendent from immanent, it eventually 
became possible to see the immediate 
surroundings of our lives as existing on this 
‘natural’ plane, however much we might 
believe that they indicated something 
beyond. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 143
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What we have lost Mystery

A way of putting our present condition is to 
say that many people are happy living for 
goals which are purely immanent; they live 
in a way that takes no account of the 
transcendent. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 143
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Meaning

[A] culture of technological distraction 
inclines us to look for meaning in 
preoccupation, novelty, consumer choices, 
and stimulation. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 62

[W]e can try to cobble together a satisfying life of meaning and 
existential justification by pulling imagery from the endless narratives 
that surround us. The vision of fullness we follow may not be coherent 
or robust enough to explain the richness of existence, but whatever it is 
lacking can be filled in with other beliefs or simply ignored. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 80

Purpose

We come here to one of the most basic 
aspirations of human beings, the need to 
be connected to, or in contact with, what 
they see as good, or of crucial importance, 
or of fundamental value. 

Charles Taylor 
Sources of the Self, p. 42
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The self at the centre



If the external world appears to be an endless series of options, from 
deodorant brands to philosophies, our temptation is to withdraw to a 
safe, seemingly stable world—the inner world of our being. Our identity 
and our ability to choose its features becomes the basis for our being in 
the world, rather than some outside authority. So that even when we 
believe in God’s existence and choose to follow him, we do so because 
of an inner decision (the buffered self!). 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 44

The key theological question for our 
secular age, then, is this: Does God get to 
be God ? The answer, even for many self-
described Christians, is, “No, only on our 
terms.” 

Collin Hansen 
‘Hope in Our Secular Age’, 

Our Secular Age, p. 6

discuss

1. In what ways do you see people – or yourself – as having lost 
mystery, meaning, and purpose? 

2. To what extent do you think people resist the idea of the source 
of meaning being external to ourselves?

The age of 
self-expression

The explosion of choices

There are no more singular, monolithic, 
obvious takes on the world. Belief has 
become less of an on/off switch, and more 
of a series of dials you can set in various 
degrees (post-secular, humanist, Romantic, 
libertarian, eco-feminist, and on and on). 

Derek Rishwamy 
‘Millennial Belief in the Super-Nova’,  

Our Secular Age, p. 51
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There is a nearly limitless number of 
images of fullness to choose from, and a 
person can be expected to change their 
ideal of fullness several times over the 
course of their life. So, it may be more 
accurate to talk about someone’s meanings 
of life. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 62

Commitment to personal 
flourishing



identity formation is a central concern

For Christians this means that open dialogue about the merits and 
truth of the Christian faith can all too easily be interpreted by our 
hearers as reasons why they should choose to add Christianity to their 
identity. And then reasoning about the faith becomes futile, because 
their objections to Christianity are not so much logical as existential: 
the faith (if properly described) simply does not fit with their 
conception of themselves. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 38

What we intend to be a persuasive proclamation of the gospel may 
instead be interpreted by our neighbour as an expression of our 
identity through argument, just like any other dialogue in modern 
culture. . . . I may try on Christianity like I try on styles of clothes or 
beliefs, but the ultimate focus of this conversation is not an external 
being who loves me but my own search for fullness.  

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 59

The importance of being authentic

[B]roadly speaking, our society embraces 
expressive individualism, a term that 
describes the modern idea that we gain 
meaning and justification in life through 
our individual identity, and we establish 
our identity through self-expression. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 62

 . . . there arises in Western societies a 
generalized culture of ‘authenticity,’ or 
expressive individualism, in which people 
are encouraged to find their own way, 
discover their own fulfillment, ‘do their 
own thing.’ 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 299
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The key here is that meaning exists inside 
of us. All we have to do is live authentically 
according to it. . . . the quest for 
authenticity has become a central 
narrative of the contemporary West. . . . 

To be fully human, we must discover who 
we are, actualize our identity, express 
ourselves, be true to ourselves, and so 
on. . . . to live authentically is to live 
faithfully to the meaning we discover, 
rather than to live in submission to 
external authorities.  

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 69

discuss
1. How does the explosion of choices in the  

contemporary world affect people’s views of,  
and responses to, Christian faith? 

2. In what ways do people (or you) express their primary 
commitment to personal flourishing and being authentic? How 
is this in tension with the fact that we were made to live in 
community? 

3. What are the implications of all this for the way we talk to 
people about Christian faith?



• What place, if any, do you think spiritual ideas have 
in the modern world? 

• Do you think the meaning of life is something you 
decide for yourself or does it come from something 
outside you? Why?

Case study questions


