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      THE FOLLOWING VOLUME owes its existence to two requests. Understanding these requests will help to explain the nature of this volume. First, I was asked to do the Princeton Students’ Lectures on Missions in October 2009. This request gave me the opportunity to put together a number of thoughts about Christianity in history that had been bouncing around in my lectures, courses, and articles for the previous ten or fifteen years.


      I have been a student of history since my university days, when I found myself attracted to every possible history course available. Like my taste in music, my taste in history has always been eclectic. I took courses in the history of classical opera, the history of work and leisure, the history and geography of economic activity, as well as the history of Russia (taught through novels). Thus, I knew my lectures would be historical, dealing with newer themes that had come to my attention though years of reading about history in Asia, Latin America, and Africa. Princeton Theological Seminary had a similarly expansive experience in mission and in sending out its students in mission and preparing national leaders from all corners of the world. Princeton also shared with me the love of ecumenics, “the science of the Church universal,” as John Mackay refers to it.1 It was a good match.


      The Students’ Lectures on Missions are the oldest series of lectures at Princeton Theological Seminary, and a look at a sampling of the past lecturers gives a history of mission thinking for the past century. I hope some future PhD student will do a dissertation on the development of missiology as seen through these lectures.


      The list of lectures is a fascinating and impressive selection of global mission scholars that covers the last 130 years. As early as 1905 the voices of non-Western scholars were being heard, and throughout the years some of the great ecumenical voices—and many non-Presbyterians —were heard as well. Thus, I would like to thank the Princeton Seminary faculty, former president Iain Torrance, and former dean Darrell Guder for the opportunity to stand in such a line of missional scholarship. I also thank them for giving me this opportunity to pull together threads of questions, hunches, and ideas that have been showing up in my research and writing the past thirty-five years since I first arrived at Princeton to do my graduate work.


      The second request, which was actually the first request chronologically, was to work with Dale Irvin to write what became the History of the World Christian Movement.2 That particular project gathered a community of scholars together to write Christian history as a global movement rather than as a Western religion with foreign embassies. The process of writing with forty or fifty scholars looking over one’s shoulder (at times breathing down one’s neck) is a terrible and wonderful thing. On one hand it is like a fifteen-year dissertation defense, much as I imagine purgatory to be like if I believed in it. But on the other hand, it is also a little bit like heaven, with the great diversity of Christians together representing their traditions and speaking their minds and hearts. What this project meant is that fifty or so scholars from around the world had the precious opportunity to hear, read, and discuss Christianity from multiple perspectives. None of us will ever turn back from that commitment. For me, as a historian, it was a great awakening.


      The result of that long-term labor of researching, outlining, and writing the history of the world Christian movement is that we developed a new historiography that changed the way we understand Christianity as an amazing Christian movement. Common assumptions about how Christianity develops and about how theology and liturgy develop had to be modified and at times completely rethought. The remarkable story of twentieth-century Christianity was the stimulus to completely rethink, in a global community, how to understand and write Christian history.3 This volume is an introduction into this new way of understanding Christian history. It is also a guide to how we should read and even critique Christian history and the church today.


      Every scholar knows that she or he stands on the shoulders of those who have gone before and works in a community of colleagues asking similar questions and working with much of the same material. Thus, I must acknowledge some of my indebtedness to those who have gone before and to those who walk beside me. I have been fortunate to have been guided by and worked with both Sam and Eileen Moffett since 1984. Both are model scholars and passionate missionaries who have great love for the church, joy in Christian service, and love for Koreans. Other mentors, mostly from afar, have been Andrew Walls and David Bosch. When I was a doctoral student, I served on a search committee and tried to get both of them to come teach at Princeton Theological Seminary. Through the years they both have had a great influence on me and good relations with Princeton. For more than two decades Dale T. Irvin and I have worked together on the History of the World Christian Movement project. I have learned a great deal from him and his expansive view of the church and love for the city. Dale and I were fortunate enough to have been guided in our writing of the History of the World Christian Movement volumes by former editor of Orbis Books, Bill Burrows. Rarely does one find such a gracious, strong-headed, winsome, intuitive, and supportive editor. Bill the theologian and missiologist has also become a fine historian and good friend through the years. One of the historians who was most helpful for me in working on volumes two and three of History of the World Christian Movement was Ogbu Kalu. Kalu was always strong in defending his positions, clear and exacting in bibliographic references, and at the end of the day a joyous and supportive colleague.


      Finally, my thinking about how to understand Christian history as a movement has been greatly influenced by students and scholars in Asia. My first trip to Asia was in 1987. Speaking as a historian, that was not that long ago. Yet when I consider the work that many of my former students are doing and the creative forms of ministry and cultural adaptation that have developed, I am both amazed and provoked. They are part of the ongoing historical movement in Asia that I first studied in the 1980s when I took my first course on early Asian Christianity with Sam Moffett. Not only their ministry and missionary work but also Asian Christian historians have been my teachers. In recent history some very good scholarship has been coming from Asian scholars talking about their own history. These historians and practitioners have given a perspective on Christianity never before possible.


      I wish to express my appreciation to the former Princeton Theological Seminary librarian and editor of The Princeton Seminary Bulletin, Stephen Crocco, for his collegial support and permission to use much of the material in chapter one that was first published in the Bulletin.4 I also must acknowledge the generous gift of “tropical space” (or sacred space) that was given to Nancy and me by Jack and Judy Isherwood. Solitude, God’s creation, and tropical heat helped me to do most of the writing on the draft of this volume. Dr. Thu En Yu and the faculty of Sabah Theological Seminary gave me more tropical space to write, and we are very grateful for the hospitality given us by both faculty and students. Terimah kasih.


      I had hoped to finish this a decade ago, but in the meantime I have taken on administrative work and other writing projects that threatened the completion of this volume. I am thankful for my editor, Jon Boyd, for prodding me.


      Once again I am grateful for a supportive (and growing) family. When I started this project, we had four children and two grandchildren. Now we have twelve grandchildren; I am just a slow writer and thinker. Once again, I especially am thankful for an encouraging and wise wife, Nancy. She helps me say no to other distractions in a way that always says yes to our call in Christian ministry. Thank you.
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THIS IS A BOOK ON HOW to both write and read Christian history, or what we often call “church history.” This is also a volume about how to understand Christianity and the life we, as Christians, have in God.1

In January 2010 Professor Andrew Walls was giving a lecture in Aarhaus, Denmark, and in typical fashion quietly dropped a bombshell: “Western theology is too small for global Christianity today.” Shaken, disturbed, and probably offended by the remark, Stanley Hauerwas asked what in the world he meant. Hauerwas is a good Western theologian and ethicist who could easily feel implicated in such a remark. I don’t know that I heard the answer, but Walls’s comment rings true for Christian historians who have been paying attention to the Majority World and know exactly what Walls was talking about. Others, for whom Christianity is still understood as a Western religion with normative Western forms of thought are, like Hauerwas, confused.2

No one ever dreamed that we would have the variety of forms of Christianity with such vigor outside the West that are only tangentially related to Western theological forms and ideas. Christianity’s remarkable transformation in the past two generations has been much faster than traditional seminaries and denominations could imagine. Global Christianity, the largest religion in the world, has proven much more nimble, dynamic, diverse, and vital than most of its institutions. This means that we must rethink basic assumptions about its core and its boundaries. But our seminary curricula and institutions are making minor adjustments when we really don’t have a clue as to what major changes have taken place around us. We have become accustomed to this tame, caterpillar-like Christendom in the West, and suddenly it has become a butterfly and gone off where it will.

The reason for this book is related to the statement of Andrew Walls above. Our theological and historical categories and approaches that seemed to have served us well in the past are preventing us from embracing and appreciating the fullness of the Christian movement and its thought and life today. The student of Christianity in the twenty-first century has a unique opportunity to study and understand Christianity in all of its beautiful and culturally transformative diversity.


SUDDEN TRANSFORMATION, OR THE GREAT REVERSALS

Christianity’s sudden transformation was not predicted by anyone, except for possibly Lesslie Newbigin, David Barrett, and Walbert Bühlmann.3 Many scholars are now trying to make sense of what happened after the collapse of colonialism and the rise of new African and Asian nation-states. Postcolonial studies and postmodern studies are both methodologies and strategies for scholarly discourse that have helped to de-center the old Western academic and ecclesial hegemonies. However, making sense of twenty-first-century Christianity is much more complex than simply sitting in a different chair, looking with different eyes, or listening to different accents.

Christianity has contradicted many of our written and unwritten assumptions, and this is why we need more than perspectival revisions. For example, we had assumed that Christianity always flourished only with political support or favor. Much early church scholarship still holds onto this assumption, as scholars seek to show that only the government-approved forms of Christianity prevailed, and the (mostly Gnostic) forms that did not win imperial favor were crushed. It was not survival of the fittest or truest, but survival of the politically connected, so they say.4 Historians writing about the early-modern colonial period also assumed that Christianity spread because of its support from the colonial powers. Christianity was forced on India and Rhodesia and the Gold Coast and Mexico. That is why Christianity spread across the world. However, this “coattails” historiography is now being put to rest, since we see now that Christianity is neither so dependent nor tame. Christianity has a life of its own, but what does that mean? And how can we think rationally and faithfully about Christianity with this new understanding?

What is some of the evidence from Christianity today that shows us that our contemporary reductionisms of Christianity (“Christianity is merely the spiritual side of empire”) are inadequate and actually highly misleading? Much has been written about this in the past decade or so, but rehearsing some of the disorienting stories will help to focus the following chapters.5 Here I offer three remarkable transformations of Christianity.

The first and greatest transformation is Africa. Lamin Sanneh, in his creative book Whose Religion Is Christianity?, lays out the argument very well.6

The current worldwide Christian resurgence has prompted fresh skepticism across departments, institutions and disciplines, skepticism about the nature, scope, outcome, and implications of Christian growth and expansion. Many writers argue that we live in a post-Christian West, and that, thanks to irreversible secularization, we have outlived the reigning convictions of a once Christian society. . . . Such a secular mood swing, we are cautioned, does not bode well for the prospects of worldwide Christian resurgence being welcome in the West. . . . The contemporary confidence in the secular destiny of the West as an elevated stage of human civilization is matched by the contrasting evidence of the resurgence of Christianity as a world religion; they are like two streams flowing in opposite directions.7


Here Sanneh has identified the empirical fact (explosive growth of Christianity in the non-Western world) and the reigning academic paradigm (the elevated and inevitable secular destiny of all cultures). Both are of interest to us, but we want first to look at the “disturbing” resurgence of Christianity in Africa.8 A few facts, now commonly known, should help us see how disturbing this revival of an African religion (Christianity) really is.9

After centuries of missionary activity and the earlier thriving of two ancient African Christian kingdoms (Nubia and Ethiopia), Christianity in Africa was only about 9 percent of the population, or 8.7 million in 1900.10 The Muslim population was 400 percent larger in Africa. At the time of decolonialization (1962) there were still only 60 million Christians; this showed some growth, but surprisingly the real growth occurred after the Second World War and after colonialism was mostly dismantled. Then, without foreign support or the resources and control of the church, Christianity grew from 60 million in 1962 to 120 million in 1970, and the growth continued. Growing at a rate of about 6 million a year in the 1980s, Christianity grew from 120 million in 1970 to 330 million in 1998 and over 350 million in the year 2000.11 As Lamin Sanneh, Kwame Bediako, Ogbu Kalu, and others have explained it, Christianity affirmed African religious sensitivities and was identified with an Africa freed from Western hegemony.

Africans embraced Christianity because it resonated so well with the values of the old religions. . . . People sensed in their hearts that Jesus did not mock their respect for the sacred or their clamor for an invincible Savior, and so they beat their sacred drums for him until the stars skipped and danced in the skies. After that dance the stars weren’t little anymore. Christianity helped Africans to become renewed Africans, not remade Europeans.12


But how did this happen, and how did it happen so quickly? Many African religious historians are clear on the process, even if the details and specific causes are not known. One of the main causes is African agency. African Christian leadership began to rise up in the early decades of the twentieth century, and they seemed quite prepared to lead the African church. However, most of the twentieth century was marked by cautious to blatant racism in missionary work in Africa. Ogbu Kalu is direct: “Enlargement of scale and other exigencies forced an increased use of indigenous ‘resources,’ but there was still an unwillingness to ordain and promote Indigenous people. The racist ideology of the period, the control and monopoly of religion, countered the imperatives of the local contexts.”13 When prevented from leading their own religious (Christian) communities, many prophets initiated their own church movements. African Initiated (Indigenous) Churches (AICs) were the result. Christianity began to be expressed as a movement of resistance against colonial and foreign missionary control. We will look later at the growth of these churches, but with decolonialization came revivals in the “mission” churches as well as in the AICs. Part of the answer to our question above is that Christianity grew through resistance to the West—the Christendom West.

Another element of this answer has to do with the translation principle: the simple fact that Christianity at its best is translated into local cultural and social contexts.14 Even when done poorly, translation means that Jesus Christ is detached from a particular cultural dominance and is free to enter into and lift up each particular culture. In Africa this meant that the name for the triune God was not imported from the West, but a local name for the great Creator God was used and then explained. God became identified with the long cultural history of each indigene. God’s words, when translated, were heard as “our words.” God spoke Kwaswahili and Igbo; God spoke to the heart language of each indigene.

The second disorienting story about Christianity from the last two generations is that of China and the Chinese diaspora. Christian witness to China goes back to the year 635 when Alopen, a Persian monk and missionary, first arrived in the Tang Dynasty capital of Xian (Chang-an). The story has been told many times how the empire turned against monks (not just Christians), and over the years, Christianity did not seem to survive at all. A second introduction of Christianity occurred (Franciscans) in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries under the Yuan (Mongol) Dynasty, and a third (Jesuit) came after the Reformation. A fourth introduction came (Protestants and Catholics) in the nineteenth century toward the end of the Qing Dynasty. At the time of the communist “liberation” in China, it was estimated that there were less than two million Christians in China (1949). After thirteen hundred years of Christian witness, less than two million Chinese were Christian.15

In the late 1970s, when knowledge about Christianity in China began to seep out, it was discovered by outsiders that Christianity not only survived but thrived as an explosion of hidden Christian growth. Statistics are hard to come by, but one little fact is very telling. There have been over two hundred million Bibles printed in China since the first modern printing at the Nanjing Amity Press began as a joint venture with the United Bible Societies in 1988.16 But what is of even more interest is that it is not just Chinese in China who are becoming Christian at a very rapid rate.17 Chinese in Southeast Asia (Nanyang Chinese) as well as in Australia and Vancouver and on American college campuses are also turning to Christ. We can describe it, but it is much harder to explain using traditional academic theories of Christianity.18

Our third disorienting story about contemporary Christianity is a story that is still unfolding and is known by few. This is the story of church growth now occurring in Indochina, Iran, and Nepal. Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos, former French colonies, have been very resistant to Protestant forms of Christianity, and in fact were resistant to most non-Asian influences for most of the modern world. One of the great stories of faithfulness in mission is that of the Jesuit Alexandre de Rhodes (1593–1660) and his colleagues who carried out Christian witness in Cochinchine and Tonkin in the early seventeenth century. De Rhodes spent as much time in Vietnamese prisons and in exile as he did in missionary work during his twenty years of outreach. And yet with all of the resistance and persecution, the church grew dramatically under Indigenous leadership. Persecution continued and even accelerated during the nineteenth century.

In the modern period, the spread of atheistic communism in Southeast Asia was seen as a new and equally smothering form of persecution for the church. Many of us have met Vietnamese Christian refugees and heard their stories of churches being closed, pastors imprisoned, and some Christians being sent off, never to be heard from again. When Vietnam, in part following the lead of China, began to open its borders to the nations, it was discovered that the church had survived and had even grown. Between 1967 and 2005 the smaller of the two major churches, the Protestant Church in Vietnam, had grown between eight- and tenfold.19 Most of the church growth is taking place by Vietnamese evangelists and pastors aided by other Asian Christians from countries like Malaysia, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and even Indonesia and China. Cambodia has had an even more difficult time developing a viable Indigenous church, and yet in the past two decades Asian Christians have developed Methodist, Anglican, Presbyterian, Pentecostal, and other churches in Cambodia with very little involvement from the West. These Asian missionaries are running training centers, schools, and orphanages in addition to planting churches.

Nepal, a Hindu kingdom, has been one of the most difficult countries in the world in which to carry out Christian witness. It was not until 1990 that the ban on political parties was lifted and a new constitution was passed. After a slow opening to the world in 1951, when Christian groups could enter for humanitarian but not religious work, a few missions began to take up residence in the country. For nearly forty years little overt Christian witness was possible. Today, however, due to well-seasoned Indigenous leaders, many trained in India, and other Asian missionaries, Christianity is developing as a South Asian religion. Estimates are hard to come by, but it seems that there are over 1.3 million Christians in a country that could count only 30,000 Christians in 1991. The annual growth rate of the Protestant Christian community in Nepal in 2000 was over 25 percent.20 As Lamin Sanneh says, “No amount of institution organizing can cope with the momentum” of church growth outside the West.21 These movements of contemporary Christianity have proven to be unwieldy for Western institutions, including Western theology. This is part of what Andrew Walls was saying in January 2010.

All of these examples are the tip of the global Christian iceberg; a massive, powerful, moving entity that appears serene and insignificant on top but has power to bring down the greatest and most respected theories and theologies. We can no longer evaluate global Christianity as a younger (or similar) form of Western Christianity. Chinese Christianity is developing within the soil of Confucian and even socialist nutrients as Western Christianity developed in the soil of Greek and Latin nutrients. African Independent Churches are developing as African religions that happen to be Christian—even though a Presbyterian from Peoria may see these churches as heretical or unhealthily syncretistic. These movements are not traversing the same path we in the West trod. We should not wait for them to “grow up” and become domesticated like Western Christianity. These are movements that have different histories, different contexts, and different trajectories than Western Christianity. They cannot be studied as if they are younger versions of us. Many of these non-Western movements have no knowledge of a European Reformation or of the Council of Nicea. These are first- or second-century churches that have begun in the twentieth or twenty-first century. Their process of development and the contemporary globalized context is not what the Western church experienced, but they all share the same origins. If we read them as “like us only younger,” we are misreading these movements and will therefore miss the lessons we could learn about Christianity. But, we might ask, if they are so different, and they have their own integrity and must be judged on their own merits, what do we really share in common? Maybe we should accept the new vocabulary of many different Christianities. Maybe these are actually new religions related to Christianity. After all, what does Athens have to do with Accra?




CHRISTIANITY AND WORLD CHRISTIANITIES

With such diversity to Christianity today, or at least with much greater awareness of such diversity, scholars struggle to make sense of Christianity. The “norm” is no longer the norm. Basic assumptions about Christianity no longer hold. Therefore we either have to recalibrate how we understand Christianity as a movement in history (what this volume is about), or we reinvent Christianity as various movements or even religions that all have a common heritage—a shared early myth—but not a common center today. The question of center and boundaries is an important one, and one we deal with throughout this volume. At this point we simply want to say that the choice of a new understanding of Christianity’s DNA is one option for making sense of the above changes. The other choice that has begun to emerge is simply to say that Christianity is not one at all but rather diverse movements with some shared symbols. One Christianity or many? That is the question.22

Many scholars, institutions, and publishers are now finding it easier to talk about the many Christianities in the world rather than talking about the diversity of expressions of Christianity. Here are some quick examples and an explanation of why it is a problem. The impressive new Cambridge series, Cambridge History of Christianity (in nine volumes), decided to express the new situation of Christianity in the world by resorting to the plural in its last two volumes. The first seven volumes, covering up to the nineteenth century, do not use the plural, even though they cover the great diversity of Christianity, such as crusading Christianity, East Syrian (dyophysite or “Nestorian”) Christianity, apocalyptic movements, Roman Catholic persecutions of Protestants, and more. It is only when they begin to talk about the growth of Christianity in Africa and Asia in the modern world that the volumes begin to talk about Christianity in the plural (volumes 8–9). Does this mean that Christianity became different religions once it broke out of its Western forms (some might say prison)? It can look like Western scholars have a hard time seeing the new global expression of Christianity as part of “their” Christianity, so they have to call it a different Christianity.

Some universities now have chairs in world Christianities rather than world Christianity.23 Once again, including more non-Western sources and stories is an indicator that Christianity has become different religions. Other publications are beginning to talk about Christianities when they talk about the non-Western world. Heather Sharkey from the University of Pennsylvania has written a fascinating article about a Muslim convert from Egypt who became a missionary doctor in China.24 Wipf and Stock has also accepted the new designation, having pioneered a series called “Studies in the History of Culture and of World Christianities.” Philip Jenkins talks about the “modern-day rise of world Christianities” when endorsing Alister McGrath’s Christianity’s Dangerous Idea. Peter Phan talks about Asian Christianities in his Edward Cadbury lectures.25

Then conferences of scholars began to talk about Christianity in the plural. In April 2010 there was a conference held in Edinburgh on the “Changing Face of Christianity.” In the description of the conference we read, “World Christianities are increasingly influential, and migration and diaspora Christianities are (re)-shaping Christianity in the West.” Here again only when we move outside of the norm (West) does Christianity fragment into many different religions. In all of our examples the West is still represented as having a monolithic Christianity.

Finally, with publications, academic chairs, and conferences talking about non-Western Christianity in the plural, there will be courses offered that designate Christianity in the plural (when it is non-Western).26 One such course is Global Christianity in Modern Historical Perspectives. In the course description we read:

The aim of this course is to help students appreciate the present profession of World Christianities, the commonalities that draw them together and the differences that divide them. . . . The present profusion and diversity of Christian movements raises the question of whether there is any identifiable traits or set of traits that could allow us to identify a religious movement as “Christian,” and if not, whether we should henceforth speak of Christianities.27


These and many other examples show how we are beginning to accept a new vocabulary about Christianity to make sense (as Western scholars) of something that is beyond our framework or mindset, and something that was certainly beyond our expectation. We have a religion which we call Christianity, but now that we no longer have hegemony or linguistic control over the movement (not that we ever did), we can only make sense of these new expressions by calling them something different. Christianity is no longer one religion. It has become many different religions outside of its Western hegemony.

If we are so quick to let go of the thread that holds Christianity together, it seems we will have other problems. Can we even define Christianity today?28 Churches and ecumenical agencies must, and they do. They may err in drawing the line at times (excluding some for racial, political, or economic reasons), and yet it is necessary to see that there is a difference between Methodist and Mormon or Jesus People USA and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Under the new Christianities, what is to prevent us from including Sung Yung Moon’s Unification Church as one of the new forms of Christianity? Such an inclusion would go beyond what Asian Christians would approve and even what as inclusive an ecumenical body as the World Council of Churches would accept. Christianity must be something and not everything. There is a philosophy of history or theology behind such a change, and the following pages are written in part to challenge this popular academic trend. Behind all of this discussion is the call to make proper judgments regarding issues, beliefs, and movements. In chapter four and the epilogue of this book we will look at discernment, or what the ancients call “discrimination,” an important theme in making sense of history.

Rather than jettison twenty centuries of Christian identity (“one holy, catholic and apostolic church”), we offer a more radical (radix, “root”) solution. The Jesus movement that is rooted in the birth, life, suffering, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ is a single movement called Christianity. It is not only possible but necessary to understand this movement as rooted in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Nothing is more fundamental. When it moves off that foundation or center it is no longer Christianity but rather a new loyalty that might use more or less of the teachings and stories of Jesus Christ. It is important to be able to identify the difference between the two. It is not only permissible but also necessary to humbly and carefully draw the lines. At times it is hard to know, but it is important to critique expressions of Christianity that are less Christian (e.g., the use of violence to bring about conversion) from those that are more Christian (laying down your life for your friends). How can we do that without denying our own particular religious heritage or without becoming so generic that in the end we have said nothing? We can only do this from the evidence of Christianity expressed as the Great Tradition through twenty centuries and throughout the whole globe. We cannot say anything universal about Christianity if we write only from our own tradition (small “t”) or from our own cultural or political context. This was very common in the past with the writing of “ecclesiastical histories,” which were written as apologetic arguments against Anabaptists, Roman Catholics, Protestants, and so on. Listening to the whole church through all the ages is a prerequisite to our project. Thus the importance of “world” Christianity for this new understanding of the Jesus movement.




CHRISTIAN MOVEMENT AS HISTORY AND FAITH

These chapters, therefore, try to make sense of the new global Christian movement as a historical movement with a common DNA, with ligaments and sinews holding it all together as a single body of Christ, the coming kingdom of God. We want to understand this for the sake of historical and theological study of Christianity today. But we also want to understand this more accurately for the sake of the future. Historical studies should always have the future in view. These chapters seek to understand better the following compound question: What is Christianity as a historical movement, and how can we best understand and explain Christianity as God’s redemptive work in history? Please note that this compound question—focusing on a historical movement linked to the faith commitment that in Christianity we see something of God’s redemptive work—is being asked on the other side of modernity. This means we are studying Christianity on its own terms or according to its own faith commitment. In 2 Corinthians 5:19 we read, “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.” Scripture claims that it is in Jesus Christ, the historic figure who lived in the Middle East, that a cosmic work was and is being done: the world is being reconciled to God. The full meaning of this is expressed throughout Scripture, but this global, even cosmic work of reconciliation (also redemption, liberation, healing) is the lens that should focus the study of Christian history as we study it on its own terms.29

Scholarly neutrality is a myth that guided Enlightenment scholarship, but we still find that many scholars try to work with the assumption that we can be purely rational and scientific about the study of human cultures and behaviors (including religion). Historical studies involve faith just as much as the studies of economics, sociology, or psychology. The Jesuit historian M. C. D’Arcy expressed with lucid candor the nature of historical studies in contrast to the studies of modern science as described before the Second World War. In the volume The Sense of History: Secular and Sacred that came from his 1938 lectures given to the Oxford Society of Historical Theology, he summarizes these issues for us in the following manner: “One is that history differs from science, and is none the worse for that. Secondly, history is concerned with the particular or quasi-particular in contrast to science which is satisfied with types. Thirdly, history uses interpretation; it seeks for an intelligible pattern or whole.”30

This quotation reveals an earlier distinction between types of study: hard science deals with “types” and facts. History (and presumably psychology) looks for patterns in the particular events in time. This academic dichotomy is challenged today with various interdisciplinary studies and with the newer concept of “intellectual humility.”31 Intellectual humility posits that siloed disciplines of study prevent rather than promote true knowledge and learning. It takes humility to admit that my discipline needs to learn from those in other disciplines. The historian knows that she needs to ask for the help of economists, psychologists, and sociologists to explain events and decisions of the past. Putting an end to a pandemic is not just a matter of studying infectious diseases; it involves politics, communications, psychology, and economics (and much more). Knowledge is a connected matrix of disciplines, not siloed depositories of facts.

Thus, the historian is concerned with multiple causes and motives, and then searches for “intelligible patterns.” Every historian must make sense of the various forms of data or evidence that she or he gathers. Making sense of it involves meaning. We come with preliminary understandings and commitments, and then we allow the evidence to sharpen or further shape our understandings. From the start we need to know what questions to ask. What is the subject we are studying, and how do we question the evidence? Historical work, as we can see, starts with an awareness of our present contexts and commitments. Each of us has commitments and assumptions we hope are more liberating than binding, more general than specific. As a historian of Christianity and a Christian historian I hope that my commitment as a Christian is stronger than my commitment as a Presbyterian. I also hope that my commitment as a Christian is stronger than my commitment as an American citizen. Other historian friends of mine start as Reformed Afrikaners or Kachin Baptists, but they still need to study Christianity as global citizens and as Christians more than as Reformed South Africans or as Baptists in Myanmar.

Our compound question highlighted above has two lines of vision. How we answer this compound question will have both a pedagogical line of development and a practical line. It will influence how we research, teach, and live. How we understand Christianity as a movement in history will determine how we teach it, how we prepare students to live in new globalized world, how we prepare pastors, and how we equip missionaries. What do we focus on, and what do we leave out? What are we looking for in our research? The art of the historian is mostly a matter of doing extensive research and then deciding what to leave out, so how we answer this question will help us in the art of historical excising.

Thus, our question has both ethical and moral dimensions to it.32 I come from a long line of teachers, and having majored in education decades ago, I still am aware of the truth that education is not a neutral science. It is a moral as well as political act to educate. To educate is to lead (educo: “to lead out”), and leading involves clear direction, responsible work, and accountability. Jesus talks about the misuse of pedagogy resulting in having a millstone strung around your neck and being thrown in a lake. Jesus, Marx, and politicians running for office all realized that education is a moral undertaking. Minds can be corrupted or corrected; lives can be saved or starved by teachers and scholars. In universities and seminaries, we are often so far removed from the “end product” (pastor applying the Word to a family’s life) that we seldom recognize our responsibility and accountability. I believe that how we answer this question has moral, ethical, and political implications. It would be much easier if our historical and theological scholarship could be as neutral as it was once thought to be. However, historians have recognized for over half a century that neutrality in history is neither possible nor desirable.33 Georges Florovsky noted in 1959, “The point is that even a pretended neutrality, and alleged freedom from bias, is itself a bias, an option, a decision. In fact, again contrary to the current prejudice, commitment is a token of freedom, a prerequisite of responsiveness. Concern and interest imply commitment.”34 History is a constructive and formative art. When we teach history, we are directing the minds and affections of students, and we are building an image of the church.

This may seem like an odd way of framing the question, so let me explain. I mentioned that two long projects have shaped my thinking about history. A number of years ago I presented a premature paper on the meaning of Christian history and the writing of Christian history while working on volume two of History of the World Christian Movement. The paper was to be an introduction or epilogue (I am often not sure whether I am coming or going) for the volume.35 It was a well-researched paper tracing historiography in the past two centuries that timidly worked toward the conclusion that all of nineteenth- and twentieth-century historiography was leading to our book. The paper was not only premature; it was also self-serving. It deserved to be ignored even though it was heavily researched. However, my bad paper and everyone else’s evening was redeemed by an insightful question from a South African ethicist. “Scott, you have been reading about church history globally for the past ten years or so. Few people are forced to read so widely about Christian history: the Pacific and Potomac, the Balkans and Batakland, and of course Pretoria and Princeton. You have had to tell all of this as a single story, to make some sense of various movements as all part of the fabric of Christianity. Tell us, what have you learned?”

It was not the question I was expecting. With his question he graciously swept my paper from our gaze and put on the table something much more solid, precious, and important: the question of meaning, if not of purpose, in historical writing. On one hand I was in shock. On the other hand, it was a very simple question to answer. “What I have learned is that Christianity is so fragile, but powerful enough to change the world.” That is it.

As I explained this, scenarios from across the centuries and across the seas came to my mind. These scenes all revealed something of the missional meaning or the missional trajectory of Christianity. Christianity—even under terrible conditions or with uneducated leaders—is constantly moving out. But as it moves out, it transforms cultures. As I was concluding my brief exposition, an image came to mind that I will stick with and that I want to stick with you. Christianity is a thin, red thread woven into the fabric of history that has changed the world. The thin, red thread is the message of Christianity. Christianity is not primarily about buildings, institutions, or worldly power. It is fairly simple; it is about a transformative message. It does not have to be written; in fact it is usually just spoken. What could be more exposed and fragile? The message spoken is something like this: “God created all things, and in Jesus Christ he came to forgive sin and to show us how to live. His message was rejected; he was killed on the cross and buried. He rose from the dead, and now through his Holy Spirit, he continues his work of liberation and redemption through the church.”

We may quibble with some of the words here, but this is the basic message that is proclaimed in the sacred liturgies of the East and by Pentecostal evangelists and is the source material for some of the greatest Western literature. It has been translated, spoken, acted out, sung, preached, and danced, and through this message people and their cultures have been transformed. Lives have been saved and sacrificed around this message. At the heart of Christianity, as it has been expressed and as it has developed in the world, is a thin, red thread.

During the past few years, I have expanded that simple image into three concepts of time, cross, and glory. The thin red thread involves three strands, woven together, which mark Christianity as Christianity. The first thread is the concept of time. Whether it is the Gospel of John or the first letter of John, Christianity is a religion rooted in, even one that introduces the concept of, time. In the first two chapters we develop this idea as a unique contribution of Christianity to world understanding and knowledge, but we also show what it means in identifying Christianity and seeing the contrast with its imitators. Time implies movement, whether it be interpreted as development/advancement or devolution/decline. Time, as we have it expressed in Christianity, also has a beginning, an end, and a center. This leads us to the second concept.

The cross is the second concept or strand. The cross here symbolizes the central, historic event of Christianity (found in time) and the source of the Christian life. We expand the concept from cross as symbol of suffering and sacrifice to the larger concept of the cruciform and apostolic nature of Christianity.36 Chapter three develops this concept of cross and apostolic identity in Christian history and shows how it takes on local contexts and then transforms them.

The fourth chapter develops the third characteristic of Christianity as a historic movement, the concept of future glory. Possibly out of fear of steering glory too far to the present and developing a triumphalistic Christianity, and on the other side interpreting Christianity as only a future glory and therefore ignoring present secular realities, this concept has not been given its due in the study of Christian history. Glory (and the closely related concept of joy) is a central concept to Christianity, and it has been and should be understood as the important third of the three strands of the thin red thread. The volume concludes with some ideas of what this understanding of Christianity as a movement in history should mean for the study of history as well as for Christian life today.




HOW TO USE THIS VOLUME

This volume is not a church history book, but it is about church history. It is not a missiology book, but it guides us in how we should study the mission of the church. This is not a book on world Christianity, but the examples and the genesis of the book come from the study of world Christianity. Finally, this is not a book on Christian theology, but it should initiate some discussions on how theology needs to think differently about essential tenets and how they should be expressed for our global church today.

This book is an introduction to the writing and study of Christian history and the mission of the church in light of the great reversals of the last decades of the twentieth century. It is offered as a way to help students of Christianity understand how to study Christianity as a historical movement in light of the great transformations suggested above. So many of the assumptions that drove the greatest of Western historians and theologians in the past have to be revised, and therefore the studies that follow from these assumptions will also need to be reworked on the global academic stage. It is not being honest before the newer global realities to assume that Christianity survives or thrives when it has proper support from governments or from economic patrons. Neither is it being honest before the global church to develop a systematic theology that assumes medieval European categories. And (much to my chagrin) it is not true that if we just get the theology right, the church will be healthy and grow.

When we hold on to these false assumptions about the past, we have obscured something of Christianity, and on other occasions we have excluded much that was Christian in cultures not our own. How we envision and study Christianity can enlighten and liberate, but it can also obscure and misjudge other Christians. When this happens, we have misunderstood Christianity. We want here to understand something of the essence of Christianity as it has been handed down and as it was (we believe) first understood by those closest to the foundations. Thus, we frequently refer to the New Testament, the earliest interpreters of the Scriptures, and the Jesus movement, and then look around the world and across the centuries. Again, in this sense what follows is a radical study of Christianity as a movement in history, which makes sense from beginning (its genesis) to the end (eschaton).

It is hoped that a student beginning her or his study of Christianity, either in a university or a Christian academic setting, will better understand this global movement on its own terms. Thus, this is a foundational book. This is an introductory book based on the study of Christianity through its twenty centuries of history, its global expressions, and from personal experience in North America, Africa, Europe, and Asia.

As much as any religion and more than most, Christianity is a religion of history, rooted in historic events and a full participant in this world. Christianity is deeply historical and secular.37 Thus, to understand Christianity, a person must be, at least on one level, a type of historian. This does not mean that creedal statements are mere listings of facts, but they are historical statements that are part of the Christian story.

No chronicle is history. In the sharp phrase of Benedetto Croce, a chronicle is but a “corpse of history”: il cadavere. A chronicle is but a thing (una cosa), a complex of sounds and other signs. But history is “an act of the spirit,” un atto spirituale.38

I would say that history is also a story above all. It is millions of stories, but it is also a story; it must be learned as a narrative for it to make sense and for it to be instructive. What follows is a guide through the great tropical jungle of Christian history—a jungle that at times seems foreign, chaotic, and meaningless, but it has its own meaning and ecosystem and its own vital spirit.
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