
Introducing the Fortress Series
“Understanding World Christianity”

The idea of a major project on world Christianity is timely.
According to research from Pew, approximately two-thirds of the
world’s nations and territories are Christian majority.1 Christianity
continues to widen its global net, claiming the allegiance of well
over two billion people. Of the ten largest national Christian
populations—the United States, Brazil, Mexico, Russia, Philippines,
Nigeria, China, DR Congo, Germany, Ethiopia—only two are from
the Western world. Around one-sixth of the human population holds
membership in the Roman Catholic Church. The modern
Pentecostal/Charismatic movement—only a century old—claims
roughly 600 million people today. As Pew reports, “Christians are
also geographically widespread—so far-flung, in fact, that no single
continent or region can indisputably claim to be the center of global
Christianity. A century ago this was not the case.”

Of the eight cultural blocs of the world, Christianity is the largest
religion in six of them: Latin America and the Caribbean, North
America, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Africa, and Oceania.

1. See Pew Forum’s study “Global Christianity—A Report on the Size and Distribution of the
World’s Christian Population,” December 19, 2011. Located at http://www.pewforum.org/
2011/12/19/global-christianity-exec/.
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Only in Asia and the Middle East is Christianity not the religion
most people adhere to. However, some of the most important
developments in world Christianity are happening in Asia, and the
Middle East will forever be the land of Jesus—where the gospel was
unleashed. Furthermore, Islam—by far the most dominant Middle
Eastern faith—can scarcely be understood apart from the history it
shares with Judaism and Christianity. Christianity’s influence in the
world is profound, and there is little reason to think it is abating.

In the 1960s, esteemed church historian Stephen Neill began
noticing that—for the first time in human history—there existed a
truly world religion: Christianity. Neill was ahead of his time. Due
to his globe-trotting on behalf of the World Council of Churches,
he was able to observe rather intimately how deeply Christianity was
taking root in Africa and Asia, seemingly against all the odds. While
the leviathan structure of European colonialism was collapsing,
Christianity defied all predictions by indigenizing. Many thought
that when the colonial administrators and missionaries left,
Christianity would wither. But the opposite happened. When the
Europeans and North Americans got out of the way, these people
integrated the gospel into their cultures, into their own lands, on
their own terms. And today, we are front-row observers to these
events, many of which are still unfolding. Christianity is changing
civilizations as civilizations change Christianity. These stories are
fascinating, they are important, and they need to be told.

The Understanding World Christianity project addresses head-on
the fact that many churches, colleges, and seminaries are struggling to
come to terms with the reality that Christianity is now a worldwide
faith, not just a Western one. There is a popular and hardened
conception that Christianity is dependent upon the nations of
Western Europe and North America. Some variants of the story
prolong the worn-out narrative that Asia and Africa are being,
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somehow, held hostage by the white man’s religion, and that
Christianity has everything to do with colonialism and imperialism,
and nothing to do with indigenization, freedom, and self-assertion.
Thus many students even take degrees in Christianity under a long-
outdated curriculum: Christianity is born in the Middle East,
Constantine makes it a Western faith, the Enlightenment ushers in
a modern era, Christianity fades, and now we inhabit a postmodern

world.
This Eurocentric paradigm is obsolete, for many reasons. First of

all, Christianity has expanded terrifically. No longer is it centered in
the West. It is now broadly spread out across the world, especially in
Africa and Latin America. Second, the important modern European
thinkers—Bonhoeffer, Tillich, Barth—who are typically required
reading in Western seminaries do not adequately represent the
world’s Christians. Christianity is so much more diversified now.
We are in great need of hearing the southern voices such as John
Mbiti, Kwame Bediako, Oscar Romero, and M. M. Thomas. The
Western academy needs to think more globally, given the striking
changes the Christian faith has undergone in the last century. Third,
in what some call an era of globalization, we are much more exposed
to the non-Western world. Media, immigration, and increased
international travel have made cultures intersect and cross-pollinate,
creating a hybridity that was not so obvious a generation or two ago.
This is especially the case for people who live in cities. Los Angeles,
Dallas, Chicago, New York, and Miami are excellent examples of this
diversification process, which has a trickle-down effect throughout
America’s smaller cities, towns, and villages. A woman in small-
town New Mexico could very well have an Indian physician, a
Vietnamese priest, and a Guatemalan housekeeper. These situations
are increasingly common for the average American.

INTRODUCING “UNDERSTANDING WORLD CHRISTIANITY”

xi



Thankfully, a corpus of research on Christianity’s global history
is proliferating, and there is a growing awareness that Christianity
never was the exclusive possession of the Western world, and
certainly is not today. In spite of the gains that have been made,
there are fundamental questions that remain unaddressed or
underaddressed. For example, what is the meaning of global
Christianity? How will the drastic changes to Christianity’s
geography impact theology, mission, and ministry? Indeed, what
does this new body of research have to say to the church? What
can Christians do with this information? How must missionary work
be reconceived? These are practical questions begging further
investigation. It is critical that Christians respond to global
Christianity in sensitive and thoughtful ways. The Understanding
World Christianity series will equip specialists, leaders, and students
with up-to-date, on-the-ground information that will help them get
their heads around the stories and the data.

In the parable of the Sower, Jesus described a scene where seed
was scattered on various types of soil. Some seed was unproductive,
but some produced bountifully. Similarly, at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, Christianity flourishes in surprising places. The
continent of Africa is half Christian. China and the former Soviet
Union are opening up to Christianity after decades of oppression.
The 266th pope is from Buenos Aires. Korea is home to some of
the largest Christian congregations in the world. Meanwhile, in
Christianity’s old heartland—Western Europe—it appears faith is
receding. Who could have foreseen these astonishing developments a
century ago?

In the early years of the faith, when Christian gentiles began to
outnumber believing Jews, the faith began to take on a decidedly
different identity. Led by the apostles’ ambitious missionary work,
the early church adapted capably, and grew exponentially. Peter and
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Paul profoundly shaped “the Way” by fashioning it into an institution
open to all people, all nationalities and ethnicities alike. It was a
blended family par excellence, albeit with considerable growth pains.
Today we stand at a similar crossroads. The Global South has become
the new heartland of a faith that was anchored in the West for
centuries. The composition of Christianity—easily the world’s largest
religion—is changing, right before our eyes.

An important question remains, however. Is it a fait accompli that
Christianity will continue to move south, with little for the Western
churches to do but watch?

Scholars such as Robert Wuthnow contend there is much that the
churches in the Western world can do, and in fact are doing. In
Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American Churches, he shows
that American churches now spend $4 billion annually on overseas
ministry, more than ever, and “full-time missionaries serving abroad
has increased steadily.” In contrast to paternalistic models of the past,
where the sending church was the clear authority, mission work
today follows a collaborative paradigm, “through direct partnerships
with overseas congregations, engaging in faster and more efficient
transcultural communication, interacting with a sizable population
of refugees and immigrants, and contributing to large-scale
international humanitarian and relief organizations.”2 Our mental
maps of missionaries flowing from the West to the rest must be
updated, as Brazil, Korea, and Nigeria are now sending nations
with robust missionary programs. India, Vietnam, and the Philippines
provide hundreds of Roman Catholic priests to serve in the United
States. Indeed, Christians from the Global South are globally
engaged, and North American churches are wise to partner with
them.

2. Robert Wuthnow, Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American Churches (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 2010), 1–2.
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The Understanding World Christianity series will contribute to
this robust conversation in key ways. It will interpret these
monumental changes for a larger audience. It will engage critical
questions arising from a global, interconnected Christian faith. And
it will draw upon some of today’s best specialists—familiar with
Christianity on the ground in their respective geographies—in order
to create authoritative and readable composites of what is happening.
Authors for the series come from a range of ecclesial backgrounds,
including Orthodox, Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant,
Evangelical, and Pentecostal.

The new era of world Christianity is impacting global politics,
higher education, Christian ministry paradigms, and countless
charitable organizations. This project will help professors, pastors,
students, and professionals understand that with the global spread
of Christianity comes a new opportunity for sharing the ongoing
story, informed by sensitivity to local and contextual differences.
As our world flattens and as Christians globally become more
interdependent, a rich complexity is developing. Worldviews are
shifting, societies are transforming, and theologies are being
rewritten. This project will help Christians to navigate through the
differences more carefully and more thoughtfully.
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