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Dr. Hughes explores the study of re-
ligion from a Canadian perspective 

that both incorporates and transcends in-
stitutional developments. This complex 
and multifaceted approach argues the 
evolution from confessional, Christianity-
centered education to an academic exami-
nation of all religions should not be under-
stood as merely a post-1960s development 
in Canada. This awareness provides a more 
robust understanding regarding the devel-
opment of religious studies departments 
as well as a fuller picture of Canada’s his-
toric relationship 
to religion. Hughes 
convincingly argues 
that a more chrono-
logically substantive 
examination is re-
quired to properly 
understand these 
later twentieth-cen-
tury developments 
as the natural out-
working of trends 
that pre-date Con-
federation.

Another attrib-
ute worth noting is 
that From Seminary 
to University in-
tentionally focuses 
solely on Canadian 
stories. This book 
honours Cana-
dian developments 

without feeling the need to connect them 
to global trends. He notes that, as it per-
tains to nationally-focused studies in the 
West, American institutions have been 
privileged. While obviously influenced by 
America, the Canadian landscape of reli-
gious education has valuable insights to of-
fer that are much more than a paler version 
of its southern counterpart. This is an im-
portant historiographical element that any 
student of Canadian history would do well 
to remember.

Hughes also recognizes the “subterra-
nean” nature of reli-
gion in the creation 
of the modern na-
tion state. Critiques 
calling to rethink or 
dismantle previous 
beliefs around this 
topic are rooted in 
a particular national 
character that de-
rived much of its 
shape from earlier 
religious teachings. 
Hughes agrees the 
growth of more 
inclusive religious 
studies depart-
ments—a counter 
to the purely Chris-
tian seminary edu-
cation—is indica-
tive of Canadian 
culture’s move to-
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wards inclusivity. However, the unique con-
tribution of this work is to show how such 
cultural changes were inexorably linked to 
Christian education. How this occurred is 
the substance of Hughes’ book and I will 
leave it up to the reader to purchase it and 
discover the answer for him or herself. 

The format of Hughes’ book is almost 
exclusively chronological. While the com-
plexity of certain concepts like Fundamen-
talism and Modernism necessitate returning 
to earlier periods for the sake of explanation, 
the majority of the book’s content is present-
ed in a clear and articulated linear fashion. 
The material progresses through time and 
space in ways that reflect the growth and de-
velopment of the Canadian nation as well. 
This not only helps the reader keep dates, 
facts, personalities, and developments clear, 
but also strengthens Hughes’ argument that 
the study of religion is also the study of the 
nation state. 

The most notable weakness of the book 
is that it joins the substantial pantheon of 
Protestant religious scholarship that fails 
to take the French Catholic experience into 
consideration. While Hughes explains this 
as intentional and not oversight, the reader 
must be wary that such exclusions can al-
ter the validity of his arguments. Ignoring 
the trends of other nations’ religious edu-
cation in favour of purely Canadian data 
remains helpful and does little to weaken 
the contributions of this book. However, 
I am left to wonder how many of Hughes’ 
arguments would be better understood 
through acknowledging that policies, pub-
lications, and even notable elements of the 
early western educational experience were 
created in response to, or inspiration from, 
Catholic models and educators. To be fair, 
McGill University does feature promi-
nently throughout the work but not solely 
as a bastion of French Catholic education.

Of particular interest to the readers 

of Ontario History would be the second 
chapter’s focus on the University of To-
ronto. The case study of this prominent 
university displays the origins of Canadian 
educational theory as a tool for both the 
moral and academic advancement of colo-
nial life; with an emphasis on the former 
over the latter. This chapter not only shows 
the origins of U of T as well as Queen’s 
University but also what was at stake in 
those early days. General education was su-
perseded by denominational rivalries and 
the desire to reform such tendencies, once 
again, found impetus and meaning in reli-
gion. While the chapter carefully explains 
the origins of the U of T it also further 
strengthens Hughes’ argument that reli-
gious belief provided the motivation for 
education as well as in the more “secular” 
realms of colonial policy and governance. 

This book is comprehensive in scope 
and clearly displays logic in the interpreta-
tions of the data. The writing is clear, and 
Hughes aptly creates a bridge between 
solid scholarly research that embodies the 
best of the historical discipline with acces-
sible and readable prose. I would recom-
mend this book for a diverse crowd of both 
academic and lay-people as Hughes makes 
valuable and necessary contributions in 
several fields of Canadian history. He cov-
ers intellectual, educational, publication, 
religious, legal, and even specific institu-
tional histories like U of T, McGill, Trin-
ity College (Toronto) and Queen’s in ways 
that will add emphasis and information to 
each of these topics. While the future of 
the study of religion in Canada is debat-
able, Hughes demonstrates the significance 
and importance of its past. 

Dr. James Tyler Robertson
Assistant Professor of Christian History & 
Director of Distributed Learning
Tyndale University
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