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We should speak rather of World Christianity than of global Christianity. The term global evokes too easily the phenomenon of globalization and its controversial Third World reaction. In its own right, Christianity is a world religion. The name of Jesus Christ is Jewish and Greek, i.e, the name comes to us as multicultural. From the beginning the Christian faith is a faith for the world. The idea of God cannot be nationalized.

In the early 1970s I attended a seminar at the University of Ibadan, Nigeria, on the subject of the end of Christianity in Africa. It was just after the Biafra war. I had just arrived from studying in the Middle East where Islam was very political. Christianity in Africa also shared in the political atmosphere of the time. Considered as a colonial religion, Christianity was seen as destined to decline with the end of colonial rule. It left us unsighted with respect to the onset of the charismatic movement that was well underway in Nigeria and elsewhere at the time. Our view was impeded by the colonial context of Christianity’s introduction in Africa. In the 1970s there were 4 to 5 million Christians in Nigeria, today estimates vary between 40 and 50 million Christians. In the 1970s few observers had contemplated such a development.

1) In the history of the church, the rise of Christianity in the second half of the 20th century is as important as the conversion of northern Europe. What accounts for the ability of Christianity to cross frontiers is that it became almost in one bound a Gentile religion. Christians do not know, and do not care to know, the language of the founder of their religion. It leaves Christianity anywhere and everywhere a translated religion. This is a fundamental difference with Islam and its untranslatable Qur’an. For Christians, the translation of the Bible is akin to the incarnation, so that all languages, in effect, are transfused with the breath of divine favour. 

2) French and British colonial rule often helped in advancing the claims of Muslims to a share of public life, and, in that regard, the Shari’ah code provides Muslims the blueprint for state and society. For their part, Christian Africans have lived as believers and as citizens without seeing religion as a qualification for public office. Yet such Africans consider their religious obligations every bit as important as their political obligations, if not more so. They certainly do not think that their political obligations supersede their religious duties. They are opposed to Shari’ah penal law, but have nothing to offer in its place. There is need for a charter that deals with the dual status of Christian Africans as believers and as citizens as a counterpart to Shari’ah. Such a charter would provide template for personal responsibility and public morality.

3) To return to the charismatic theme, as a consequence of the resurgence a tension has grown between the heartland Christianity of Europe and North America, on the one hand, and, on the other, the frontier Christianity of the post-Western world. The Western heartlands of the faith are marked by sharp statistical decline in spite of standing monuments as witness to a distinguished heritage and history, with great endowments and material resources. In contrast, frontier Christianity is poor in resources yet endowed with great momentum of youthful energy and popular surge, with women serving a prominent role. The challenge for us in the West is one of trying to mediate between the old heartlands and the new frontiers. Pope Benedict XVI is preoccupied with the challenge of secularism in the old heartlands, but, as a strategy to recover theistic faith, it seems like a losing proposition. Apostolic statesmanship instead calls for brokering the contrasting benefits and advantages of heartland experience and new frontier confidence and promise. The future of World Christianity lies with the rightful relation and partnership between the old heartlands and the new borderlands. 

