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Abstract
This article marks the thirty-sixth year of including statistical information on World 
Christianity and mission in the International Bulletin of Mission Research. We report 
on some of the major findings of the new World Christian Encyclopedia, 3rd edition 
(Edinburgh University Press, 2019), including the fall and rise of the world’s Christian 
population, the continued shift of Christianity to the Global South, the decline of 
religious liberty, and complicating trends in mission.
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In 1983 sociologist Rodney Stark wrote a review in Sociological Analysis of a new 
book on religion. In it he claimed, “The most extraordinary thing about this volume 
is that it should exist at all. To have detailed data on the religious affiliations of the 
populations of 223 separate nations is an immense gift to scholars for generations to 
come. . . . Frankly, if I did not have this book here on my desk I would not believe 
in its existence.”1
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In 1968 David B. Barrett—an aeronautical-engineer-turned-Anglican-priest and  
missionary to Kenya with a PhD in religion—inherited the World Christian Handbook  
tradition. Its five editions (1949–68) contained limited statistical information on 
Protestants, sometimes also on Catholics and Orthodox, in select countries around the 
world.2 Barrett, from his geographic location in western Kenya, looked at the Handbook 
and thought, “This can be done better.” Over the next thirteen years he pursued global, 
innovative, and interdisciplinary research. He traveled to 212 of the world’s 223 coun-
tries in search of the best and most reliable detailed information on Christianity. He 
spoke with denominational leaders, heads of Christian councils, and long-term mis-
sionaries. He gathered and analyzed every possible document from any kind of relevant 
source. He exchanged letters with in-country contacts seeking data, often waiting sev-
eral months for responses.3

In 1982 Barrett’s research culminated in the first edition of the World Christian 
Encyclopedia, published in Nairobi by Oxford University Press. The Encyclopedia 
was the first attempt to quantify the entire religious and nonreligious worlds; more 
specifically, it was the first research project to present the world’s Christians in a sin-
gle grouping, including 24 million adherents of previously unquantified African inde-
pendent churches. Now in its third edition, the Encyclopedia represents an important 
part of research tradition in World Christianity and mission going back over fifty 
years. The third edition of the World Christian Encyclopedia (Edinburgh University 
Press, 2019) is geographically comprehensive (every country), religiously diverse 
(eighteen religions), and academically interdisciplinary (history, demography, visual 
sociology, mission studies).

This article represents the thirty-sixth year of providing annual statistics in the 
January issue of the International Bulletin of Mission Research. It summarizes the 
most significant global and regional statistics relevant to understanding the current 
status of global Christianity and mission by drawing on the major findings of the 
World Christian Encyclopedia, third edition.

The fall and rise of global Christianity

The previous two editions of the World Christian Encyclopedia reported a gradual 
decline of Christianity over the twentieth century, even while superficial criticisms of 
both editions appeared accusing them of being biased and promoting Christianity.4 
The statistical high point of Christianity was 1900, when 34.5 percent of the world’s 
population was one form of Christian or another.5 By 2000 Christians had dropped to 
32.4 percent, and then by 2015 had dropped further to a low point of 32.2 percent. 
Our projections for 2020 show a slight increase, with a larger increase by 2050 to 
35.0 percent of the world’s population. This increase has a simple explanation. The 
decline of Christianity in the Global North is now being outpaced by the rise of 
Christianity in the Global South (i.e., Africa, Asia, Latin America, Oceania). 
Christians in sub-Saharan Africa generally have high birth rates, and people from 
other religions continue to convert to Christianity in China, India, Cambodia, 
Mongolia, and elsewhere throughout Asia.6
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Still shifting to the Global South

The demographic shift in Christianity from the Global North to the Global South 
is by now common knowledge. First reported by Barrett in 1970 in the International 
Review of Mission and expanded upon in the Encyclopedia,7 this shift is poised to 
continue well into the future. Map 1 above, full color in the “Global Overview” in 
the Encyclopedia, shows that in 1900, only 18 percent of all Christians lived in the 
Global South, with 82 percent in the Global North. By 2020 fully two-thirds of all 
Christians were in the Global South, with only one-third in the Global North. By 
2050 we anticipate that 77 percent of all Christians will live in the Global South. 
We were somewhat hesitant about calling this a key finding in the third edition of 
the Encyclopedia, given how widespread this knowledge appears to be, yet we 
find that many Christians are still unclear on the implications of this shift, espe-
cially concerning how it relates to theological education and the training of 
Christian leaders around the world.

Ongoing exodus of Christians from the Middle East

The story of Christianity at the beginning of the twenty-first century is not all about 
growth. In 1900 Christians represented 13 percent of the population of the Middle 
East, but only 4 percent in 2020. Their diminishing presence is troubling when viewed 

Map 1.  Christians by continent, 2020.
Source: Todd M. Johnson and Gina A. Zurlo, World Christian Encyclopedia, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2019), 4.
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in light of centuries of relative demographic stability: during the period 1500–1900, 
Christians consistently made up approximately 15 percent of the region’s population. 
In addition, the Middle East is the historic geographic origin of Christianity, as well as 
of Judaism and Islam, two other Abrahamic religions. For the first 1,000 years of 
Christian history, Christians of the Middle East constituted between 25 and 50 percent 
of all Christians worldwide. By 1900 they were only 2 percent of all Christians, declin-
ing to less than 1 percent by the year 2000.8

Over the course of the twentieth century, the Middle East experienced a host of 
dramatic political and social challenges, including the carving up of the region into 
nation-states by colonial authorities, the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, 
the emigration of colonial expatriate communities, the power of oppressive political 
regimes, and the founding of the State of Israel. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, these and other factors continue to encourage the exodus of Christians from 
the region. The exodus has given rise to another important characteristic of global 
Christianity today: diaspora communities. Christians from the Middle East are now 
found in large numbers outside of their homelands, which represents a new reality 
both for them and for their host countries. How well do Christians welcome these 
strangers into their midst, brothers and sisters who do not look, speak, or worship 
like them?

Three trends in religion

The twenty-first century began with three major unexpected trends in relation to the 
world’s religions. First, despite the prognostications of leading academics in the mid-
twentieth century, the world is becoming increasingly religious. In 2020 the vast 
majority of people worldwide—88.7 percent—profess to adhere to a religion, up 
from 80.8 percent in 1970. The pivot event was the collapse of Communism in the 
late twentieth century and the opening of China to the rest of the world. China, the 
world’s most populous country, has experienced a resurgence of religions of all kinds 
since the mid-1970s, when the Cultural Revolution ended. Russia has reclaimed its 
Orthodox heritage, as have other former Soviet republics in eastern Europe. Many 
other countries have experienced a resurgence of religion in the last twenty years, 
including Albania (formerly, the world’s only official atheistic country), Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Cuba.

Second, the world is becoming more religiously diverse, especially when meas-
ured at the national level. This is especially true in Asia, which has always been the 
most religiously diverse continent, and other areas where immigration has trans-
formed previously homogeneous societies into more diverse communities. Han 
Chinese, for example, are found in the millions throughout Southeast Asia and the 
world, including Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the United States, bringing 
their unique East Asian religions with them. Some of the most profound increases in 

Note: Large versions for viewing, PDF versions for printing, and PowerPoint slides of the two maps 
(in color) and five tables in this article may be viewed in the online version.
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religious diversity are in Germany and the United States. Singapore remains the 
world’s most diverse country in 2020, home to seven religions each claiming over 1 
percent of the country’s population: agnosticism, Buddhism, Chinese folk-religion, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and New Religions. At the same time, however, some 
regions are becoming less religiously diverse, such as sub-Saharan Africa, where 
Christianity and Islam are both growing because of many people abandoning African 
Traditional Religions.

Third, religious liberty is on the decline worldwide, which has raised grave con-
cerns about religious freedom in the twenty-first century. Restrictions against reli-
gious groups vary significantly in the world’s twenty-five most populous countries. 
Russia, Egypt, Pakistan, and Nigeria stand out as the countries with the highest 
levels both of governmental restrictions on religion and of social religious hostilities 
against certain religious groups.9 Religious persecution is also gender-specific, with 
men subject to socioeconomic harassment for their faith and women more likely to 
experience sexual violence.

In light of changes in religious demographics, it is also significant to note that 
Christians and Muslims together represented 33 percent of the world’s population 
in 1800. By 2020, however, this figure had risen to 57 percent and is expected to 
surpass 66 percent sometime after 2050. Consequently, Christian-Muslim rela-
tions will increasingly be an important issue in local, national, and international 
contexts.

Missions North vs. South

The concept of “missionary” has evolved since the beginning of the twentieth century, 
making it much more difficult to assess how many missionaries there are in the world. 
The sending of long-term missionaries from the West is on the decline, but since the 
1980s and 1990s there has been a dramatic explosion of the number of short-term mis-
sionaries, particularly youth, who spend as little as a week outside their own cultural 
context performing an array of service-oriented projects. As map 2 on the next page 
illustrates, the United States (135,000) continues to send the bulk of long-term cross-
cultural missionaries today (with over half coming from North America and Europe), 
but Brazil (40,000), South Korea (35,000), the Philippines (25,000), and China 
(15,000) each send large numbers as well. This is partly because of more resources 
available in the Global North than in the Global South for investment in foreign mis-
sion, and because of the longer history of the foreign missionary movement in the 
West. Brazil, however, is an exception; most of its missionaries are Catholics working 
in Latin America, Europe, and the United States.

Perhaps one surprising finding is that the countries with the most Christians receive 
the largest numbers of missionaries. Numerous churches request Christian workers 
from around the world to help with a variety of ministry activities. Sponsorships are 
also more likely in places with large Christian populations. Missionaries today are sent 
from everywhere and are received everywhere; however, there remains quite an imbal-
ance from the standpoint of introducing Christianity to people of other religions. One 
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dramatic example is Brazil (a majority Christian country), which receives a total of 
20,000 missionaries, whereas Bangladesh (a majority Muslim country), with nearly as 
many people, receives only 1,000 missionaries.

Conclusion

World Christianity changed dramatically over the course of the twentieth century 
with the continued shift of adherents from the Global North to the Global South. 
During this century, Western Christendom waned, and new expressions of 
Christianity emerged. By 1980 the majority of Christians lived in Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, and Oceania. All around the world, indigenous Christians contextu-
alized Christianity in their own cultures and helped create indigenous Independent 
Christianity alongside historic Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant churches. By 
2050 it is expected that 77 percent of all Christians will live in the Global South. 
All of this means that the impact of the shift of Christianity to the South docu-
mented in the Encyclopedia will continue into the future. Tables 1–5 contain some 
of the Encyclopedia’s data on Global Christianity and provide further subject areas 
for analysis. Questions concerning the sources of theology, the languages of wor-
ship, the schisms of denominations, the role of women in churches, the impact of 
poverty and economic inequality, the acceptance of LGBTQ people, the visibility 
of differently abled people, and a host of other issues will be in the hands of emerg-
ing Christian leaders in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Oceania and will continue 
to top the list of concerns in the future.

Map 2.  Largest missionary sending and receiving countries, 2020.
Source: Johnson and Zurlo, World Christian Encyclopedia, 3rd ed., 32.
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