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Christianity establishes and sustains a particular kind of divine-human relationship. This 

relationship is rooted, on the one hand, in the revelation of God by Jesus Christ and 

accentuated by the Holy Spirit primarily in and through the Bible. On the other hand, it is 

based on the context of the people, which defines their identity, existence and meaning. 

Christianity therefore is mindful of people’s worldviews, attitudes, thoughts and lifestyles. As 

it seeks to be “at home”  in every human culture, it challenges the culture to get rid of all 

inhuman aspects, and re-orient its focus on Jesus Christ. Thus Christianity has successfully 

incorporated several social, historical, cultural, linguistic and religious aspects of its 

adherents. In the course of time different versions of Christianity have emerged; they are 

primarily local and contextual, yet universal within the Body of Christ. Cross-cultural sharing 

of Christian faith is an inseparable part of Christian identity. Teaching World Christianity in 

the west is a way of internationalizing theological formation and expanding the horizon of the 

learners. The following essay, which is still a work in progress, is just a preliminary 

assessment of the author’s limited research and teaching experience in the Western Europe 

and in the East Coast of the United States. Inevitably it generalizes certain trends, which 

should be studied in context. This essay begins with a brief analysis of the western context, 

from which students of theology come, explains a few personal observations about western 

Christianity, and then suggests a few aspects for cross-cultural learning.  

1 Western context from a non-western perceptive 

Western societies, especially the west European countries and the United States, uphold 

the values of democratic freedom and equality, progressive economic modernity, intellectual 

resourcefulness, technical success, cultural pluralism, religious diversity and hospitality. Their 

general adherence to the ethos of Enlightenment1 and secularism have generated useful 

                                                

1 The ethos of Enlightenment includes the following: rationality, the categories of either-or, 
compartmentalization of individual life as body, mind and soul, and of society as sacred 
and secular. Enlightenment worldview has little or no place for the complex and 
unpredictable way of human life in families and societies. It has made no provisions for 
irrational aspects of life (e.g., love, forgiveness, shame and honor), and the categories of 
“not-only-but-also.”  The categories of “not-only-but-also”  highlight relational and 
complementary roles in extended families, faith communities and societies. They explain 
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knowledge and endorsed human dignity. The astounding scientific achievements in medical 

research, information, transportation and communication technologies are truly breathtaking.  

Far reaching changes in immigration laws, and new methods of global trade and travel, 

have reduced the geographical and mental distances between countries and peoples. In 

particular they have sharpened the plural nature of west European and North American 

societies. The immigrants have not only brought with them their culture, religion and lifestyle, 

but also wish to practice them in their host countries. They and the “natives”  slowly learn the 

art of overcoming every form of prejudice, fear, suspicion and discrimination. Almost all of 

them quickly learn to pursue the ideals of efficiency, speed, wealth, health, comfort, 

convenience, leisure, beauty, satisfaction, happiness and security. As they seek to benefit from 

individualism,2 self-reliant do-it-yourself-techniques, economic prosperity, the insistence of 

momentary pleasure and instant gratification, they also invariably confront the realities of 

broken lives, shattered families, loneliness and unemployment. The society seems to shine on 

the surface, but in its depth it longs for an alternative lifestyle. It looks for sustaining and life-

transforming virtues such as love, compassion, forgiveness and reconciliation, but often fails 

to find them personal, domestic and social situations.  

Moreover, modern industry, capitalist markets and the common expectations to always 

remain happy, young, beautiful, strong and successful have adverse effects on the old, the 

disfigured and the weak. Market economy, which has increased the quality of life for a small 

portion of the people, tends to reduce the working people either to “money-making-machines”  

or to mini “ consumer factories.”  Those, who are unable to “keep up with the Jones,”  are left 

behind. A person’s worth, loyalty and trustworthiness are evaluated not by that person’s 

                                                                                                                                                   

the ambiguities of life not through artificial sets of polarizing dichotomies (such as good 
and evil, individual and community, sin and salvation, life and death, secular and sacred, 
this worldly and other worldly, developed/civilized and undeveloped/uncivilized, 
evangelical and liberal, clergy and laity), but through religious myths, stories, poems, 
proverbs and rituals.  

2 Overemphasis on individualism and privacy rights seems to have erected impenetrable walls 
around people’s minds, which are seen around their homes: invisible electronic cameras 
guard the property. High walls with barbed wires, tall hedges and strong doors are meant to 
give individual safety and security. They are important and essential; but they do not 
necessarily establish contacts with neighbors and others living in the vicinity. In high-tech 
societies believes that telephones, computers, cars and other electronic gadgets make life 
easy; but the people are always active and busy, and have little or no time for others, even 
for the members of their family. 
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character, but by that person’s use of credit cards and consumer debt! Those who do not 

borrow money, but finance their need themselves, are considered to be unreliable.  

Additionally, in the west electronic images and connections condition human relationship 

and behavior. Nowadays people can interact with a computer, buy an air ticket, pay telephone 

bills and do a variety of other things without ever seeing or speaking face-to-face with a real 

human being. Recently, I rang up a 1-800-telephone number in Boston in order to buy an air 

ticket. The person who answered the call said that the main office is in New Delhi/India, but 

asked me to pay the money for the air ticket in New York. After I had paid the money to their 

agent in New York, I received the air ticket from another agent in Washington DC. It worked! 

But it was necessary to meet the people face to face and do business. Yet this cost effective 

and quick method of doing business renders human relationships unnecessary and, at times, 

even redundant. Modern western societies have accomplished noble things in economy, 

technology, medical care, and space and ocean research. Yet, common people do not yet fully 

reap the benefit of all these developments. People do not seem to occupy the central place of 

societal existence; they are there, yet they are not there! Western society should undergo a 

process of self- reflection and re-orientation.  

2 Western Chr istianity from a non-western perceptive 

Western Christianity has evolved from long historical, cross-cultural processes. Some 

important mile stones of western Christianity include the positive change of the Roman 

Empire towards Christians, introduced by Emperor Constantine (ca. 285–337 CE), the 

emergence of the Latin-speaking Roman Catholic church hierarchy, the Crusades (1095–1291 

CE), the Protestant Reformation (beginning with John Wycliffe and culminating in the efforts 

of Martin Luther, John Calvin and others), the Thirty Years War (1618–1648) and its 

aftermath, the subsequent disbelief in religion, the amazing growth of Enlightenment (arising 

with Isaac Newton and Réné Descartes, Pierre Bayle, Benedict de Spinoza and reaching a 

culmination pint in the person of John Loke) and the enthronement of the Goddess of Reason 

in France (1793). Christianity became the most important element of the western society; 

once the society and its socio-political structures had absorbed basic Christian values, 

Christianity itself began to its grip on people’s mind and life. The religious violence, which 

was inflicted at different stages in the formation of western Christianity, convinced the deists, 

agnostics and atheists to dethrone Christianity instead enthrone rationalism as a guiding 

principle. Again, they thought that they could shape and control human society and make it 

more human. Their aspirations failed to produce the expected fruits; rather their involvement 
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in the affairs of people, expertise in navigation and weapon production, and their 

determination to “conquer”  the world created more misery. 

Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), a Spanish explorer, landed in America in 1492 and 

opened the way of Spanish conquest of the South America. Soon Portugal, another great 

maritime power of that time, wanted to join the colonial exploits. Finally, in 1493 Spain and 

Portugal obtained from Pope Alexander VI the necessary authority, generally known as the 

Padroado (“patronage” ), to establish colonies overseas, and to send religious representatives 

to found and develop churches there. Hence, religious representatives accompanied the 

explorers and other political officers of the crown. The Portuguese navigator Vasco da Gama 

(ca. 1469–1524) reached Calicut in southwestern India in 1498. He paved the way the 

emergence of several Portuguese colonies along the western and eastern coasts of India. His 

fellow country man Ferdinand Magallan (ca. 1480–1521) found the sea route around the 

globe. Soon the British East India Company (1600–1874), the Dutch East India Company 

(1602–1798), the Danish East India Company (1619–1845) and the French East India 

Company (1664–1769) established rival colonies in Asia and Africa. Asian and African 

merchant magnates, royal kings and princes, political masters, mercenaries, judicial 

authorities and interpreters collaborated with the representatives of the East India Companies, 

and forced their people to accept the political rule, codes of conduct and education of the 

colonizers. Without the active support of these powerful local people, the colonizers could not 

have accomplished much. The large number of local people and their net work enabled the 

few colonizers in their midst to occupy land, exploit natural resources and rob intellectual 

wealth. Soon people began to revolt against colonialism; the American Revolution (1775–

1783) marked an important turning point in revolt against colonialism. The formation of the 

United States of America became an example for a free country. But anti-colonial rebellions 

in Asia and Africa were put down nearly for 200 years by Asian and African military and 

police force – largely under the guidance of the European colonizers. However, after the 

Second World War most of the Asian and African colonies attained political independence. 

While some countries such as Australia, Singapore, Hong Kong and New Zealand have 

emerged as modern regional powers, most of the former colonies still remain poor and 

unstable. The moral and psychological wounds inflicted by the European Colonialism are 

deep and they are not yet healed.  
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In this context it has to be pointed out that the emergence of Christian missionary activities 

coincided with European Colonialism. Roman Catholic monastic orders3 sent their 

missionaries to Portuguese and Spanish colonies. Protestant missionary agencies4 sent their 

representatives to work in European overseas colonies. In some cases the missionaries took 

the place of colonizers (e.g., in South America). But these were colonizers in missionary 

robes. The co-existence and function of the Christian missions within European colonial 

territories, especially in the nineteenth century, created the erroneous impression that the 

colonizers and the missionaries were mutual partners, and the Christian missionaries prepared 

the way for the colonizers. Slowly words such as colonialism, commerce, Christianity and 

civilization were thought to be synonyms. For an uncritical observer the activities of the 

colonizers and the missionaries seemed identical. It was also assumed that the colonizers and 

the missionaries worked for a common cause, namely to acquire additional territories for their 

kings, to work for the glory of their God and also to become economically rich. But in reality 

the colonizers were aggressive in imposing their views and norms on the colonized and thus 

threatened and in many cases even destroyed the identity and sovereignty of the colonized 

peoples. On the other hand, the missionaries often stood (e.g., like in India) for the cause of 

the native people; they established schools to educate them and thus to facilitate social 

upward mobility. The failure to distinguish the missionaries from the colonizers seriously 

damaged the reputation of Christian missionary activity, and the situation continued till the 

middle of the twentieth century.  

The disappearance of western Christendom in the second half of the twentieth century has 

created a psychological vacuum in Europe. Christianity and Christian churches, which were 

once central to the life of people in Europe, are now far removed from their public sphere of 

influence. Scientific rationalism, pervasive secularism, and wide social security offered by the 

western nation states have indirectly contributed to the erosion of western Christianity. 

                                                

3 The Benedictines (529), the Franciscans (1209), and the Dominicans (1216), the Jesuits 
(1534/1540) and the members of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of Faith 
(1622, generally known as the Propaganda Fide) and the Society of Foreign Missions of 
Paris (1658) represented Roman Catholic Church in various mission fields.  

4 Some of the most prominent Protestant missionary agencies include the following: the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in New England (1649), the Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge (1698), the Society for Propagating the Gospel in 
Foreign Parts (1701), the Royal Danish-Halle Mission (1705), the Baptist Missionary 
Society (1792), the London Missionary Society (1794/5), the Church Missionary Society 
(1799), the British and Foreign Bible Society (1804) and the American Board of 
Commissioners of Foreign Mission (1810). 
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Moreover, western Christianity historically depended for a long time on the protection of the 

state. For example, King Clovis I (ca. 466–511) imposed Christianity on his French subjects. 

Emperors Charlemagne (742–814) and Otto I (912–973) played a major role in enforcing 

Christianity on their subjects in France and Germany. Later, implementing the principle of 

Cuius regio, eius religio (“ the religious of the ruler is the religion of the people,”  according to 

the Peace of Augsburg in 1555) determined that German princes could either be Roman 

Catholics or Lutherans; people of other persuasions underwent unrecognized. Once the power 

of the state eroded, their state religion also disintegrated.  

Gradually, European philosophers such as Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), who was 

known as the “German Brahmin”  and others defended the individuality of non-European 

cultures. Few European philologists, notably Sir William Jones (1746–1794) and Sir Charles 

Wilkins (1749–1836) and others translated Indian sacred writings from Sanskrit into English. 

Jones translated the Sanskrit play Sakuntala and published it in England (1789). Instantly, it 

attracted the attention of European intelligentsia (e.g., J.W. Goethe translated it into German). 

Wilkins translated the Bagavadgita in 1785. Thus Europeans came in touch with numerous 

non-western writings, which demonstrated the fact that several non-western people were 

highly civilized and educated.  

At the same time Biblical higher criticism began to assert its influence in European 

institutions of higher learning (e.g., F.C. Bauer 1792–1860 in Tübingen). This critical method 

of study questioned the unity, authenticity and relevance of the Bible. Once the Bible was 

considered to be a book with fables and myths, European intellectuals refused to take it 

seriously. In the 1860s, churches, monasteries, nunneries, and other Christian institutions 

were secularized. All these meant that western Christianity began to loose its hold on people. 

Even the history of 1,500 years in Europe has not fully touched and permanently transformed 

the “soul”  of Europe. Finally, the two world wars, mostly fought by the so-called “Christian”  

countries in Europe, took away the terribly weakened the bond between the state and the 

church, and the western churches have not yet recovered from the shock of these wars. But 

western countries — without the help of the church — have developed their science, military 

technology, economics, transportation and communication systems, and established global 

markets.  

Globalization is understood to be a dominant neo-colonial influence, by which the so-

called developed nations force several Asian, African and South American countries to 

imitate western models of economy, military, trade, politics and administration. Christian 
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missionaries from the west, who work in non-western parts of the world, bear the burden of 

globalization. The critics of Christian missionaries tend to think that these missionaries 

collaborate with western financial institutions, politicians, military people and merchants of 

multinational corporations. This undifferentiated view creates serious problems because it 

neglects the conflicting motives, methods and results of those westerners who are involved in 

the life of non-western peoples.  

Additionally, as mentioned above, several neo-colonial and post-colonial scholars interpret 

western Christian missionaries as the agents of European politics, military, judiciary and 

education, who violently colonized the “mind”  of the people, imparted alien knowledge and 

thus dislocated them from their surroundings. This view often treats the colonized as mere 

objects of the colonial powers, never as subjects, who exercised their discretion and choose 

alternatives. Some neo-colonial and post-colonial scholars denounce the oppressive colonial 

structures, which are left behind in Asia, Africa and South America. These scholars think that 

Christian missionaries were part and parcel of these structures. Consequently, a large section 

of Christians in the west began to question the validity of Christian missionary involvement in 

the non-western parts of the world, and the necessity of churches in the public sphere of 

influence at home. Moreover, sex scandals, child abuse, and heated controversies over 

contested issues such as homosexuality polarize several sections of western Christianity. Due 

to these and many other factors church membership declines in the west. Churches with good 

endowments seem to survive the currents of modernity; but other churches find it difficult 

even to maintain their immovable properties. Nowadays the church has become negligibly 

marginal in western countries.  

Another aspect of western situation needs to be mentioned. Religiously plural societies in 

North America require the people to celebrate differences and acknowledge identities. But 

often in the name of tolerance an attitude of ignorance and indifference prevails. Not enough 

steps are taken to understand the people of other faiths and persuasions. It is not sufficient to 

treat religions as abstract systems of belief; religions are not mere systems, but they are 

people. Once people are affirmed as people, then ways can be explored to understand the 

common denominators and differences in all religions. Emphasis on finding similarities only 

will produce shallow results, but trying to understand the socio-religious and economic 

context that promoted religious differences will affirm the identity and promote harmonious 

co-existence and mutual growth of all people. A marked way of western life is to regard 

religion as a private matter, and it does not belong to the public sphere of life. Difference 

between the sacred and the secular is affirmed and even legally protected. In this context 
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concepts such as mission and conversion sound suspicious. As a result religious openness is 

often interpreted as hiding, negating or being ashamed of one’s (Christian) own identity.  

In this complex context, western Christians question why missionaries should go to non-

western parts of the world and do mission work. The validity of Christianity is seriously 

doubted at home; hence, it is believed that Christian missionaries are preaching an outdated 

religion in other parts of the world. There is general sense of despair and disorientation. In 

this context, a study of World Christianity can help Christians in the west to get a new vision 

of hope and purposeful engagement with Christianity, and come out of their domestic 

isolation. If western Christians are open and willing, they can learn from the experiences of 

their non-western sisters and brothers.  

3 Contr ibutions of Wor ld Chr istianity to the west 

World Christianity, which is a fairly new academic discipline, is designed to communicate 

the experiences of Christians outside of Western Europe, North America and Australia, and 

mostly in Asia, Africa and South America. World Christianity examines how Christian 

missionaries, merchants, monks, nuns, migrant workers, soldiers, pilgrims, families, and other 

groups of Christians spread their faith across national and continental boundaries, and let it 

become indigenous. World Christianity analyzes why Christian faith refuses to be tamed or 

domesticated by any culture, and is determined to the “salt”  and “ light”  of that culture. World 

Christianity includes an analysis of Christian interaction with burning issues such as the 

burden of colonialism, persisting poverty, polygamy, gender discrimination, violence, 

ancestor veneration, religious pluralism, HIV/AIDS, ecology, and the like. World Christianity 

pays close attention to the collective thought and experience of the non-western Christians, 

who live in Diaspora in several western countries. It seeks to understand how these non-

western Christians bear or fail to bear Christian witness.  

A study of World Christianity is important because most of the historic missions from the 

west have already disappeared; in stead powerful national churches have emerged in Asia, 

Africa and South America. Native Christian leaders guide or attempt to guide the destiny of 

these churches. They invite the western missionaries to work under their leadership, and treat 

them as guests, partners and learners, not necessarily as patrons and teachers. Eventually these 

guests and partners, who have successfully undergone a period of “mission immersion,”  will 

have to return to their home countries to share the fruits of their intercultural learning.  
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Teaching World Christianity in the west, from the perspective of the receivers of the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ, approaches the subject from a particular point of reference, of which 

three implications can be briefly mentioned.  

3.1 Crusades, Conquista, Colonialism and western guilt complex 
A study of World Christianity is urgently needed to revisit the superficial guilt issue of the 

western Christians in general and students of theology in particular. Passive resignation and 

inactive lamentation over past mistakes are no substitutes for careful consideration and 

implementation of Christian mission in our modern society. Crusades, Conquista and 

Colonialism are rightly quoted as major events that were based on trickery, violence, 

imposition and subjugation. European nations that involved in Crusades, Conquista and 

Colonialism left behind bitter memories and wounded psyche. This in turn instantly creates a 

sense of deep remorse and guilt. It should be pointed out that Christianity contains the 

inherent moral caliber to feel the pain of atrocities for several centuries. Feeling pain alone is 

not enough. Other constructive ways must be found for reconciliation and bridge building.  

World Christianity studies various issues related to Crusades, Conquista and Colonialism 

play a major role. It analyzes socio-economic consequences and the wounded memories of the 

people. But it does not stop with the superficial self-satisfying, inactive guilt feeling; rather it 

moves further in educating the students of World Christianity to candidly discern the 

difference between a missionary and a politician, a missionary and a mercenary, a friend of 

the people and an exploiter of the people. Further, World Christianity tells how the victims of 

colonialism learned to cope with the burden of their past. It highlights the fact that students 

should not equate the Crusades with the Conquista, and the Conquista with the Colonialism, 

but examine each entity in its own historical and ideological context. For example, the 

colonial situation in South America is different from the colonialism in several Asian and 

African countries. European colonists in Asia and Africa were unable to destroy local 

languages and cultures mainly because they supported the custodians of these cultures. Their 

economical, commercial and military interest required them to depend on the favor of the 

leading Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims. They appointed the Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims 

as subordinate officers to execute colonial decisions in the areas of politics, administration, 

police and judiciary, military intelligence gathering, procuring and selling raw materials and 

finished products. They educated and promoted the cause of elite Hindus and Muslims. This 

meant that they had to discriminate native Christians, did not appoint them to carry out the 

services of the East India Companies, and they also sought to thwart the mission efforts of the 

western missionaries. The East India Companies were also the major reason for Hindu and 
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Muslim Diaspora. They transplanted the Hindus and Muslims in several European colonies 

work as cheap laborers in transportation industry (e.g., laying roads, railways and ship yards), 

and in coffee, tea and rubber plantations. This explains the reason for the presence of Hindus, 

for example, in Trinidad and Fiji Islands.  

Had European colonists wholeheartedly aided the spread of Christianity during their 500 

years of dominance, Asia and Africa should have been Christian continents long ago. But the 

reality is different. Statistically Asia is the least Christian continent. The situation of the 

indigenous Christians in Africa improved only after the European colonists were forced to 

grant political independence African countries, and retreat to their home countries. Indigenous 

Christians were now free to express and propagate their Christian faith in such a way that they 

could never do under the rule of the Europeans. Till middle of the twentieth century, as 

mentioned above, European colonists aided and collaborated with Asian and African leaders, 

who were extremely critical towards Christians. The colonists considered themselves 

Christians, and followed the principle of administrative neutrality, which in practice meant 

preference of non-Christians for company services, protection of non-Christian places of 

worship and practices, and corresponding negligence or decimation of Christians.5 Once 

colonialism was ended, the official patronage of non-Christian elites began to slowly fade 

away. Christian leaders supported nationalism, and national churches. They tried to explore 

ways of expanding the influence of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  

Other changes during the second half of the twentieth century further helped the native 

Christians. They benefited, for example, from the teachings of the Second Vatican Council II 

(1963–1965),6 the Lausanne Movement (1974),7 the World Council of Churches’  affirmation 

of mission and evangelism in 1982, and the collapse of Communism in eastern Europe in 

1989. Several Asian, African and Latin American governments were (and are to some extent 

still) bankrupt, and people are left with a socio-political and ideological vacuum, and they 

need life orientation, and many of them turn to Christianity for answers. Charismatic and 

                                                

5 In Roman Catholic colonies such as Goa (established in 1510) in India Christian converts 
enjoyed some privileges. But the English, Dutch and Danish colonies followed the 
abovementioned principle of administrative neutrality.  

6 Vatican II, among many other things, highlighted the use of vernacular liturgy, Bible 
translations, missional churches, laity empowerment and positive outlook towards the 
people of non-Christian religions and persuasions.  
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Pentecostal churches in Asia, Africa and South America say that they have answers for these 

and other problems. These churches incorporate several aspects of local cultures and 

traditional religions, and attract a large number of people. Moreover, indigenous churches in 

Asia, Africa and South America change the face of worldwide Christianity. For example, the 

African Initiated Churches in the Sub Saharan Africa have experienced phenomenal growth. 

Some of the historic churches like the Anglican Churches in Nigeria and Uganda have 

consolidated themselves. The growth of non-western Christianity has already shifted the 

major centers of Christianity from North America, England, Germany and Italy, to Sub 

Saharan Africa, South Korea, China, and to South America.8  

Non-western Christians have shown how they have overcome the memories of Conquista 

and Colonialism. They do not always lament over the burden of the results created by 

European colonialism. They suffer under grinding poverty, abounding sickness, and other 

socio-political evils. In stead bemoaning the past, they wish to creatively construct a better 

future, and seek to find hope in the midst of hopelessness. For non-western Christians the 

centrality of Jesus Christ and the Bible is undisputable. With the help of the biblical teachings 

and following the model of Jesus Christ they are engaged in bearing witness. Just because 

their environment is non-Christian and religiously pluralistic, they do not preach a Jesus-less, 

cross-less and church-less Christianity; their message about God’s love and grace is not 

devoid of God’s demand of holiness, justice, forgiveness and commitment in interpersonal 

relationships. Their congregations do not function as mere social clubs and humanitarian 

agencies such as the Red Cross, and the Rotary Club because they tend to understand and 

enhance human life from the perspective of Jesus Christ. Their Christian identity, often an 

issue of life and death, matters a lot. They do not let their material poverty and technological 

underdevelopment to rob their radiant joy in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Similarly, superficial, 

inactive and self-satisfying guilt paralyses people; but genuine willingness for mutual learning 

                                                                                                                                                   

7 The Lausanne Movement underlined the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, the preeminence of 
preaching and sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and also the undeniable necessity of 
diakonia. Thus the mission is to be holistic in every respect. 

8 It is estimated that at the beginning of the twentieth century about 60% of the world 
Christian population lived in Western Europe and North America. But by the end of the 
twentieth century about 60% of all Christians live in the Southern Hemisphere. For 
example, in 1990, 560 million Europeans, 480 million Latin Americans, 360 million 
Africans, 313 million Asians and 260 million North Americans were Christians. However, 
it is projected that by 2025 there will be 640 million Christians living in Latin America and 
the Caribbean Islands. 633 million Africans will be Christians. 555 million Christians will 
be Europeans. 460 million Christians will live in Asia. 
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and growth will inspire the western Christians to once again become responsible and joyful 

Christians. 

Another possible way of overcoming guilt feeling is to wrestle with the problem of western 

materialism, capitalism, consumerism and militarism, which impoverish the people in 

different parts of the world and drain their natural resources. The fact that God has called us 

to be faithful stewards and that we have borrowed the earth from our children and grand 

children should motivate us to aspire for the protection of creation, sustainable development, 

responsible living and simple lifestyle, which are important for our interconnectedness in our 

ever-shrinking world. This will require the people in the west to radically convert their present 

way of thinking, behaving and lifestyle.  

The third way to overcome guilt feeling is to realize the fact that by 2010 CE only 855 

million Christians will live in the western parts of the world; but 1.4 billion Christians will be 

in the non-western parts of the world (i.e., 544 million in South America, 472 million in 

Africa and 374 million in Asia). This means that by 2010  

“3 out of every 7 Christians will live in Asia and Africa.. [...] This is the time when the First World must 
recognize the pre-eminence of the Third World. The change that is happening must be matched by changing 
resources, methods of working, responsibilities, training and ideas, as well as leadership of our ministries and 
organizations.”

9  

Most of the non-western churches are non-institutional; and they have little or nothing to 

do with historic missions from the west. Some of the non-western churches in South Korea, 

China, India, Nigeria and Brazil send out their missionaries either within or outside of their 

countries. This changed trend repudiates the old western categories of “we”  and “ they;”  but 

requires all Christians to learn from one another. At the same time, cross-cultural missionary 

work needs sensitivity to local cultures, traditions, religions and lifestyles. In this context, ill-

informed western missionaries like the American TV evangelists should not go to countries 

like India, preach their gospel of health-wealth, and mislead people. They do not realize how 

the indigenous missionaries have built up and maintained their Christian identity in their 

hostile environment. The TV evangelists fly in their own jet airliners, and paradoxically claim 

to preach the Gospel of the simple carpenter Jesus Christ, and give a false picture of 

Christianity. It is better for these TV evangelists to work in their own country, where the 

number of Christians steadily decreases. This does not mean that western Christians should 

                                                

9 Brierley, Peter: “Evangelicals in the world of the 21st century,”  2004 Forum on World 
Evangelization Programme, dated May 03, 2004, available online 
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not go anywhere. Within the Body of Christ all Christians belong to one another, and western 

Christians should go to and learn from the experiences of non-western Christians, not as 

paternalists, but as guests and learners. They can learn what it means for non-western peoples 

to become a Christian, what is the cost they pay to remain Christian, and how they articulate 

their understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in their private, domestic, social and national 

life. When the western Christians return to their own countries, they will be the unpaid 

ambassadors for the non-western Christians, who hosted them and showed them the skills of 

effective holistic mission. When western Christians meet and live with non-western 

Christians, and vice versa, they can learn to give up false pretenses, ungrounded prejudices 

and above all the paralyzing feeling of guilt; their will undergo an ongoing experience of 

positive conversion.  

3.2 Conversion, cultural destruction and social dislocation 
During the hay day of western colonialism it was assumed that western Christianity should 

be the norm for Christians all over the world. It was not enough for a convert to become a 

Christian. That convert was expected to imitate the thoughts and behavior patterns of the 

western missionary. If a convert did not want to follow this method, that convert was viewed 

as less-Christian or non-Christian. On the other hand, whenever non-western Christian 

converts choose to adopt certain aspects of western Christianity, their critics blamed them for 

social and cultural dislocation. Further, mission critics allege that Christian missionaries 

allured the weak people with money, education and other material promises. These notions 

are primarily rooted in the popular anti-Christian propaganda that is prevalent both in the 

western and non-western parts of the world. This allegation may be true in isolated instances, 

but not in every case. Christian converts, who live among the Hindus, Muslims and Buddhists 

have carefully considered the option of choosing Christian faith and consciously decided to 

become Christians. Their conversion stories reveal that the process of their discernment and 

religious decision making is indeed complex, often costly and risky. The converts know well 

that their conversion may jeopardize their family and tribal relationships, inheritance, 

ceremonies related to the passage of life, employment, physical safety and emotional security. 

Yet, they choose to become Christians because they sincerely believe that faith in Jesus Christ 

offers them a life that is more fulfilling and rewarding than the life that led thus far. Further, 

they believe that Christian faith gives them a new direction of life, which does not fully 

                                                                                                                                                   

<http://community.gospelcom.net/lcwe/assets/LCWEvangelicals.pdf> (accessed on March 
03, 2005) , pp. 6–7.  
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annihilate their inherited socio-cultural and religious culture, but re-orients it towards Jesus 

Christ. By doing this Christians are encouraged to engage in dialogue with their own culture, 

reject from within every form of inhuman element of that culture and work for its positive 

transformation. This way of culture reflection and transformation are important for the 

development of every culture.  

However, people who exercise social, political, religious and economic power, and who 

have happily benefited from the inability, illiteracy and weakness of their fellow human 

beings, tend to oppose Christian missionaries. The missionaries empower these exploited 

peoples and helped them to be aware of and claim their rights, and fulfill their responsibilities. 

As a result, the power holders in places of public influence view the activity of a Christian 

missionary as a social disturbance because they can no longer exploit the marginalized 

people. But the exploited people, who received the Gospel of Jesus Christ regard Christian 

mission as an agent of liberation and new life. Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg (1682–1719), the 

first German Lutheran missionary to South India, thought that Christian mission is both a 

“service to the soul”  and a “service to the body.”  Thus, the Gospel requires the followers of 

Jesus Christ to teach and demonstrate the agape-love in and through their life.  

Christian missionaries, whether western or non-western help the people in need. This help 

cannot be simply interpreted as enforcement or allurement. The stories and interpretations of 

the victimizers and the liberated victims should be heard together to understand the scope and 

implications of conversion. Learning from the perspective of the liberated Christians, the 

western students of World Christianity will learn to appreciate the boldness of the converts in 

recognizing and sharing their Christian identity. Students of world Christianity pay special 

attention as to who tells the story, and to whom the story is told. Depending on the speaker 

and the intended audience the content of the story will defer.  

At the same time, students of World Christianity will learn to question the modern forms 

of socio-cultural and economic exploitation. For example, several western countries spend 

more time, energy and resources in building fatal weapons and find ways of selling them to 

poorer countries. Unjust trade policies continue to polarize the world. Computer games, 

generally meant for children and youth, are full of violence and brutality. Telecommunication 

brings these evils from the west into almost very home anywhere in the world. But several 

non-western leaders blame Christian missionaries for these evils because they erroneously 

believe that all westerners are practicing and professing Christians.  
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Students of World Christianity will also learn that there are several expressions of African 

and Asian Christianity, which have little or nothing to do with western Christianity. For 

example, the African Initiated Churches or the indigenous churches in China, India and other 

Asian countries have their own characteristics: some founders of these indigenous churches 

had initial contacts with western missionaries. But disagreement between them and the 

missionaries led to the creation of a few indigenous churches. However, some founders 

claimed to have experienced God’s revelation through visions, dreams and other encounters. 

They also maintain that they have healing powers. They advise their followers to critically 

interact with their own native religions and cultures, give up fetishes, wear uniforms and 

undergo other ceremonies. Their close association with nature (e.g., worship services 

conduced in open air or on a mountain), incorporation of native dance and music and 

understanding the salvation of Jesus Christ within their point of reference give a particular 

local flavor to their Christian expression. Thus, outside western Christianity there are 

numerous “Christianities,”  from which western Christianity can learn.  

In fact, Western Christianity is not purely western as it claims to be; rather it is a 

combination of several cross-cultural components. Christianity is actually an Asian religion. 

But in the twenty-first century, it is indeed a world religion because Christians are now living 

in all 238 countries of the world! Moreover, there are many forms of western Christianity. For 

example, Protestantism in the US, which itself is not homogenous, borrows its theological 

beliefs from North Africans such as St. Augustine and Cyprian, ecclesiastical hierarchy from 

the administrative models of the Romans, Reformation doctrines from German and Swiss 

reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin, and blends these elements with the basic 

American values such as democracy, freedom, equality and individuality. This can be said of 

almost every form of Christianity all over the world. The kaleidoscopic expressions of 

Christianity offer a good opportunity for cross-cultural learning and enrichment.  

3.3 Few challenges for  the western students of Wor ld Chr istianity 
Western students of theology exhibit some common characteristics. Many of them have a 

deep sense of God’s call to ministry. They wish to gain insight into the life and struggles of 

other people, serve them, and thus make a difference in ministry. Some students are 

committed to social justice. Most of the students of theology, whom the author of this essay 

knows, are White, and only a few students of theology are either Black or Asian or Hispanic. 

Almost all students know that they are now living in a multi-religious and pluralist society, 

and hence they learn to respect the people of other religions and faiths. But their thinking is 

not yet multi-religious and pluralistic. They are familiar with their own denominations, and 
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have limited knowledge about the origins and growth of other denominations. But their 

historical knowledge of worldwide Christian faith is limited.  

Some students think that western European colonial missionaries and North American 

missionaries introduced Christianity to non-western peoples. Their active knowledge of 

church history does not immediately refer to early Christianity in Armenia (301 CE), in North 

Africa (first four hundred years of CE), Byzantine Christianity, and Syriac Christianity. 

Western students of theology are surprised to find out that Syriac-speaking Christian monks, 

merchants and immigrants spread Christianity along the Silk Road, and went to South India 

(around 315 CE), and others to China in 635 CE and established Christian communities there.  

All students of theology are familiar with the use of the Anglo-Saxon noun “God”  (derived 

from the adjective “good” ) to express the Judeo-Christian understanding of YHWH and 

Trinity. They unconsciously transfer their Judeo-Christian understand of God to designate 

non-Christian deities: For example, Krishna (“dark-blue” ) and Christ (“ the anointed One” ) 

are translated into English as “God.”  But the generic noun “God”  is not specific enough to 

immediately highlight the peculiarities of Krishna or Christ. But non-western Christians, who 

live among the people of other faiths, must know the exact identity of God, who is revealed in 

the Bible; otherwise they are unable to tell others who they are and which God they have 

chosen to follow. In a religiously plural context the beginning of a person’s journey, the 

methods of sustaining that journey and the ultimate goal of that journey are indeed different. 

Seeming similarities (e.g., being religious, belief on one God, and the like) do not matter 

much; but people what to know the different starting points, process and goals of religious 

seekers. Hence, employing the Anglo-Saxon word God to explain the specific ideas of about 

various God-concepts seems to be inadequate. For example, in Sanskrit the most supreme 

deity is known as the Satcitananda (“ truth-wisdom-bliss” ). View Satcitananda simply as 

“God”  does not describe the Indian understanding of God. Students of World Christianity will 

learn much if they appreciate the beauty and distinctiveness of each divine epithet, and are not 

content with the abstract nouns such as the Transcendent, the Ultimate, the Almighty, the 

Cause, the Absolute, the Holy One, and the like. Another example can illustrate this principle: 

the popular English chorus “God is so good, God is so good and God is so good, is so good to 

me [to you, to us]”  is translated into Tamil as follows: “ iy� cu nallavar, iy� cu nallavar iy� cu 

nallavar enakku [unakku, namakku],”  which means: “Jesus is good to me [to you, to us].”  

This makes sense in a religiously plural context such as the Tamil speaking parts of India, 

where Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists and a multitude of other religious adherents are neighbors 

and co-citizens. The generic Tamil words for God Kadvul (“ the one who has gone through 
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and beyond”) or Devan (“a male shining heavenly being” ) are insufficient to communicate the 

religious meaning and identity of the people. The followers of Vishnu or Shiva or Shakti or 

any other religion live their religious faith, they do not talk about it much. For them long-term 

interreligious co-existence and interdependence are more important than mere discussions. 

This model will help the student of World Christianity in the west to remain as firm in their 

faith as a swing is fastened to the roof. Then they can move to and fro among the people of 

other religions and ideologies, yet come to the middle. Religious believers and practioners can 

be true, honest and faithful to others by first being true, honest and faithful to themselves.  

This attitude of being flexible by being firmly rooted is important for Christian students of 

World Christianity. They are expected to know the content of the Bible so that they can 

fruitfully engage in interreligious and cross-cultural conversation. They need to know the 

historical setting and teaching of the major episodes in the Bible. Biblical literacy is important 

for an informed dialogue. Generally, several western students of theology remain biblical 

illiterates. They spend more time in reading about the Bible rather than the Bible. Churches, 

theological institutions, Christian radios and television stations and numerous publishers 

produce resource materials for learning what the Bible actually is, what it says to us today. 

Yet, it is paradox that western Christians in general and theological students in particular 

exhibit an appalling level of biblical illiteracy. Consequently they do not have the necessary 

biblical content and vocabulary to engage in useful Christian conversation on theology and 

mission. By contrast, non-western Christians generally cherish the content and teaching of the 

Bible. When they speak with their neighbors and others, they quote Biblical stories and 

connect them with their own stories. Thus, the Bible does not remain a mere book of the past, 

but becomes contextual and relevant to the hearers. 

Students of theology are not fully free from ethnocentrism, which expresses itself in their 

understanding of being superior, self-sufficient, private and “mind-your-business.”  Many 

westerns think that their nation alone is the centre of the world, and the rest of the world is 

understood as an appendix. This kind of unhealthy ethnocentrism hinders intercultural 

learning and keeps people in their mental confines and geo-cultural boundaries. But World 

Christianity can break open these confines and inform people that in this interdependent world 

the “mind-your-business-mentality”  will not work for a long time; in stead intercultural 

learning should become an important portion of education because it will prevent stagnation, 

and inspire new life.  
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For example, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries non-western theologians did 

not hesitate to learn what western theologians had articulated. This interaction led them to 

discover their own African, Asian and South American theologies. But western students of 

theology are not yet fully willing to learn from the teachings of the non-western theologians, 

and thus lag behind their commercial and other intellectual counterparts. These have realized 

the importance of non-western knowledge, skill and personnel, and successfully employed 

them in information technology, medical service and educational industry. But Christian 

churches and theological institutions are still hesitant to tap the vast theological resources of 

non-western Christianity. Perhaps, the mono-lingual and mono-cultural situation of the people 

in the west limits their intercultural engagement. In this context, a study of World Christianity 

can show them a way of incorporating new theological ideas and practices. It might also lead 

a revision of theological curricula so that theological education in the west becomes fully 

intercultural and global. In the 1990s the Association of Theological Schools in North 

America and Canada (ATS) initiated a study on the nature, reality and consequences of 

“globalization”  for the local, national and international training and ministry of the church. 

The ATS urged the member schools to go beyond the socio-economic study of globalization, 

and respond to it from theological and missionary perspectives, and thus engage in relevant 

cross-cultural theological education.10 But it seems that study has not yet positively 

transformed the nature and content of the theological education in North America, which is 

still largely domestic, parochial, easygoing, comfortable and convenient. World Christianity 

can help the students of theology to truly appreciate the multiple expressions of Christianity, 

theology and liturgy in different parts of the world. This in turn will lead them to resist every 

contextual attempt to silence the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and show them alternate ways of 

expressing and experiencing Christian faith.  

World Christianity wants to do certain things which the missionary expatriates from the 

west have failed to do. After their many years of service in non-western parts of the world the 

                                                

10 Thomas, Norman E.: “Globalization and the Teaching of Mission,”  Missiology: An 
International Review, Vol. 17, No. 1, 1990, 13–23, here quoted from page 15. Some major 
socio-economic characteristics of the globalization include the following: “connectedness 
of human life; threats to survival from human conflict, inequities, and exploitation; 
interdependent economic systems; military threats to human solidarity and even existence; 
technical innovations enhancing global communication,; policies and accidents threatening 
economy; migrations increasing racial/linguistic mixing; treats to health (drugs, AIDS) 
with global impact; and Western cultures which impact others but are no longer 
normative.”   
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missionaries returned to their home countries, and found a wholly new situation, as explained 

by the eminent Bishop Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998). Newbigin served as a missionary in 

South India (1936–1974) and returned to England. The English society, which he knew in 

1936, was radically different in 1974. It seems to have lost its Christian heritage and soul. 

Newbigin tried to evangelize the English society, and had partial success mostly among 

theologians. But the Christian consciousness of the western society continues to deteriorate, 

and the expatriate missionaries were and are still unable to “evangelize”  their own people. 

During their ministry among the non-western people, they wrote reports on their ministry. 

These reports highlight not only the spiritual experiences of the non-western Christians, but 

also their material poverty. One of the purposes of these reports was to raise money to support 

the mission work. Some reports asked the readers to pray for the “unfortunate”  non-western 

Christians. But most of these reports miserably failed to remind the western readers to review 

their Christianity, purposefully engage in local mission work, and learn from the examples of 

non-western Christians. Missionary work was understood to leave one’s own country, but 

mission in the neighborhood was neglected. Lack of intercultural learning is a major factor 

that caused the western churches to procrastinate and loose missionary vigor.  

Slowly, some expatriate missionaries highlight the important lessons of their cross-cultural 

missionary experiences for their home churches in the west. For example, Missionary Sherron 

Kay George, who worked in Brazil observed a new kind of mutual solidarity and humble 

boldness to overcome marginality believes that the non-western missionary perspectives “will 

surely bring many unexpected consequences for Western Christianity, including upside-down 

scriptural interpretations, radical unlearning of conventional views, self-emptying, disturbing 

challenges, surprising partnerships, mission-in-reverse, renewal, new evangelization, mutual 

transformation, continuing conversion, and hope,”  because  

“Global Mission Leadership Has Shifted Southward and Has Transformed Mission Theology  
from the church’s mission to God’s mission (missio Dei)   
from ‘sending’  to ‘being sent’   
from church-focused to kingdom-focused  
from doing ‘ for’  to doing and being ‘with’  (solidarity)  
from coming ‘ from above’  to coming ‘ from below’   
from mission ‘ out of affluence’  to mission ‘out of poverty’   
from polarization of evangelism and social justice to holistic mission  
from one-way mission to networks and mutual partnerships.”  11  

                                                

11 George, Sherron Kay: “The Quest for Images of Missionaries in a ‘Post-Missionary’  Era,”  
Missiology: An International Review, Vol. 30, No. 1, 2002, 51–65, here quoted from page 
51 and 54.  
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George feels that older missionary images such as servant, co-worker and partner are 

insufficient to describe modern missionaries. Hence, she quotes other images from the 

writings of Stephen Bevans, and seeks to understand the role of missionary as a “ treasure 

hunter, prophet, guest, stranger,”  and migrant worker. She herself proposes that missionaries 

should be people, who empty themselves, give themselves and empower other people.12 

Mutual trust, learning, thinking, planning, sharing and working will produce lasting results. 

Another aspect of non-Christian world is the way the non-western Christians live. They 

emphasize the life, teaching and work of Jesus Christ than the western Christians. The non-

western Christians do not minimize what the triune God has chosen to reveal and accomplish 

in and through the person of Jesus Christ.  

As a way of conclusion it can be said that World Christianity highlights another aspect of 

Christian mission: nowadays the context, frontiers, training, roles and goals of mission have 

radically changed. Christians live in every country of the world, and missionary involvement 

is also necessary in every country of the world. This has special implications for the students 

of theology in the west. They are accustomed to learn only the history of their Christian 

ancestors, and are also preoccupied with the challenges of their own countries. World 

Christianity helps them to learn form the thoughts, histories, expressions and achievements of 

the non-western Christians. They can plan to spend one or two semesters of study in a non-

western seminary. This exposure will help them see their own faith tradition more clearly than 

ever before. Colleagues in western theological institutions can conduct periodical research in 

a non-western world or perhaps spend a significant portion of their sabbatical in a non-

western seminary. Their encounter with growing churches will give them another perspective 

about the life-transforming power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Administrators of western 

theological schools can consider inviting non-western theologians to share their opinions on 

the issues that face western Christianity. All western Christians can consciously pray for 

Christians living as minorities in different parts of the world, and thus will become aware of 

non-western Christianity. The experience of “crossing borders,”  “mission immersion”  and 

“ face-to-face-meetings”  with the non-western Christians are important for the western 

students of theology because the non-western Christians think differently, speak differently 

and live differently.  

In this regard, World Christianity resembles a mirror that will help the western students of 

theology to discover the gracefulness of their churches by discovering the life of worldwide 

                                                

12 ibid., 54 and 63.  
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church. They will also learn to identify certain problems which disfigure the gracefulness and 

the mission of the church. Knowledge of World Christianity will help them gain insight into 

these problems and seek solutions. World Christianity provides an important tool for the life-

affirming and life-transforming mission of the church in such a way that people learn to enjoy 

afresh their relationship with the God, whom Jesus Christ has revealed, and with fellow 

human beings near and far.  


