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Alberta’s Oil Sands Boom:
A Wake-up Call for Christian Scholarship?

“black gold rush” is transforming the
Canadian province of Alberta into “the poster child
for what a red-hot economy looks like.”1 Fuelling
this boom is a novel form of petroleum initially
named the “tar sands” but more recently given the
more environmentally friendly moniker the “oil
sands.” Not only is this boom reshaping Alberta
and Canada as a whole; it is also impacting the
continent, since Alberta now supplies more oil to
the United States than any other single supplier. In

fact, this boom is a typical example of globalization
with its astonishing negative and positive impacts
on our economic, social, and environmental life.
In this paper I explore how scholarly and thinktank approaches to analysis tend not to address
the overall questions of why this incredible oil
sands boom is happening and what is at the heart
of these developments. Instead, the mainstream
academy tends to rely on narrow interest-oriented
approaches or fragmented disciplinary approaches to
understanding these phenomena. These approaches
are characterized not only by a narrow focus but
also by their silence on the central directional
thrust of this “black gold rush.” When it comes to
solutions to the problems caused by Alberta’s oil
sands boom, consequently, these studies typically
prescribe technical solutions that serve to adjust the
worst elements of the phenomenon. They do not
consider whether fundamental redirection of these
developments is necessary. I ask whether Christian
scholars have developed any alternative approaches
to analyzing over-arching cultural, social, and
public-policy problems. I close by exploring some
resources within the Reformational Christian
tradition of scholarship that might develop a better
approach to analysis: an approach that assists
Christian communities to understand more deeply
and address more normatively and effectively the
complex challenges of globalization in our era.2

Dr. John L. Hiemstra is Professor of Political Studies at The
King’s University College, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.
He can be contacted at john.hiemstra@kingsu.ca.

Alberta’s black gold rush
When any state, province, or region
experiences the highest levels of economic growth

by John Hiemstra
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in the country, attracts massive levels of global
investment, and sets records for new job creation,
our secular mainstream culture recommends that
we respond with joy and celebration. And at least
initially, most Albertans are taking this advice. The
province is crazy about the black gold rush. Alberta
has the highest consumer spending in Canada, the
highest personal savings, and a soaring population
growth. Albertans buy more hi-tech gadgets and
consumer goods and services than in any other
province. Wages are skyrocketing. We enjoy the
lowest unemployment rate in Canada, sinking
below 4 percent. Immigration of skilled workers
from other provinces and countries cannot keep
up with labour demand. The Alberta government
runs billion-dollar budgetary surpluses each
year and prides itself on being the only debt-free
province in the country. Alberta is the centre of
international attention as its oil-driven economic
growth powers the entire national economy and
now plays a significant role in the energy and
economic futures of the U.S.A and the world. In
addition to this economic “good news,” Alberta is
endowed with awesome Rocky Mountain beauty
in Banff and Jasper National Parks, and its people
bask in liberty, peace, and stability while many
around the world suffer deprivation, oppression,
and war. It’s no surprise, therefore, that many think
of Alberta as a promised land, as the land flowing
with milk and honey (cf. Ex. 3:16-18).
What does Alberta have to thank for these
economic “blessings”? Although its conventional
oil and gas reserves are depleting, Alberta’s oil
sands contain petroleum reserves second in size
only to Saudi Arabia. At least 175 billion barrels
can be recovered from the oil sands with existing
technology, and with new technologies under
investigation the recoverable reserves could swell to
as much as 2.5 trillion barrels! Current production
from the oil sands is just over 1 million barrels a
day, projected to reach 3 million by 2015, and 6
million barrels by 2030. Most of this production
is shipped directly to the United States, which,
President George W. Bush recently admitted, “is
addicted to oil.”3 Guess what. Alberta is the new
“supplier” on the block, and America’s addiction
has become our prosperity!
Development of the oil sands took off when
16

Pro Rege—March 2008

oil prices soared. Production from the oil sands is
generally profitable at around $35 U.S. per barrel,
according to Canada’s National Energy Board. Oil
sands extraction plants that are already established
and running, like Syncrude and Suncor, make
a profit at prices as low as $25 per barrel. Large
trans-national energy corporations stand to
make mammoth profits from the oil sands. Not
surprisingly, investment in the oil sands has
jumped to $90 billion dollars in current extraction
and plant construction, and another $100 billion of
investment is planned over the next decade.
Amazing oil sands operations
At this point you are probably wondering
what exactly the oil sands are and why are they
fuelling such explosive growth. The oil sands are
essentially oil-soaked sand found at or near the
surface of the earth. Technically, they are “deposits
of bitumen, a heavy black viscous oil that must be
rigorously treated to convert it into an upgraded
crude oil before it can be used by refineries to
produce gasoline and diesel fuels.”4 The best way to
describe bitumen is “a thick, sticky form of crude
oil, so heavy and viscous that it will not flow unless
heated or diluted with lighter hydrocarbons. At
room temperature, it is much like cold molasses.”5
These oil sand deposits cover nearly 149,000
square kilometres of Alberta, which is 23 percent
of the province,6 or an area larger than the state of
Florida.
The immense scale and technical complexity
of the oil sands extraction, upgrading, and
refining processes reinforce the popular sense of
awe and wonder for these developments. David
Suzuki, a Canadian award-winning scientist,
environmentalist, and broadcaster, describes the
two main types of extraction processes:
A film of water surrounded by oil coats each grain
of sand. The bond has to be broken by an energyintensive hot water process. There are essentially
two methods of extraction. If it’s a deep deposit,
steam to liquefy the oil must be piped underground.
The oil seeps like molasses into wells where it can
be pumped to the surface. For shallower deposits, they dig giant open pit mines, 100-metre deep
holes, as big as 100 square kilometres. In one day,

one oil sands mine processes a staggering 450,000
tonnes of earth.7

Now you are probably starting to imagine the
immensity of these operations, but let’s take a closer
look at some amazing oil sands facts.8 It takes two
tonnes of sand to produce one barrel of oil. For
the open pit mines, the so-called “overburden” is
scrapped off; then the oil sands layer is removed
and trucked to plants that separate the bitumen
from the sand and water. Currently, “oil sands
producers move enough overburden and oil sands
every two days to fill Toronto’s Skydome or New

Recently, however, a sense
of disquiet is growing at
the margins of Alberta
society. New mega-projects
are driving unprecedented
economic growth, but the
ecological destruction, social
dislocation, and economic
problems following in its
wake are becoming more
and more obvious.
York’s Yankee Stadium.”9 Imagine the largest
dump trucks in the world, 22 feet tall and 48 feet
from front to back, weighing 400 tonnes, and
costing U.S. $6 million each. These trucks carry
loads of bitumen-soaked sand to extraction plants.
The oil sands operations currently use two times
the water used by Calgary, a city of one million
people. The immense scale of these operations is
highlighted by the fact that the toxic-tailings pond
of one mine is held back by the third largest dam
in the world! All of the oil sands projects officially
proposed at this time would produce open pit
mines 2000 square kilometres in size. The natural
gas that will be used to extract the bitumen, when

the forecast oil sands developments are in place and
production of 5 million barrels per day is achieved,
is enough to heat every home in Canada. At the
geographical location of the oil sands, the village
of Ft. McMurray has grown from 1,500 people in
the 1960s into a city of over 70,000 today.
The awesome scale of the oil sands operations
and the incredible scientific and technical expertise
required to extract this oil tends to reinforce the
reigning economic assumption that oil sands
developments are enormously and automatically
beneficial. For the first years of the current boom,
the stance of many Albertans could be summarized
by the (perhaps mythical) bumper sticker slogan
that appeared just after the collapse of the last
1980s oil boom: “God give me another oil boom, and I
promise not to blow it this time!” This attitude reflects
the belief that basically everything went all right
during the last oil boom in Alberta, except that
some failed to profit as much as they had hoped.
Recently, however, a sense of disquiet is growing at
the margins of Alberta society. New mega-projects
are driving unprecedented economic growth,
but the ecological destruction, social dislocation,
and economic problems following in its wake are
becoming more and more obvious.
Media analyses: “Potholes
on an economic superhighway”
The popular media reports a number of
problems that are emerging from the black gold
rush, although these are generally out-weighed by
praise for the economic benefits of the boom. In
a recent pull-out section of the Edmonton Journal
dedicated to oil sands,10 for example, Gary Lamphier
uses the metaphor of “an economic superhighway”
to describe the explosive money-making activity
around these developments. He celebrates the fact
that Alberta’s $187 billion economy is “poised to
widen its economic and competitive lead against
the rest of the nation” as it stands on the “brink
of an era of unprecedented prosperity.” He repeats
the commonly recited proofs for economic
benefits: the oil sands are producing opportunities
for businesses to invest, to create high-paying jobs,
to generate abundant wealth, and to painlessly
multiply government revenues.
In the context of celebrating these positives,
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Lamphier does touch on some problems. The
way in which he frames them, however, reveals a
lot about his perspective on the boom. Gleaned
from interviews with “some of Canada’s best
and brightest commentators,” Lamphier outlines
five key challenges: shortages of skilled workers
in almost every sector of the economy; a critical
deficiency of infrastructure (roads, bridges,
schools, hospitals, etc.); a general over-dependence
on commodity prices and associated “lack of
(economic) diversification”; the lack of a provincial
government “spending plan” (it is too freewheeling
in spending the royalty and revenue windfalls); and
the fifth and presumably the scariest challenge,
the threat of “outside economic risks,” such as the
U.S., the major consumer of Alberta’s oil and gas
products, slipping into an economic slump. These
problems are then portrayed as “potholes,” that is,
as mere fringe phenomena on an otherwise healthy,
vibrant, and vigorous economic superhighway.
Potholes may cause inconvenience and discomfort,
but they are not understood to signal any
fundamental problems with the superhighway
itself. The metaphor of potholes in a superhighway
implies that the highway itself is sound and heading
in the correct direction. Significantly, Lamphier’s
report represents the vast majority of mass-media
coverage of the oil sands economy.
Scholarly analyses: Fragmented
issues and technical fixes
The popular media’s way of approaching and
understanding the oil sands boom reflects some
of the key features also found in the approaches
used in the scholarly and think-tank studies of
the oil sands. Time and space do not permit a full
exploration of these studies. At this point, I present
some of the distinguishing oil sands problems
identified in this literature. My aim is to draw
out the characteristic approaches and underlying
assumptions evident in these scholarly and thinktank studies. Significantly, these approaches
to analyzing culture-wide problems have also
made their way into Christian higher education
and thereby, in my opinion, present considerable
challenges to and obstacles for carrying out our
Christian scholarly vocation.

18
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Economic problems
Economic studies of the oil sands identify
a growing list of problems. For purposes of
illustration, I identify four. First, studies show that
the boom is causing a serious shortage of skilled
labour and trades’ people in Alberta.11 Skyrocketing
economic growth exposed major problems with
labour mobility, the introduction of foreign
workers into Canada, and official recognition of
off-shore professional and trade credentials. The
same studies propose solutions to these problems,
such as developing training for aboriginal peoples,
so that they can also participate in oil sands jobs,
and creating a more systematic and stream-lined
credentialing system for foreign workers.
Second, economic studies also show that
Alberta’s consumer prices and costs of living are
spiralling upwards.12 Wage increases, mounting
consumer demand for goods and services,
housing shortages, and a rising consumer price
index combine to make Alberta a more and
more expensive place to live. Poor people are
especially vulnerable to rising rental rates, the
shortage of homeless shelters, increasing prices,
and the dilemma of fixed social incomes. But all
Albertans are affected by these trends. Wealthier
Albertans face increased renovation costs as
inflation and house prices have doubled in the last
few years. All levels of government face rapidly
rising construction costs for public infrastructure,
schools, and hospitals, as well as spiralling costs
for public services. Albertans may be richer, but
they are also paying more for private and public
goods and services. One commonly recommended
solution for these problems is to slow down the
rate of expansion of the oil sands development and
thereby cool inflation, lower construction costs,
and ease pressures on the economy.
Studies also identify a third problem: the low
level of royalties collected from corporations
that exploit the oil sands.13 In Canada, natural
resources on crown land are owned, controlled,
and administered by provincial governments on
behalf of their citizens. Corporations may receive
permission to extract these resources in exchange
for paying royalties. A royalty is not a tax but a fee
paid in exchange for the right to develop and sell

a publicly owned resource. Studies argue that the
government has exercised poor stewardship of this
non-renewable crown resource by failing to collect
a fair share of royalties. They note that Alaska
imposes a higher royalty rate on oil companies. In
relation to the oil sands, Alberta charges a royalty
rate of 1percent of gross revenue until initial plant
construction is paid for, then a 25-percent rate
based on net revenue once a company starts to
produce oil and make money in its operation.14
Some studies suggest that this royalty policy
amounts to giving oil away in order to finance the
initial construction and operation costs of plants
owned and operated by profitable, trans-national
oil corporations. Furthermore, the royalty rate stays
at 25 percent of profits even if oil prices sky-rocket,
producing windfall profits. A common solution
proposed for this problem is that Alberta raise its
royalty rates on non-renewable oil sands and invest
in future generations.
Fourth, economic studies inspired by
Canadian nationalism15 argue that trans-national
oil companies are piping, and others plan to
pipe, the unrefined bitumen products extracted
from the Canadian oil sands directly into the
U.S.A for upgrading, refining, and production
of end-products. This means Canada forgoes the
associated benefits of investment, jobs, and other
economic spin-offs. Studies propose that Alberta
adopt regulations requiring companies to upgrade
and refine bitumen in Canada.
So, what’s the point of reciting these economic
problems and solutions? While we can learn a lot
from these studies about the costs and benefits of
speeding down an economic superhighway, we need to
consider carefully the assumptions that seem to
underlie these studies. Several stand out. First, these
studies do not explore the overall thrust of the oil
sands boom, ask why it is occurring, or investigate
whether on balance it is a healthy or destructive
overall occurrence. Instead, they narrowly focus
on problems as fragmented phenomena that can
be studied and understood in isolation. Second,
proposed solutions tend to be formulated as
technical policy adjustments that are aimed to
fix individual problems or at least mitigate their
worst side effects. The bottom-line assumption
underlying these features seems to be that the oil

sands boom is a natural development, on balance
sound and beneficial, and for all intents and
purposes destined to continue unfolding. Therefore,
economic studies do not bother exploring whether
the oil sands developments should be redirected,
turned around, or stopped outright. Nor do they
ask how their solutions might contribute to such
change. The same pattern of assumptions also
emerges from social and environmental studies of
the boom.

The bottom-line assumption
underlying these features
seems to be that the oil
sands boom is a natural
development, on balance
sound and beneficial, and
for all intents and purposes
destined to continue
unfolding.
Social problems
Social analyses of the oil sands boom show
clearly that not everyone shares in the prosperity.16
Let me briefly introduce three problems identified in
this literature, moving from problems experienced
by those most immediately impacted—aboriginal
peoples—to problems impacting people abroad—
the poor in the global south.
First, studies show that some aboriginal
nations living near the oil sands operations in
Fort McMurray are unhappy with the way these
developments disrupt and destroy their traditional
way of life and their inheritance of land, air, water,
wildlife and ecology.17 While many policy solutions
seek to curb and diminish these negative side
effects, the more common solution for this problem
is to replace traditional lands and lifestyles with
jobs and business opportunities for native peoples
in the oil sands.
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Other studies focus on the stubborn persistence
of poverty across Alberta in spite of the boom. They
show that the gap between rich and poor is actually
growing. In 2004, when the oil sands boom was in
full swing, the Edmonton Social Planning Council
(ESPC) reported that 350,000 Albertans lived in
poverty. More than 100,000 of these were children
(14.1 percent).18 In 2007, ESPC Research and
Policy Coordinator John Kolkman noted that little
had changed: “Despite a booming economy with
record low unemployment and labour shortages—
Edmonton’s social health index is mixed with some
indicators up, others down, and a modest increase
of 10.95 per cent since 1993.” On the down side,
he elaborates, “…there is growing inequality in
incomes and wealth. There are more low-weight
babies, increased incidence of sexually transmitted
diseases, and higher rates of family violence. These
negative trends show that we have a long way to go
to improve social health in our community.”19 Key
suggestions for dealing with these problems include
increasing official minimum wages, raising income
transfers, and improving social services. To deal
with the growing problem of homelessness, studies
propose adjusting the market so that it provides
more homeless shelters and low-cost housing.
Third, impacts of the oil sands boom
surprisingly reverberate in the global south as
well. Alberta anticipates $100 billion in oil sands
investment over the next decade so that it can
supply energy for what amounts to excessive and
artificial wants of the global north. At the same
time, the genuine and pressing needs of the poor
in the global south fail to attract significant private
or public investment. Problems of clean water,
malnourishment, poverty, mal-development,
environmental destruction, disease, and poor
health simply do not attract the attention of
private investors. The solution, studies tell us, is
to increase investment to the global south either
through increased foreign aid or by structurally
adjusting southern government policies so that
their economies attract more private investment.
Studies dealing with the social impacts of the
oil sands boom have much to teach us. At the same
time, we might ask ourselves whether these studies
and the proposed solutions would actually redirect
the overall oil sands venture so that it operates
20
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in a wise, just, stewardly, and equitable way. Can
technical policy adjustments really transform the
current mode of exploiting the oil sands into an
overall healthy venture?
Environmental problems
Studies of the environmental problems arising
from the oil sands add to our already long list
of problems.20 The studies catalogue problems
relating to resource waste, loss of habitat, pollution,
health problems, climate change, the loss of future
possibilities, and loss of clean air, water, and soil. I
explore only three of these problems.
First, water-related problems are growing on all
fronts of the oil sands operations. Both the openpit mining and in-situ [steam injection] forms of
recovery use huge amounts of fresh water. The
level of the Athabasca River, the main source of
fresh water in the region, is dropping; and water
levels have not returned to their predevelopment
levels. Local aquifers are also being drawn down
at a rapid rate. Extraction processes produce water
pollution and place huge demands on wastewater treatment. The steam-injection approach
to extracting bitumen produces saline water as a
by-product. The open-pit mining operations leave
behind vast toxic tailing ponds. The Pembina
report makes a number of very helpful suggestions,
including a general call for reduced energy use.
On the whole, however, environmental studies
recommend overcoming water-related problems
by discovering new technologies to conserve and
recycle water.
Second, damage to land and ecology is a
staggering problem. Current and planned open-pit
mines would cover 2000 square kilometres. This
is comparable to 28,465 National Football League
fields, three times the size of the City of Edmonton,
or five times the size of Denver. The area now
leased to oil companies has grown to 32,000 square
kilometres. The physical lay and quality of the land
and environment is totally transformed by these
developments. The oil sands deposits in northern
Alberta are covered by the Boreal Forest, which
wraps the entire northern region of the globe.
Surface oil sand mines cause massive disruption
and loss of habitat. Furthermore, 40 percent of
the Boreal Forest is wetlands, and notably 35

percent of the world’s wetlands are located in
Canada’s portion of the Boreal Forest! Even if an
area is developed by the steam-injection process
rather than strip-mining, the ecology of the area
is still severely damaged by the fragmentation of
forests caused by roads, seismic exploration lines,
pipelines, power lines, and other infrastructure.
To repair damage done to the land and ecology
of the region, commentators propose developing
new knowledge and technologies to prevent this
damage and devising better practices for restoring
and rehabilitating mining and in situ sites.
Air pollution is a third problem identified by the
reports. Oil sands developments release a variety
of toxic and other pollutants, making Alberta the
number-one acid-rain polluter in Canada today.
Alberta’s 3 million people now pollute more than
industrialized Ontario with 11 million people.

Participants and critics alike
tend to define economic,
social, and environmental
problems narrowly, in terms
of their interests; they then
craft technical solutions
to adjust the development
processes and to reduce
harmful side effects; and
finally, they proceed to lobby
government to adopt these
policy solutions.
Large amounts of fossil fuels are burned to extract,
upgrade, refine, and transport oil sand products.
Greenhouse gas emissions from the oil sands far
exceed those of any other form of energy! In this
era of heightened awareness over global warming,
the oil sands developments are pushing Canada
well beyond its Kyoto Treaty obligations. Studies

propose that we invest in technologies and develop
better regulatory regimes for reducing pollutants,
minimizing acid rain, and diminishing and
disposing of greenhouse gases.
As we observed with the social and economic
studies, the environmental studies also tend to
tackle the oil sands phenomenon in ways that
do not adequately address the overall character,
nor central heart direction, of the oil sands
developments. Can they offer solutions that are
more than technical adjustments to this boom and
instead fundamentally redirect these developments
in more stewardly, equitable, just, and wise
directions?
A paradigm shift in models of analysis
Interestingly, these very questions arose in an
intense debate catalyzed by the controversial essay
by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus, “The
Death of Environmentalism: Global warming
politics in a post-environmental world,”21 first
published October 2004. While the authors wanted
to honour past achievements of the environmental
movement, in this essay they focus on its failings,
in particular the movement’s ineffective approach
to global warming. Recent U.S.A policy shows, the
authors claim, that “modern environmentalism is
no longer capable of dealing with the world’s most
serious ecological crisis.”
The environmental movement is failing,
Shellenberger and Nordhaus argue, because it
relies on the view of scholarship and policy action
that dominates our society. The Enlightenment
belief in rationality and human mastery completely
dominates our contemporary politics, culture, and
academia. It tells us three things: first, problems
should be defined according to our interests,
that is, as “environmental” or social, or cultural,
or economic interests. Second, we should craft
“technical” remedies to these problems “based
on sound science.” Finally, we should “sell” our
solution—through interest group lobbying and
media campaigns—as the proper technical solution
for legislators to adopt.
Significantly, this is the same underlying
approach to scholarship and policy action
identified in our assessment of the various oil sands
studies. Participants and critics alike tend to define
Pro Rege—March 2008
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economic, social, and environmental problems
narrowly in terms of their interests; they then
craft technical solutions to adjust the development
processes and to reduce harmful side effects; and
finally, they proceed to lobby government to adopt
these policy solutions.
This approach fails, Shellenberger and
Nordhaus argue, because problems such as
climate change are not narrowly “environmental”
problems at all. To speak of the environment in
this way transforms it into a “thing,” for which
“interests groups” can devise technical solutions
and then politically lobby for their adoption. This
approach is too reductionistic, fragmented, and
compartmentalised. The environment is us too,
the authors argue: climate change is integrally
linked to our entire way of life and built into our
societal institutions and core values. They observe
that “not one of America’s environmental leaders is
articulating [in their public campaigns on climate
change] a vision of the future commensurate with
the magnitude of the crisis. Instead, they promote
technical policy fixes like pollution controls and
higher vehicle mileage standards—proposals that
provide neither the popular inspiration nor the
political alliances the community needs to deal
with the problem.” This observation is eerily on
target for Alberta’s oil sands boom as well.
Shellenberger and Nordhaus propose that we
“take a collective step back to rethink everything.
We will never be able to turn things around as
long as we understand our failures as essentially
tactical, and make proposals that are essentially
technical.” The environmental movement needs
to “reframe their thinking about the problem and
the solutions.” This reframing involves at least
two steps, they conclude. First, “environmentalists
need to tap into the creative worlds of mythmaking, even religion, not to better sell narrow
and technical policy proposals but rather to figure
out who we are and who we need to be.” Second,
the environmental movement needs to create “new
institutions and proposals around a big vision and
a core set of values.”
A challenge to Christian scholarship
Shellenberger and Nordhaus’s message ought to
reverberate positively with Christian scholars and
22
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activists. The Reformational Christian tradition,
for example, has long emphasized the centrality
of a religion within each way of life as well as the
importance of creating new institutions and policy
proposals to transform a culture. But here’s the
rub. Even when we develop distinctively Christian
institutions of higher education and Christian
social, political, and economic organizations, we
may still end up disregarding Shellenberger and
Nordhaus’ rightful criticism of Enlightenment
approaches to scholarship and policy! In Capitalism
and Progress, for example, Bob Goudzwaard
observes that Christian political parties and labour
movements in nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Europe failed to adequately critique and break with
mainstream approaches to social, economic, and
political developments. Thus, they “often hardly
differed from liberal and socialist parties and labour
organisations.” While Goudzwaard notes “certain
differences of approach and intent existed,” he
concludes that “it would be incorrect to claim
that in dealing with progress Christian political and
social organisations, with respect to their practical
policy, have displayed a style of their own, or that,
in distinction from other such organisations, they
occupied themselves intensively with the question
of the direction of progress. Synthesis with the entire
development of society is the mark of modern
Christendom.”22
Time does not permit me to explore why
Christian social organizations, colleges, and
universities have so often failed in this way. I simply
note that, indeed, Christians frequently do not ask
penetrating questions about the direction of our
culture or of enormous culture-shaping projects
like the oil sands. This failure is certainly not
due to the lack of resources within the Christian
traditions, including the Reformational tradition.
Sometimes, however, key resources and approaches
are left on the periphery of these traditions. When
Reformational scholars turn to Kuyper’s thought,
for example, we tend to zero in on his idea of two
sciences in The Principles of Sacred Theolog y,23 where
he argues that obedience and disobedience can
produce two distinctive sciences. In Dooyeweerd’s
thought, we gravitate to A New Critique of Theoretical
Thought 24 and similar texts dealing with the structure
of theoretical thought and its intrinsic connection

to faith. We then set to work applying these insights
abstractly to our various disciplines. While these
basic ideas are critical for Christian scholarship,
other strands in these and other Reformational
writings provide insights for developing a
penetrating approach to analyzing overarching
contemporary cultural problems. I close this
paper by surveying examples of Reformational
thinkers that provide resources for discerning the
religious direction and dominating structures of
our society. Although I restrict my comments to
the Reformational tradition, we have much to learn
from many different Christian traditions.
Groen van Prinsterer (1801-1876)
One of Groen van Prinsterer’s most famous and
lasting contributions is his analysis of the French
Revolution and its impacts in Lectures on Unbelief and
Revolution.25 Central to his approach to this decisive
cultural event is his claim that the Enlightenment
spiritual commitments of the revolutionaries
led them down a particular historical trajectory.
Groen’s approach involved analyzing how the
spirits of the time influenced key economic, social, and
political structures and events of this era. While
this was primarily a historical analysis, Groen also
tackled other key contemporary problems, such as
the Dutch state’s and Reformed Church’s religious
persecution of the minority Afscheiding Churches.
Here he shows how the religious-ideological spirit
of the French Revolution shaped the structures and
influenced these actors and their program. Groen’s
analysis of the Dutch-school struggle also uncovered
how Enlightenment convictions influenced key
Dutch officials to impose unjust and homogenising
school policies on Roman Catholic and orthodox
Reformed minorities. For each cultural problem,
Groen conducted analyses of the larger patterns,
beliefs, and structures of the society in order to
propose solutions that would, in his view, genuinely
redirect and resolve the problems.
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920)
Kuyper also tackled a variety of leading
cultural problems of his day. In his study of the
social question, or The Problem of Poverty,26 Kuyper
argues for, and begins to conduct, an architectonic
critique of his society in order to clarify the

origins and dynamics of poverty in industrialising
societies. This approach to analysis, he argues,
must consider seriously the spiritual dynamics of
liberal capitalism and socialism and unravel the
ways in which these ideologies decisively shape the
structural architecture and day-to-day practices
of society. When dealing with solutions to this
problem, Kuyper warns that personal conversion
alone would never be sufficient to overcome the
inertia of the oppressive structures causing poverty.
At the same time, adjustments to the institutions
and structures alone would also be insufficient,
since people do not become good and selfless
automatically when placed in improved structures.
Conversion and structural change are both needed.
Thus, Kuyper argues that an architectonic critique
of society must involve discerning the deepest
beliefs of society as well as analyzing its underlying

…Kuyper argues for, and
begins to conduct, an
architectonic critique of his
society in order to clarify
the origins and dynamics
of poverty in industrialising
societies.
structural patterns. This approach would provide
the context for developing and proposing
alternative policies inspired by the Spirit of Christ.
Kuyper’s architectonic critique is also evident in, or
implied by, much of his other work, e.g. pluralism
and school policy, labour unions, pension issues,
colonial policy, university rights, church freedoms,
and so on. Informed by this approach, Kuyper
formed new Christian organizations as needed to
serve as platforms for transforming the structures
and beliefs of his society.
Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-1977)
Dooyeweerd’s philosophical writings are
helpful for rethinking in-depth issues within
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Christian scholarship. When seeking to develop
approaches to analyzing major cultural problems,
however, perhaps we should not start with ideas
such as the modal scale but rather consult other
stands in his thinking. Roots of Western Culture,27
for example, is a series of newspaper articles that
Dooyeweerd wrote in order to engage in the societywide debate that was raging over how the Dutch
economy, society, and political order ought to be
rebuilt after World War II. While this work is built
around a sweeping historical overview of Western
philosophy and involves reflection on topics such
as theoretical thought, its overall thrust is valuable
for developing new approaches to cultural analysis.
Dooyeweerd’s intent is to show that deep religious
beliefs inform and shape the various alternative
proposals for institutional re-building and policy
practice that were being debated at that moment in
Dutch culture. He wanted his analysis to help the
various spiritual communities in the Netherlands
discern the “Pagan, Secular and Christian”
visions then contesting the rebuilding of national
institutions, practices, and policies. Once again,
themes of depth-level spirituality and underlying
structural architecture feature prominently in this
approach.28
Contemporary scholars
Various contemporary Reformational scholars,
including Nicolas Wolterstorff and Bob
Goudzwaard, also emphasize the importance
of developing new approaches to analyzing
contemporary problems. Wolterstorff presses home
the urgent need for Christian scholarship to be
placed in the service of the hurting and oppressed
of the world. In Until Justice and Peace Embrace,29 for
example, he uses the Reformed vision of a “world
formative Christianity” to challenge Churches and
Christian scholars to better understand, and so to
serve, the pressing needs of the third-world poor
and marginalized.
Goudzwaard’s view of Christian scholarship
and social action30 places the discernment of the
spiritual roots and structural configuration of
society at the heart of his approach to contemporary
issues. In Capitalism and Progress, Goudzwaard sets
out some key elements of his approach, particularly
the need to examine carefully the everyday process
24
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around a problem and then to discern the mutually
interdependent depth-levels of spiritual faith and
institutional architecture.31 He uses this approach
to analyse various social, economic, and political
problems, including economic policy, poverty,
nuclear arms, environmental issues, globalisation,
pluralism, and so forth.
Contemporary Christian organizations
A variety of Christian organizations have
also worked with this strand of Reformational
insights over the past decades. Two public-policy
organizations, by way of example, have developed
and employed this approach in addressing
contemporary politics. In Canada, John Olthuis
and Gerald Vandezande, of the advocacy group
Citizens for Public Justice, developed an approach
in the 1970s and 1980s, described as “Peeling
an Onion,”32 to analyze Canada’s problematic
energy policy. More in the mode of a public
scholar, Jim Skillen and the Centre for Public
Justice in Washington have used and developed
Reformational insights into a variety of penetrating
studies of American public life and institutions.
Recently, he used this approach in his examination
of the U.S. role in international politics and the war
in Iraq, in With or Against the World: America’s Role
Among the Nations.33
Some features of a renewed approach
Christians need to engage in the ongoing project
of developing and refining approaches to analysis
so that churches, scholarly communities, and
Christian organizations have appropriate tools for
tackling the pressing issues of our times. By sifting
through the insights of the Reformation tradition,
as well as those of other traditions, we can renew our
approaches to over arching contemporary problems.
In summary, elements in the Reformational
tradition deserve further attention. For example,
each of the above Reformational thinkers views
creaturely life as integral and interdependent under
the Creator God. The way(s) of life manifested in
a society, therefore, cohere in ways that need to be
taken seriously by any approach. This coherence
means, first, that a renewed approach to analysis
must include serious and careful empirical
examination of the everyday facts, practices, and

policies surrounding the problem because they are
interwoven in very fabric of the larger way of life.
Second, our approach also needs to involve careful
consideration of the structures, institutions, and
relationships of the society because they facilitate
and further this way of life. We should ask,
“What structural patterns give momentum to the
everyday practices and policies that surround the
problem being investigated?” Third, a renewed
approach needs to involve discernment of the
religious visions that integrate the way(s) of life and
animate the structures of society, since they reflect
the coherence and meaning that participants see
in the world. Whether faithful or idolatrous, these
religious visions need to be examined carefully and
understood properly in order for us to grasp the
coherence, dynamic, and direction of the overall
culture. Fourth, a renewed approach to analysis
must avoid too quickly segmenting life according
to interests, or into segregated disciplines, because
this segregation cuts off the object of analysis
from the integrating religious vision, underlying
structures, and overall way of life that animate the
problem. So a renewed approach to analysis should
at least include three levels:
Level I: Everyday integral reality of practices,
problems, and policies.
Level II: Underlying structural architecture
of society.
Level III: Depth-level faith assumptions.
By developing a more integral mode of analysis,
we will be able to avoid simply formulating
technical adjustments to a presumably good and
fated political-economic reality; we will then be
in stronger position to devise and propose healing
steps that transform and normatively redirect a
broken society.
Conclusion
To be salt and light to a fallen world (Matt.
5:13-16), Christians must be prepared to analyze
and actively tackle the major cultural problems of
our times. In this sense, Alberta’s oil sands boom
is a fundamental call to Christian scholarship! In
order to tackle it faithfully, however, we need to
recognize that the approaches to analysis offered
by contemporary scholarship and think tanks are
spiritually loaded and themselves in need of critical

analysis, reworking, and spiritual reorientation.
Working out biblically inspired approaches to
analysis that enable us to serve our neighbours
and creation wisely is one of the most important
challenges facing Christian higher education
today.
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