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According to Gregory, modernity's probiems—and in particular its 
^ ^ r ^ u ra l is m —should be traced to the Reformation. As he puts it in 
foe introduction to his m ^isterial book, The Unintended Reformation, his 
principal argument is "that foe Western world today is an e^raordinarily 
complex, tangled product of rejections, retentions, and transformations 
of medieval Western Christianity, in which foe Reformation era consti- 
tutes foe critical watershed" (2). In Gregory's genealogical account of 
modernity, it is the Reformation, and in particular its sola scriptura claim, 
that made it impossible to secure a unified, institutional life and that ulti- 
mately led to foe individualism of modernity with its lack of resources to 
shore up even the most basic common moral, political, and legal claims. 
No doub t-and  not entirely unsurprisingly considering his genealogy 
of failures-Gregory will be accused of nostalgically looking back to foe 
institutionalized worldview of medieval sacramentalism.

In six subsegent chapters, Gregory traces foe developments from 
early modern to late modern culture by analyzing six distinct (though 
closely interwoven) areas of cultural development. First, he looks at foe 
relationship between religion, science, and metaphysics ("Excluding 
God") and argues that, contrary to much received wisdom, modern sei- 
ence has not rendered revealed religion untenable. It is rather foe late 
medieval univocal conception of being, precluding divine immanence in 
creation, along with foe methodological naturalism resulting from foe ap- 
plication of Ockham's razor, that led to foe disenchanted world of moder- 
nity. Next, Gregory analyzes foe basis for truth claims related to human 
values and meaning ("Relativizing Doctrines"). Here, he especially takes
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on the Inherently fissiparous character o£ ^ e  sola scriptura doctrine of the 
Reformation, as well as equally diverse attempts since the seventeenth 
century to ground truth in human reason, and concludes that both are 
responsible for today's open-ended pluralism, which has shown itself 
unable to deal with what Gregory calls "Life <ئوهي''وهمهوسئ  questions 
such as "What should I live for, and why?"

In the third chapter ("Controlling the Churches"), Gregory looks at 
the institutional locus of the public exercise of power, where he makes 
clear that only those branches of the Reformation that were carefully con- 
trolled by political authorities were able to exert widespread influence, 
and that the breaches of caritas witnessed in confessional coercion would 
eventually lead to the ^ivatization of religion (as among the seventeenth- 
century Dutch) and so ultimately to the legally protected freedom to 
live for the sake of one's own enjoyments and pleasures. The result, as 
Gregory makes clear in chapter 4 ("Subjectivizing Morality"), is that 
modern moral legislation enshrined the individual's right to follow his or 
her own determination of the good, something that Gregory argues can 
ultimately be traced back to the wide-ranging post-Reformation disagree- 
ments about what constitutes the good. In a chapter dealing with human 
desires and capitalism ("Manufacturing the Goods Life"), Gregory argues 
that the Reformation's inability to reach doctrinal agreement and the 
fruitless wars that followed created the conditions that eventually led to 
consumerism, with avarice widely being perceived as a virtue rather than 
a vice. The final chapter ("Secularizing Knowledge"), dealing with devel- 
opments in higher education since the time of the Reformation, argues 
that the secularizing of American universities resulted from the fact that 
confessional ^agreem ents among Protestants led to religious truth no 
longer being regarded as universal and objective in character.

Gregory's account is extiordinarily wide-ranging in scope, and few 
authors would be up to the challenge of presenting an in-depth account 
that spans such a long period of history as well as such a variety of aca- 
demie fields, including theology, philosophy, politics, ethics, economics, 
and epistemology. In addition, Gregory is able to weave وله  all together 
into a coherent whole that, in its main thesis as well as in most of its 
particulars, is quite simply convincing. It is impossible to read وله  book 
without being impressed with the tremendous cultural impact that the 
Reformation has had on the shaping of modernity, w hat is more, one 
cannot escape the troubling character of much of this impact, particularly 
when it comes to the individualizing and privatizing of religion, which 
has led to a situation where naturalist metaphysical assumptions have 
hollowed out the very rights that are being claimed in the form of ever 
more assertive and confrontational "rights talk": "The commitments te 
metaphysical naturalism and ideological scientism that today govern 
'public reason' dictate a conception of reality that prevents the grounding
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of any morality at all" (224). Gregory's book presents a hard-hitting, and 
in some ways depressing, critique that essentially recounts the historical 
trajectory of four failures: the failure of medieval Christendom, the failure 
of the Reformation, foe failure of coráesrionalized Europe, and foe failure 
of Western modernity (365). Indeed, even Gregory himself wistfully—al- 
most nostalgically-comments at foe end, "I wish this book could have 
had a happier ending." "But," he immediately adds, "that would have 
happened only if foe world in which we are living today were different" 
(381). Gregory's account is one of a society that has been gradually unrav- 
eling since foe Protestant Information.

©f course, one might want to quibble with Gregory's analysis here and 
there. For instance, while he is correct in stating that an Aristotelian-based 
teleological virtue ethics was lost through the Reformation, it seems to me 
that his claim that Lutherans and Reformed Protestants separated salva- 
tion from morality needs some qualification (262). And, while it is true 
that for Calvin moral depravity cut deep and touched on every aspect 
of foe human person, it is not entirely true that foe Reformation doesn't 
know of a positive remnant of foe imago Dei in foe human will (207). 
When he suggests that in repudiating foe Roman church, foe Reformation 
rejected also the experiential knowledge of foe inherited, shared practice 
of foe virtues and avoidance of vices (327), 1 think Gregory doesn't do 
justice to foe deepest motivations of foe Reformation. A few exceptions 
aside, however, despite the damning character of his overall critique of 
foe Reformation, his descriptions are almost always thoughtful and based 
on careful analysis, w hat is more, Gregory's sharp critique doesn't result 
in the loss of historical caution and nuance. He roundly acknowledges, 
for instances, that magisterial Reformers such as Calvin "unambiguously 
condemned avarice" and "acquisitive individualism" (268), and in no 
way does he whitewash Catholic shortcomings, whether with regard to 
foe lack of charity in late medieval society ( 1 3 4 5  in foe "intellectually ,(و-
defensive style" of post-Tridentine Catholicism (46), or in foe decline of 
Catholic higher education since much of foe eighteenth century (360-63). 
The even-handed character of Gregory's approach gives all foe more 
weight to his main argument and his narrative of failures.

Although he titles foe conclusion "Against Nostalgia"—and, indeed, 
foe last few pages do offer a forw ^-looking plea to "unsecularize" foe 
academy and society as a whole—one could be forgiven for thinking that 
Gregory wishes foe Reformation had never taken place and we were back 
in foe Middle Ages with its sacramental, institutionalized worldview 
(though he does, repeatedly, acknowledge that foe modern freedoms are 
to be preferred over foe harsh regimes of coercion in the Middle Ages and 
foe early modern period). At foe very least, Gregory's strong assault on 
supersessionist historiography implies a great deal of sympathy toward 
foe Middle Ages. And I am not saying this by way of criticism. From my
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perspective, at least, a medieval sacramental outlook that harmoniously 
unites nature and the supernatural is much to he preterred to a secular- 
ized modernity that is the outcome of a radically autonomous natural 
realm (and at most allows for a degree of tolerance for privately held re- 
ligious convictions). I'm not sure that nostalgia is altogether out of place.

To be sure, it is not sufficient. We do need the kind of forward-looking 
approach to which the last few pages of Gregory's volume allude. And 
while Gregory's suggestions are tantalizing and to the point, they seem 
a little meager considering the shape of the book's narrative. Yes, the 
contemporary academy should "unsecularize" itself, and yes, we need 
academics to acknowledge their metaphysical beliefs as beliefs (rather 
than as rationally and universally accessible facts). But careful readers 
will realize ^ a t, with those goals accomplished, Gregory would continue 
to harbor numerous unfulfilled hopes and dreams for the future of our 
society. Eor, surely, his critique of the impact of the Reformation—in- 
eluding freedom of religion, individual rights, privatized morality, and 
consumerism—implies that some of the most cherished ideals of our late 
modern society no longer hold up in the light of his historical analysis. If 
Gregory had his way, the fissiparous character of modernity would dis- 
sipate in favor of a commonly shared vision of the good, a vision that the 
conclusion of this book doesn't spell out in detail. The real challenge for 
the implementation of Gregory's implied agenda, it would seem, is the 
question of how to rid ourselves of hyperpluralism without recourse to 
toe kind of coercion that involves toe loss of caritas.

Gregory's overarching argument is remarkably persuasive. That is 
not to say that his is toe most comprehensive narrative possible. Gregory 
himself recognizes that his genealogical method is certainly expandable 
(365). In particular, it seems to me that it would be fruitful to push toe 
narrative further back into toe Middle Ages. Gregory does focus on late 
medieval developments to some degree-^rticu l^rly  in his discussions 
of Scotus and Ockham in toe first chapter-but he wants to convey here 
that it is toe Reformation that is toe heir to these developments and thus 
toe cause of most of our contemporary woes. And while 1 do not want to 
deny any major aspects of Gregory's genealogy, 1 do think it important to 
highlight that toe Reformation itself, in turn, was toe outcome of develop- 
ments that had been set in motion centuries earlier (which is something 
that 1 suspect Gregory may well find himself in agreement with). Many 
of toe protagonists of toe Catholic nouvelle théologie movement recognized 
that modernity has its roots firmly in toe Middle Ages^ We might want to 
take our cue, for instance, from Yves Congar's criticism of toe centralizing 
and juridicizing of ecclesial power as a result of toe Gregorian Reform in

1. For more detailed discussion on this, see Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The 
Weaving 0/ a  Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 52-67.
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the eleventh century, something that Congar regards as one of foe initial 
signs of the loss of a sacramental ontology.2 Or we might, along with 
Henri de Lubac, want to look at the Seventh-century Berengarian con- 
troversy, which led to an increasing gap between sacrament and reality, 
between nature and the supernatural.3 Furthermore, as Marie-Dominique 
Chenu has pointed out, already in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
the rediscovery of Aristotle led to a "discovery of nature," which increas- 
ingly highlighted natural law and this-worldly happiness.* Naturalism is 
the result not just of the Reformation—it can already be observed in the 
desacralizing of nature in the high Middle Ages. And, finally, the rupture 
between Scripture and church did not begin with the Reformation, but, 
as George Tavard and Yves Congar have pointed out, can be observed 
already in the thirteenth century in Henry of Ghent.3 Again, none of this 
is to gainsay Gregory's emphasis on foe pervasive impact of foe Refor- 
mation. But many of foe roots of a desacramentalized universe go back 
to foe high and late Middle Ages and as such have affected not only 
Rrotestant but also Catholic spirita^ity-though 1 will readily grant that 
foe disenchantment and dearam entalizing has been more pervasive in 
Protestantism than in Catholicism.

Gregory's book deserves to be widely read, and 1 suspect it will be. 
(After all, who can resist such a well-written book with great lines such 
as this description of today's America: "Freedom of religion protected 
society from  religion and so has secularized society and religion" [174], 
and this depiction of Hume's rejection of Scottish Presbyterianism: "He 
subtracted God and grace from a hyper-Augustinian view of concupis- 
cent desires" [285].) The real question concerns not foe significance of 
the book: its scholarly integrity and cogent argument will give it foe 
recognition it obviously deserves. The real question is whether it will 
perhaps become a bone of contention-w ith Catholics holding it up as a 
nail in the coffin of their opponents and Protestants desperately denying 
foe book's most serious claims, while such reactions would be under- 
standable, they would also be shortsighted and, frankly, deplorable. If 
anyfoing stands out in Gregory's book, it is foe fact that the viability of

2. See, for instance, Yves M.-J. Congar, Tradition and Traditions: The Biblical, Histori- 
cal and Theological Evidence for Catholic Teaching on Tradition, trans. Michael Naseby and 
Thomas Rainborough (San Diego, CA: Basilica; Needham  Heights, MA: Simon ظ  Schuster, 
1966), 135-37.

3. Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle Ages: His- 
torical Survey, trans. Gemma Simmonds with Richard Price and Christopher Stephens, ed. 
Laurence Paul Hemming and Susan Frank Parsons (London: SCM, 2006).

4. Marie-Dominique chenu, Nature, Man, and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on 
New Theological Perspectives in the Latin West, trans. and ed. Jerome Taylor and Lester Lidie, 
Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching, no. 37 (1968; repr. Toronto, ON: University of 
Toronto Press, 1997).

5. George H. Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church: The Crisis ٠/ the Protestant Reformation 
(London: Bums & Oates, 1959); Congar, Tradition and Traditions, 99.
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Christianity—both Catholic and P ro te s ta n tin  our late modern society 
has become exceedingly tenuous, while our situation certainly requires 
the "unsecularizing" of the academy and of society, it is at least as im- 
portant that Christians on both sides of the Tiber come to know and love 
one another in hopes of restoring the lost unity of Western Christianity; 
certainly nostalgia for a united church cannot be a bad thing. As a Prot- 
estant, it is with some embarrassment that I feel forced to ac^ow ledge 
the truth of Gregory's claim that the divisiveness of the Reformation 
became unmistakably evident following the gradual disestablishment 
of Protestantism. It is only when weaknesses and shortcomings on both 
sides are roundly acknowledged that we will be in a position to learn 
from one another and so to grow in charity and unity.
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