1) Check for updates

OVERSEAS MINISTRIES
STUDY CENTER

Article PRINCETON THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

International Bulletin of

World Christianity 2025: 2025, veh 4901, 6074
y
© The Author(s) 2024

Regional Pe I’Spectives Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/23969393241283291
ibmr.sagepub.com

S Sage
Gina A. Zurlo, Todd M. Johnson and

Peter F. Crossing
Center for the Study of Global Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary,
South Hamilton, MA, USA

Abstract

This article marks the 4Ist year of including statistical information on World
Christianity and mission in the IBMR. This year’s focus is geographical, covering
major religious trends in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, Northern America, and
Oceania over the last 125 years. This year’s article includes the Middle East, which is
formed by countries in Northern Africa and Western Asia. In 2025, the Global South
is home to 69% of all Christians in the world, projected to reach 78% by 2050. Africa
became the continent with the most Christians in 2018, passing Latin America (which
passed Europe in 2014).
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In 1985 David B. Barrett produced the first statistical table in this series in the January
issue of the International Bulletin of Missionary Research. He produced this table
three years after publishing his comprehensive and highly popular World Christian
Encyclopedia (Oxford University Press, 1982; 2nd ed., 2001; 3rd ed., Edinburgh
University Press, 2019). Its purpose was to lay out, in summary form, an annual update
of the most significant global and regional statistics relevant to understanding the
current status of global Christianity.! The first three tables in this article continue the
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tradition of the series, presenting the most recent overview of statistics related to
World Christianity and mission. The data appear in comparative perspective and offer
estimates for the years 1900, 1970, 2000, 2020, 2025, and 2050. Each set of tables
since 1985 has provided a brief commentary to help situate the data, provide further
context, and elaborate on implications of the data.

This article represents the 41st year of providing annual statistics in the International
Bulletin of Mission Research. This year the article takes a geographic perspective on
Christian trends — growth, decline, stasis — by focusing on continents as defined by the
United Nations, plus the Middle East.? Table 4 provides continental figures for Africa,
Asia, Europe, Latin America, Northern America, and Oceania. The Middle East is also
included, which is formed by countries in Northern Africa and Western Asia.® In addi-
tion, Table 5 provides additional information regarding scriptures, Gospel access, and
Christian finance.

In the early 21st century, essential demographic features of World Christianity are
found in its diverse forms in the regions of the world. In 1900, 82% of all Christians
lived in the Global North, in the areas of “Christendom” in Europe and Northern
America. During the 20" century, Christian affiliation decreased in the Global North
and increased substantially in the Global South. By 1970, the percentage of all
Christians in the Global North had fallen to 57%. Sometime around 1980, it declined
below the 50% mark.* In 2025, 69% of all Christians worldwide lived in Africa, Asia,
Latin America, and Oceania, projected to reach 78% by 2050. Africa became the con-
tinent with the most Christians in 2018, passing Latin America (which passed Europe
in 2014). At the same time, Christianity in the Middle East declined from 12.7% of the
population in 1900 to 4% in 2025, with continued uncertainty for the future.

Africa

Over the past 125 years, Africa has experienced the most dramatic demographic reli-
gious transformation of any continent.’> In 1900, Africa’s religious demographics were
divided by mostly traditional religions in the south (62.5 million) and Islam in the
north (35 million), with 9.6 million Christians on the whole continent. By 2025,
Christianity had grown to more than 754 million (49.3%), while Islam grew to 636
million (41.6%). Practitioners of African Traditional Religion dropped from 58% in
1900 to about 8% by 2025. Today’s presence of ethnic religionists is a somewhat unex-
pected development, as many in the early 20" century predicted the complete disap-
pearance of these traditional religions within a generation. Africa’s overall population
grew tremendously in the 20th century, with the population expected to grow to 2.5
billion by 2050. Christianity does not have a monolithic presence in Africa. Not only
are all four major traditions (Catholics, Independents, Orthodox, Protestants) substan-
tially represented, but thousands of denominations have grown from African soil, most
of which are Independent — the most diverse and fastest-growing movement within
Christianity. The largest denominations are still Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican, but
Independent churches are similarly visible and active in society. African Christians
increasingly are providing leadership in global Christian forums both within and
across major Christian traditions and in Africa and the West.
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Asia

Asia has experienced profound changes in its religious makeup since the beginning
of the 20" century.® Chinese folk-religionists and Buddhists, who made up over 50%
of Asia’s population in 1900, fell to 20% by 2025. Practitioners of traditional reli-
gions also fell slowly over the century, from 5.3% of Asia’s population in 1900 to
3.5% in 2025. At the same time, the Hindu population and total share grew, though
Hindus are still concentrated on the Indian subcontinent. Muslims grew at a some-
what faster pace and displaced Chinese folk-religionists as the continent’s largest
religion, with 28.3% of the population in 2025. Christians grew faster than the gen-
eral population over the 20th century and represent 8.7% of Asia’s population in
2025. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, Asia was an important destination of
Western missionaries, many who believed in the superiority of Asian societies and
their eventual acceptance of Christianity and Western civilization. Contrary to most
expectations, however, Asia became the most nonreligious continent in the 20th cen-
tury. This was due largely to the spread of Communist regimes whose policies pro-
hibited religions and propagated atheistic ideology. Agnostics and atheists grew the
fastest, averaging nearly 10% per year over the entire century. In 1900, the nonreli-
gious numbered fewer than 55,000 but by 2025 more than 645 million, just over
13% of Asia’s population. Changes within Asian Christianity have been equally pro-
found. The majority of Christians in 1900 were Catholic and Orthodox, mainly in
Western Asia, the Indian subcontinent and the Philippines. By 2025 the balance had
shifted to Independent churches, especially house churches in China. Anglicans
(absorbed into the Protestant union churches in India and Pakistan) have declined in
proportion to the population, whereas Orthodox churches have consistently
decreased through immigration to the West and the North. Catholics and Protestants
have fared better, as their mission activities have been effective in encouraging
indigenous populations to accept Christianity. The fastest current growth rates are
found in South Asia and Southeastern Asia. Mongolia, Nepal, and Cambodia are
notable for significant Christian growth since 1990 and represent some of the newest
expressions of Christianity in the world.

Middle East

The “Middle East” is not technically a separate United Nations region, but it is
included in this analysis because of its significance in world Christianity. Christians
were 12.7% of the region’s population in 1900 but only 4.1% in 2025, and it is likely
that they will represent 4.0% or less of the population by 2050, though it is difficult
to make future projections in this region.” Muslims have grown from 86% in 1900 to
92.3% in 2025, projected to stabalize at 92.1% by 2050. Projections to 2050 are
based on current Christian emigration trends and are particularly apparent in Iraq
and Syria. If the political, economic and/or social conditions worsen in any of these
countries, the numbers of Christians remaining in 2050 could be much lower. While
many Middle Eastern countries experienced significant declines in their Christian
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percentages of their populations between 1900 and 2025, Lebanon dropped an
astounding 43 percentage points, largely due to three factors: first, lower birth rates,
a consequence of Christians’ comparatively higher economic status; second, immi-
gration to the United States, Australia and various European countries, especially
during the wars from 1975 to 1990; and third, Christians’ decreasing influence in
national affairs. Losses in many Christian communities were already well underway
by 1970. By 2050, the Christian presence in these countries is expected to continue
declining in percentage as well as, for most countries, in actual population. Of par-
ticular concern is Syria, where the civil war has now forced one million refugees into
neighboring Lebanon, including large numbers of Christians. What began as internal
displacement has now evolved into international migration. While some of this
might be temporary, it is likely that many Christians will never return.

At the same time, six Middle Eastern countries have had massive influxes of
Christians, most notably since 1970. These include Qatar, Kuwait, United Arab
Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Oman. Qatar and Kuwait saw the greatest
percentage increase, each over 10 percentage points. These Christians are mostly
migrants from the Philippines, South Korea and other countries working in oil produc-
tion, construction, domestic tasks and other jobs in the service industry. Orthodox
Christians are the largest major Christian tradition in the Middle East. The countries
with the most Orthodox Christians are Egypt (Coptic), Cyprus (Greek) and Syria
(Armenian, Greek and Syrian), and each of these communities dates back at least 17
centuries. Emigration, however, has profoundly affected the Orthodox churches, with
their share of the regional population falling from 11.1% in 1900 to only 2.4% in 2025,
and likely to 2.3% or less by 2050.

Europe

Europe became substantially more diverse in its religious makeup over the course of
the 20™ century.® In 1900 nearly 95% of Europe’s population professed some form of
Christianity; in 2025 the continent is 74.5% Christian. Agnostics and atheists made the
most numeric gains after Christians and together make up more than 17% of Europe’s
population (from 0.4% in 1900). The other great increases were made by Muslims,
whose 9 million members in 1900 grew to more than 53 million by 2025, largely
through migration from Northern Africa and Western Asia. At the same time, Jews
declined from 2.4% to 0.2% as a result of the Holocaust and emigration, especially to
Israel and the United States. The religious makeup of Europe has been changing due
to the arrival of asylum seekers, refugees, and other kinds of migrants from the Middle
East, South and Southeast Asia, Africa and elsewhere, causing an increase in the num-
ber of Muslims, Hindus and Buddhists. The dominance of White (Christian) identity
has been openly challenged, testing Europe’s progressive values. Several countries
experienced a spike in xenophobia at the height of the refugee crisis in 2015, which
has disproportionately impacted Muslims.

As both the number of Christians and their share of the European population has been
steadily declining, its composition also has been changing. First, although Catholics and
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Orthodox still make up under 80% of all Christians in Europe, Independents are the
fastest-growing tradition both over the century and between 2000 and 2025. Second,
immigration has impacted Christian communities; some of the largest congregations in
Europe today are ethnic minority churches. In continental Europe and its four regions,
Christianity is declining largely through religious switching, mainly to agnosticism and
atheism as evidence of secularization, and deaths, while it is increasing through births
(those born into Christian families) and immigration. Emigration plays only a small role
in Christianity’s decline, while conversions appear to do little to invigorate Christianity.

Latin America

At first glance, the religious makeup of Latin America appears to have changed very
little over the last 125 years.’ In 1900 the population was 95.2% Christian; in 2025 it
is 91.9% Christian. However, several other religions have made significant gains and
increased their percentage shares of the population. First, there has been growth of
agnostics and atheists (the nonreligious); in 1900 they were only 0.6% and less than
0.02% of the population, respectively, but in 2025 have reached 3.7% and 0.5%.
Second, Spiritism has undergone somewhat of a revival in this period, especially in
Brazil; overall, Spiritists grew from 0.4% to 2.2% of the population of Latin America.
Third, there was sudden and unanticipated growth in the number of Jews in the middle
of the 20th century as a result of emigration from Europe in the wake of the Holocaust.
Today, there are approximately 400,000 Jews in Latin America, mostly in Argentina,
Mexico, and Brazil, though these populations are slowly decreasing as many continue
to immigrate to the United States, Israel and Spain. Fourth, the number of Muslims has
grown rapidly through immigration, reaching 1.9 million by 2025, though there exist
growing Latino/a Muslim communities in Argentina and Brazil. Finally, Buddhists,
Hindus, Chinese folk-religionists and others have grown enough over the period to
increase their percentage shares of the population.

Although the overall percentage of Christians changed little in the 20th century, the
internal composition of Christianity has changed significantly. Catholics remain the
largest tradition, but Protestants (evangélicos) and Independents have been rapidly
increasing their shares of Christianity in the continent. This includes Protestant denomi-
nations such as Presbyterians in Mexico and Brethren in Honduras, Pentecostal groups
such as God is Love in Brazil and Independent house churches such as the People of
God in Paraguay and Elim churches in El Salvador. Other Independent churches have
also been growing rapidly, especially the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
and Jehovah’s Witnesses in Brazil and Mexico. Finally, the Orthodox community has
also experienced growth through immigration (for example, Palestinians and Greeks to
Chile) or in mass movements from Catholic churches (e.g. Guatemala).

North America

Religion in Northern America changed substantially over the 20th century.'® The con-
tinent was 97.1% Christian in 1900 and fell to 70.9% by 2025. Two main trends over
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the century were responsible for this decline. First, various forms of secularization
have increased the number of nonreligious (atheists and agnostics) on the continent,
who grew from just over one million in 1900 to more than 84 million in 2025. Most
are Christians who became agnostics; a smaller number became atheists. Canada was
hit the hardest by this trend, with its Christian percentage dropping more than 30 per-
centage points in 125 years (from 98% to 60.3%). A second trend is the impact of
immigration. Large numbers of Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus moved to Northern
America, especially in the latter half of the 20th century. Muslims grew to nearly seven
million, Buddhists to over five million and Hindus to 2.3 million. At the same time,
smaller religious communities increased rapidly, many growing at two or three times
general population growth rates per year by the end of the century.

Immigration also plays a significant role in the changing demographics of
Christianity. The vast majority of immigrants coming to the United States, for exam-
ple, are Christians from Latin America, Asia and Africa. Christianity in Northern
America has declined in percentage and has experienced profound changes in its inter-
nal composition. Protestants, who were the majority in 1900, have declined dramati-
cally as a proportion of all Christians (falling from over 50% to only 20%). Catholics
have been increasing, largely the result of immigrants from Latin America, while
Independents have made the largest gains, becoming the second largest of the Christian
traditions in the region in the latter part of the 20th century. The largest such group is
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah,
in the USA. Northern American Independent churches often arose out of dissatisfac-
tion with other churches, usually stemming from disagreements over doctrine.
Historical drivers included the Pentecostal/Charismatic movement, the fundamental-
ist/modernist controversy and what constitutes the “true church,” while more recent
motivators include differences over women’s rights and roles in the church, abortion,
and same-sex relations.

Oceania

Oceania was 77.4% Christian in 1900, dropping to 65.3% by 2025. This change,
however, masks significant changes within its regions.!! First, Melanesia experienced
a profound transformation; in 1900 the region was only 15% Christian, whereas in
2025 it is over 92% Christian. In particular, Papua New Guinea has seen tremendous
change over the century, moving from majority traditional religions to Christianity —
now 95% Christian, though many tend to combine traditional indigenous beliefs with
Christian practices. Surprisingly, much of this growth occurred after Papua New
Guinea achieved its independence from Australia (a predominantly Christian nation)
in 1975. Australia/New Zealand has fallen from almost 97% Christian to 53%
Christian. Following the pattern of Europe and Northern America, Oceania has seen
a marked increase in the number of nonreligious (atheists and agnostics), growing
from 0.7% in 1900 to 24.3% in 2025, although the vast majority are found in Australia
and New Zealand. At the same time, ethnic religionists have plummeted from 21% in
1900 to only 1% of the population in 2025. Other religions have increased in the same
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period, mainly the result of Asian immigration to Australia. Buddhists, Muslims, and
Hindus in Oceania now number at least 900,000 each. Micronesia also has seen an
increase in Christian adherence since 1900, from 76% to 93%.

The internal composition of Christianity also changed considerably over the past
125 years. The majority of Christians in Oceania were Protestant in 1900, reflecting,
in part, the earliest missionary endeavors of Anglicans, Methodists, Presbyterians, and
Lutherans. By 2025, Catholics and Independents have significantly increased their
proportions, while Protestants make up 38% of all Christians. The largest denomina-
tions in the continent represent a variety of Catholic, Protestant (including Anglican)
and Orthodox groups. Many island nations received Christianity via missionaries from
other nations in the Pacific, such as from Tahiti.

Conclusion

This brief overview of World Christianity by region illustrates big-picture trends in the
growth and decline of Christianity around the world. The most significant trend is the
continuing demographic shift of Christianity from North to South, which has implica-
tions for theological education, historical awareness, social action, inter-religious rela-
tions, the production of theology, gender roles, and more. A regional demographic
view also shows how the shift is working itself out in different places around the world
and what trends might be anticipated in the future.
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Notes

1. The terms “global Christianity”” and “World Christianity” are used interchangeably in this
article.

2. In this analysis, the Middle East includes the following 17 countries: Bahrain, Cyprus,
Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, Tiirkiye, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.

3. The following regional texts are updated demographics and descriptions from Todd
M. Johnson and Gina A. Zurlo, World Christian Encyclopedia, 3™ edition, Edinburgh
University Press, 2019, pp. 8-19.

4. For North/South estimates from 33-2100 CE, see Johnson and Ross, eds., Atlas of Global
Christianity, Edinburgh University Press, 2009, p. 51.

5. For recent overviews on Christianity in Africa, see Wanjiru M. Gitau and Mark A.
Lamport, eds., Globalizing Linkages: The Intermingling Story of Christianity in Africa
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2024); Kenneth R. Ross, J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu,
and Todd M. Johnson, eds. Christianity in Sub-Saharan Africa (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2017); and Kenneth R. Ross, Mariz Tadros, and Todd M. Johnson,
eds. Christianity in North Africa and West Asia (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2018).
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