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Introduction

Canada prides itself on being a country that welcomes immigrants. When asked what makes their
country distinctive, many Canadians point to the diversity that comes from people from all over the
world making “the true north, strong and free” their new home. Moreover, as birth rates in the North
Atlantic world decline, immigrants are making up an increasing share of Canada’s population. In 2021,
nearly one in four Canadians (23 percent) were born in another country—the highest proportion of the
population since Confederation and greater than any other G7 country—and Canada plans to welcome
500,000 immigrants annually by 2025."

When these individuals and families come to Canada, they bring with them their cultures, languages,
traditions, and practices, all of which play a part in making Canada the country that we know today.
One of the important but often underappreciated ways that immigrants contribute to the diversity
of Canadian society is through their religious and spiritual lives: their beliefs, worship and spiritual

1 Statistics Canada, “Immigrants Make Up the Largest Share of the Population in over 150 Years and Continue to Shape

Who We Are as Canadians,” October 26, 2022, https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/221026/dq221026a-eng.

htm; Immigration, Refugees and Cltlzenshlp Canada, An Immigration Plan to Grow the Economy,” November 1, 2022,
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practices, and participation in communities of faith. In this brief, we use survey data to look at faith and
spirituality among immigrants to Canada, focusing on two main questions:

* Do the religious beliefs and practices of immigrants differ from those born in Canada, and if
so, how?

* How do immigrants view the role of religion in Canadian public life, and how do their views
compare to the views of those born in Canada?

It is important to note that the focus of this brief is not immigrants’ religious affiliation, that is,
whether the person identifies as a Christian, a Muslim, or some other faith.> We are interested instead
in the extent to which people’s faith commitment shapes their everyday lives, both personally and
publicly. Faith and religiosity are, of course, hard to measure. In this brief, the lens through which we
observe Canadians’ faith lives is the Spectrum of Spirituality, a composite index developed by Cardus
and the Angus Reid Institute to observe religion and spirituality along a continuum of commitment
(see page three).

Survey data from 2022 suggest Figure 1. Spectrum of Spirituality, by Country of Birth, 2022
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2 For statistics on immigration and religious identity, see Statistics Canada, “Table 98-10-0343-01: Religion by Immigrant
Status and Period of Immigration and Place of Birth: Canada, Provinces and Territories,” October 26, 2022, https://www150.

statcan.gc.ca/tl/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=9810034301.
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The Spectrum of Spirituality Index

The Spectrum of Spirituality Index was developed by Cardus and the Angus Reid Institute in order to
provide greater nuance about Canadians’ religious identities and their spiritual lives.

Consider two hypothetical Canadians who select “Protestant” when responding to a survey question
asking them what their religion is. One respondent selects “Protestant” because they were baptized in
a church but otherwise have no involvement with the faith. The other respondent selects “Protestant”
because they follow their church’s teachings and practices on a weekly basis. The Spectrum of Spirituality
seeks to reveal these types of distinctions within Canadians’ religious self-understanding and to explore
the role that spirituality and religious beliefs and practices play in Canadians’ lives.

Canadians are asked these questions about their beliefs and practices:

* whether they believe in God or a higher power;

* whether they believe in life after death;

* how important they think it is for a parent to teach their children about religious beliefs;

* how often, if at all, the person feels they experience God’s presence;

* how often, if at all, the person prays to God or a higher power;

* how often, if at all, the person reads the Bible, Qu'ran, or other sacred text; and

* how often, if at all, the person attends religious services (other than weddings or funerals).?

Based on their answers, respondents are placed into one of four categories along a continuum, named
Non-religious, Spiritually Uncertain, Privately Faithful, and Religiously Committed. As of the spring
2022, the Spectrum enables reporting not only that 18 percent of Canadians identify as Protestant, for
example, but that 10 percent of these Protestant Canadians are Non-religious, 56 percent are Spiritually
Uncertain, 25 percent are Privately Faithful, and 9 percent are Religiously Committed.

The Spectrum was designed to incorporate a wide continuum of faith and spirituality across Canada’s
main religious traditions. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that some of the index’s indicators
may be less applicable measures of religious commitment for religions that place less emphasis on (for
example) institutional religious practices or sacred texts.*

3 To respondents who indicated they do not think or do not believe God or a higher power exists, an eighth question was
asked about their feelings of personal faith or spirituality.

4 For more information about the Spectrum of Spirituality Index, see Angus Reid Institute, “A Spectrum of Spirituality:
Canadians Keep the Faith to Varying Degrees, But Few Reject It Entirely,” April 13, 2017, https://angusreid.org/religion-
in-canada-150/; R. Pennings and J. Los, “The Shifting Landscape of Faith in Canada,” Cardus, 2022, 22-23, https://www.
cardus.ca/research/spirited-citizenship/reports/the-shifting-landscape-of-faith-in-canada/.
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Belief in God or a Higher Power
When asked whether they believe in God

or a higher power, most Canadians answer
in the affirmative (though some with
more certainty than others). However,
this belief is stronger among immigrants
than among those born in Canada: 72
percent of Canadian immigrants say they
believe in God, of whom nearly two-thirds
say that they are certain of their belief. In
comparison, 64 percent of non-immigrant
Canadians report believing in God or a
higher power, split evenly between those
who say they definitely do believe and
those who say they think they do believe.
Only 9 percent of immigrants say that they
definitely do not believe, while 15 percent
of those born in Canada say this (figure 2).

Belief in Life After Death

Immigrants are also more likely to say
they believe in life after death, though by
a narrower margin. Around one third of
immigrants (35 percent) say they definitely
believe, compared to one quarter of those

born in Canada (26 percent) (figure 3).

Figure 2. “Do you believe that God or a higher power
exists?,” by Country of Birth, 2022

No, | definitely 9
do not believe |G 15

No, | don't 19
think so | EEG_— 2)

Yes, | %5
think so |GG 32

Certainty of belief

Yes, | definitely 47
do believe GG 32

0 10 20 30 40 50

Percentage (%)

Born in another country
M Born in Canada

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 3,
https://angusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum_tables.pdf.

Figure 3. “Do you believe in life after death?,” by
Country of Birth, 2022
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Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 4,
https://angusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum.tables.pdf.
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Teaching Children Religious
Beliefs

Most Canadians agree that it is important
for parents to teach their children religious
beliefs, but immigrants are somewhat
more likely to hold this view than those
born in Canada. Just over one quarter of
immigrants (27 percent) strongly agree
that parents should teach religious beliefs
to their children, while less than one in five
Canadian-born respondents (18 percent)
share this strong agreement (figure 4).

Experiencing God’s Presence
When asked how often they felt they

experienced God’s presence, immigrants
report having this experience more often
than their Canadian-born counterparts.
Immigrants are around twice as likely to
say they experience God’s presence every
day (29 percent, compared to 15 percent),
while those born in Canada are about one
and a half times as likely to say they never
experience this (45 percent, compared to
31 percent). Almost half of immigrants (45
percent) report experiencing God’s presence
at least once a month, compared to just
under a quarter of those born in Canada (24

percent) (figure 5).

Figure 4. “It's important for parents to teach their
children religious beliefs,” by Country of Birth, 2022
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Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 1,

https://angusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum_tables.pdf.

Figure 5. "How often, if at all, do you feel you
experience God's presence?," by Country of Birth, 2022
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Prayer

Immigrants report praying more often than
their Canadian-born counterparts. When
asked how often they pray to God or a
higher power, more than half of immigrants
(56 percent) say that they do so at least
once or twice a month, compared to one-
third of those born in Canada (32 percent).
Immigrants are more likely than non-
immigrants to say that they pray every day. In
contrast, non-immigrants are more likely, by
almost the same margin, to say that they never

pray (figure 6).

Reading a Sacred Text

Compared to those born in Canada,
immigrants are more likely to say that
reading a sacred text, such as the Bible or
Quiran, is a regular part of their lives. One
in five immigrants (20 percent) report
reading a sacred text at least a few times a
week—mnearly three times the proportion
of those born in Canada say the same (7
percent). Almost six in ten Canadian-born
respondents (59 percent) say they never
read a sacred text; only around a third of
immigrants (36 percent) say this (figure 7).

Figure 6. "How often, if at all, do you pray to God or
some higher power?," by Country of Birth, 2022
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Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 4,
https://anqusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum_tables.pdf.

Figure 7. "How often, if at all, do you read the Bible,
Qu'ran, or other sacred text?," by Country of Birth, 2022

eV | ——————

21
Only rarely p—)
Afew times 12
a year I §
Once or twice 1
amonth 83

Once a week 4
or so M3

A few times 10
a week B3

Frequency of reading

Every day pum 4 10

0 10 20 30 4 5 60
Percentage (%)

Born in another country
M Born in Canada

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 5,
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Attending Religious Services

Immigrants also report attending religious
services more often than people born in
Canada, being twice as likely to attend
services (other than weddings or funerals)
at least once or twice a month (27 percent,
compared to 13 percent). Almost three-
quarters of those born in Canada say that
they rarely or never attend religious services,
while just over half of immigrants say the
same (figure 8).

Even though the proportion of Canadians
reporting no afhiliation with any religion
is growing, immigration may continue
to offset the overall decline of religious
commitment in Canada. Immigration will
likely continue to change the composition
of religion in Canada as well—more than
half of Canadians who report their religious
affiliation as Muslim, Hindu, or Sikh were
born outside Canada, for example.’

Figure 8. "How often, if at all, do you attend religious
services (other than weddings or funerals)?," by
Country of Birth, 2022
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Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," April 18, 2022, 4,
https://angusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum_tables.pdf.

Views on Faith and Public Life

Some Canadians believe that religion is a private matter only—that it belongs in the home and
the local congregation, but not in the public square. Those who are committed to their spiritual
or religious tradition, however, often believe that their faith is integral to them and cannot be
separated from any part of their lives. Further, freedom of conscience and religion is one of the
four “fundamental freedoms” enumerated in Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms.® Given that
immigrants tend to show higher commitment to faith in their everyday lives than the rest of Canada’s
population, it is unsurprising that immigrants also tend to see a larger role for faith in Canada’s

public life.

5 Angus Reid Institute, “Canada Across the Religious Spectrum: A Portrait of the Nation’s Inter-faith Perspectives During
Holy Week,” April 18, 2022, https://angusreid.org/canada-religion-interfaith-holy-week/.
6 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, s 2, Part 1 of the Constitution Act, 1982, being Schedule B to the Canada Act

1982 (UK), 1982, ¢ 11.
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Religion in Public Life Figure 9. Religion in Public Life, by Country of
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Source: Angus Reid and Cardus, Interfaith Survey, April 2022.
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to understand these and other responses to
our survey. For example, some respondents
may have been thinking of one religion in
particular; others may have been thinking
of religion in general. Some respondents
may have brought to mind the individual
people they are acquainted with, or their
understanding of a faith’s teachings, or the
faith viewed as an institution. Similarly,
“good” and “bad” can be interpreted in
various ways.

Being Public About Religion

Compared to those who were born in
Canada, immigrants are more likely to say
that they live out their faith publicly. When
presented with the statement “I'm public
about my religion and faith,” almost six in
ten immigrants (57 percent) said that they
agree, compared to just under half of those
born in Canada (48 percent) (figure 11).

Respondents may have interpreted this
question in various ways. For example,
some religious practices involve the wearing
of particular clothing, which publicly
identifies the person as belonging to that
faith. By contrast, some respondents may
have interpreted the question as asking
about whether they talk about their faith
outside of their circle of family and friends.

Presence of Religion in
Public Life

Those who immigrated to Canada are less
likely to say that reducing the presence of
religion in public life is a sign of progress in
society: 54 percent of those born in Canada
agree with this statement, while only 43
percent of immigrants do. Three in ten
immigrants strongly disagree, compared to
two in ten of their counterparts who were
born in Canada (figure 12).

Figure 11. "I'm public about my religion and faith,"
by Country of Birth
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Source: Angus Reid Institute, "Religious Spectrum Tables," 1, April 18, 2022,
https://angusreid.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.04.18_Religious_
Spectrum_tables.pdf.

Figure 12. "Reducing the presence of religion in our
public life is a sign of progress in our society," by

Country of Birth, 2022
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As with other questions in our survey, respondents may have interpreted this question in many different
ways. Some, for example, may have thought about “public life” in terms of the activities of public
institutions (such as saying a prayer at the beginning of a municipal council meeting). Others may have
been thinking in terms of the public activities of individual citizens.

Accommodating Faith Figure 13. "Looking at these issues overall and the
Practices and Religious extent to which Canada accommodates different faith
. .. practises and religious minorities today: Overall,
Minorities would you say Canada. . .," by Country of Birth, 2022
Immigrants are more likely to believe that
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Source: Angus Reid and Cardus, Interfaith Survey, April 2022.

Surveys of Canada’s growing immigrant
population suggest that, across a variety of
measures, immigrants have a higher commitment to religious and spiritual practices than their Canadian-
born counterparts. Given these data, it is perhaps not surprising that immigrants also support a larger
role for religious expression in public life. As all Canadians seek to keep their country a welcoming
home for immigrants, we would do well to consider how we might welcome immigrants’ faith and

spirituality as well.
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About Cardus Faith Communities

The Cardus Faith Communities program conducts research and promotes understanding of
Canadians’ freedom of religion and conscience, the place of religion in the public square, and the
ways in which faith congregations are active contributors to our common life.

Contact

Andrew PW. Bennett, Program Director, Faith Communities
tel: 613-241-4500 x 510, abennett@cardus.ca
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dedicated to clarifying and strengthening,

through research and dialogue, the ways © Cardus, 2023. This work is licensed under a Creative
in which society’s institutions can work Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivatives
together for the common good. Works 4.0 International License.
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