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such an approach flowing from a life in Christ and modeling love rather than 
fear. It has the potential to transform Mennonite battlegrounds regarding 
gay Christians into opportunities to “be transformed into the likeness of 
Christ in the midst of our diversity” (190).  

Kimberly L. Penner, Th.D. student, Emmanuel College, Toronto School of 
Theology, Toronto, Ontario.

James K. A. Smith. How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014. 

How (Not) to Be Secular is “a book about a book” (ix). This slim volume is 
an introduction, summary, and commentary on A Secular Age, a massive 
intellectual history of secular modernity by Canadian philosopher Charles 
Taylor. In his 900 pages, Taylor challenges the “subtraction story” of 
mainstream secularization theory, which sees contemporary secularism as 
the inevitable effect of a decline in religious belief and superstition started 
by the Enlightenment. In contrast, Taylor contends that the disenchantment 
of modernity is the unexpected invention of late medieval and early modern 
“Reform” movements that flattened religious hierarchies, simplified religious 
practice, and sparked a new interest in nature and ordinary life. Of course, 
whether Protestant or Catholic, the agents of reform had no idea they 
were helping create a more secular way to imagine society and the world; 
nevertheless, Taylor traces the roots of modern “exclusive humanism” to 
these changes in Christian theology, devotion, and practice. 

James K. A. Smith, in turn, takes Taylor’s arguments as the starting 
point for a guide on how to live out faith in modernity. That is, in How (Not) 
to Be Secular, Smith is not just an academic writing about another academic 
for an academic audience but is attempting to make Taylor’s philosophy 
accessible for lay readers ranging from baristas to pastors. So instead of 
opening with his summary of Taylor’s taxonomy of different meanings for 
“the secular” (20-23), Smith first explores secularity through the meditations 
of agnostic Julian Barnes, who doesn’t believe in God yet feels haunted by 
religion in a way that illustrates what Taylor calls an “echo” of transcendence. 
Similarly, Smith highlights the novels of David Foster Wallace as illuminating 
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the “cross-pressures” of our increasingly enclosed universe. As Smith puts it, 
Wallace “documents a world of almost suffocating immanence . . . God is 
dead, but he’s replaced by everybody else” (14). Smith also often suggests 
possible questions and applications of Taylor’s ideas for practitioners, while 
avoiding easy pieties, arguing for example that contemporary Christian 
apologetics is often what Taylor calls “spin,” “an overconfident ‘picture’ 
within which we can’t imagine it being otherwise” (95-96). 

Applications aside, though, the bulk of How (Not) to Be Secular 
is devoted to a careful, clear, and comprehensive exposition of Taylor’s 
book. Each of Smith’s five chapters deftly work through the five parts of A 
Secular Age, focusing on main themes without getting bogged down in the 
complex details of Taylor’s argument. Diagrams, lists, and metaphors are 
used judiciously to illustrate key points such as the “nova effect,” a term for 
“an explosion of all sorts of ‘third ways’” between orthodoxy and unbelief 
(64). Smith’s prose is at times elegant, as when he explains that the modern 
question is not if we live in a secular (“immanent”) frame but whether we 
“inhabit it as a closed frame with a brass ceiling [or] an open frame with 
skylights open to transcendence” (93). Smith also probes the limitations of 
Taylor’s account, suggesting its apparent “tension between creaturely goods 
and eternal goods” may be “a hangover of … scholastic Thomism.” Smith 
favors a more Reformed continuity between nature and grace (48, note 1). 
Similarly, he criticizes Taylor’s willingness to “jettison aspects of historic 
Christian teaching” rather than imagine new ways to meet modern spiritual 
aspirations (113). Still, overall Smith restricts himself to presenting Taylor’s 
ideas rather than critiquing them.

The author himself sees his book as best read in conjunction with 
A Secular Age; but especially for those who will not read Taylor’s tome, or 
for those who have tried and failed, How (Not) to Be Secular is essential. 
Mennonites and Anabaptists in particular will be interested in Taylor’s 
diagnosis of the latent tensions of the Protestant Reformation (summarized 
in Smith, 35-45). Alas, Smith follows Taylor in neglecting the Radical 
Reformation, although the radical reformers exemplify the shifts towards 
moral perfectionism and voluntary ecclesiology that both Smith and Taylor 
identify. Mennonites and Anabaptists may also have mixed reactions to 
Smith’s enthusiasm for sacramental Christianity as the cure for conservative, 
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liberal, and emerging Protestants’ shared captivity to the “immanent frame” 
(92, note 1 and 138, note 10).

Nevertheless, readers in any church tradition, or none at all, can 
benefit from Smith’s accessible and lively book. Although having read 
Charles Taylor is not necessary for understanding  How (Not) to Be Secular, 
some background knowledge of history and philosophy would be helpful.  

Michael Buttrey, Th.D. student, Regis College, University of Toronto, Toronto, 
Ontario.

Ralph P. Martin. 2 Corinthians: Word Biblical Commentary. Second Edition. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014.

Ralph P. Martin’s commentary was originally published in 1986. In the 
preface to this revised, 751-page edition, Martin notes that he has corrected 
small errors but was “not inclined to meddle with the text” (10)—a wise 
course for an octogenarian whose earthly life ended a year before this edition 
was published. Instead, he and “a cohort of willing helpers” (10) updated the 
already-vast bibliography and added twelve new excursuses on key topics. 

These helpers include Carl N. Toney as overall supervisor of the 
revision, together with Mark W. Linder and David J. Downs. The new 
material is scattered throughout the commentary and is printed on gray 
paper in order to distinguish it from the original copy. Since 2 Corinthians 
itself is a composite letter, it seems appropriate that a commentary on it 
should include material from different sources and time periods. If only Paul 
had so clearly identified the dates, helpers, opponents, and specific conflicts 
in 2 Corinthians, how much paper and speculation we would save today!

Martin retains his overall conclusion that 2 Corinthians is composed 
of just two letters: (a) chapters 1-9 written earlier about Paul’s deep desire for 
Corinthian believers to be reconciled with him and with God; and (b) chapters 
10-13, reflecting new conflicts because of rival super-apostles bringing a 
“different gospel” from the one Paul proclaimed to them (11:4). Although 
chapters 1-9 show definite breaks in thought, Martin explains them as Paul’s 
writing sections of the letter at different times because of interruptions in his 
missionary lifestyle. Even 6:14-7:2, which may not be Pauline, is used by Paul 


