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TRANSCRIPT  
An Undeceptions podcast. 

John Dickson: 

An Undeceptions podcast. 

Mark: 

"By the 21st century, religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to 
resist a worldwide secular culture," a prominent sociologist of religion said here last week. 

John Dickson: 

That's director Mark reading the first paragraph of a 1968 New York Times article with the headline, "A 
bleak outlook is seen for religion." 

Mark: 

In a luncheon talk at the New School for Social Research, Peter L. Berger, whose works are well regarded 
in religious and academic circles, said, "The predicament of the believer was increasingly like that of a 
Tibetan astrologer on a prolonged visit to an American university." The astrologer will be treated very 
politely, but listened to only as an eccentric, exotic diversion," he said. "For basic psychological reasons, if 
he stays any length of time and particularly because he has been treated so kindly, he's going to think, 
well, Maybe the stars don't control reality, after all. If the astrologer comes to the campus with two or 
three fellow believers, a different phenomenon developed," Dr. Berger said. "They will cling to each 
other desperately to conquer their doubts and to hold off the dis-confirming pressure. This is what is 
likely to happen to the churches. Very simple social processes will lead them to huddle together and 
groups that huddle together close to the outside world are called sects." 

 Dr. Berger said he hesitated to say flatly, that believers would be reduced to small sects because the 
situation could be changed by a third world war or some other upheaval. But in a surprise free world, I 
see no reversal of the process of secularization produced by industrialization. The impact is the same 
everywhere, regardless of culture and the local religion. 

John Dickson: 

Dr. Berger is talking about secularization theory. What was once the dominant sociological pattern of 
interpretation to describe and explain religious change in the modern period? It basically says that 
religion is necessarily going to decline as society advances. The argument goes something like this, the 
enlightenment generated a rational view of the world based on empirical standards of proof, scientific 
knowledge, and technological mastery. This rational worldview undermines the foundations of faith in 
the supernatural and mysterious and makes the claims of the church totally implausible. 
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 Auguste Comte, a 19th century, French philosopher, popularized the idea that society as a whole 
develops successively through three stages. The theological stage, the metaphysical stage, and the 
positive stage. The theological stage is the starting point of human intelligence. Directing the human 
mind to first causes, but attributing those causes to the supernatural. Then the metaphysical stage 
replaces the supernatural with more abstract forces, and then you get the positive stage or the scientific 
stage. And it rests on reason and observation to explain the universe. In the early 19th century, Comte 
announced that human society had outgrown the theological stage and science would soon replace 
religion. Then in the 1880s, the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche declared that God is dead. Now 
this wasn't a celebratory statement. It was rather just an observation that the rational revolution had 
eroded the church's authority. Nietzsche was actually a little bit worried, sort of, that the death of God 
would bring meaninglessness and a death to morality itself. Nevertheless, his words, 'God is dead' 
echoed through the 20th century. Indeed, the death of religion was the conventional wisdom in the 
social sciences during most of the 20th century. 

 So Professor Berger was in good company in his famous 1968 predictions, except they were wrong. 
Religion isn't dead you may have noticed. It's still here. And actually it's growing. There are some strange 
numbers and global trends to consider in this episode. So it's a really good thing that our guest today is 
good at geography, demography, sociology, and even Christianity. I'm John Dickson. And this is 
Undeceptions. 

 Undeceptions is brought to you by Zondervan Academics, The Lost Letters to the 12 Prophets by John 
Goldingay. Each episode of Undeceptions, we explore some aspect of life, faith, history, science culture, 
or ethics. That's either much misunderstood or mostly forgotten. With the help of people who know 
what they're talking about, we're trying to undeceive ourselves and let the truth out. And if this hour of 
undeceiving isn't enough, join the Undeceptions plus community for just $5 Aussie a month. You'll get 
extended interviews with my guests bonus episodes, Facebook live events, like the one we did the other 
day and tons of other extras, just go to contraceptions.com/plus 

Gina Zulo: 

What's fascinating about the Peter Berger story is when Peter Berger was making that prediction that by 
the year 2000 religious communities will be huddled as little sex in the world. Our founder, David Barrett 
was working in Africa, counting all of the new adherence to newly forming African Christian churches and 
David Barrett in 1970. Around the same time, Peter Berger said religion was dying. David Barrett said, 
"There's going to be 350 million Christians in Africa by the year 2000." And so we had these two scholars 
intention, one religion is dying. One saying, "Actually, I'm here in Africa and it's not dying. It's thriving." 

John Dickson: 

That's Dr. Gina Zulo, a world Christianity expert. She's a sociologist and demographer of religion. She's 
the co-director of the centre for the study of global Christianity. And she's a visiting research fellow at 
Boston university. Gina is there talking about David Barrett, the founder of the centre for the study of 
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global Christianity. Barrett was a mathematician turned missionary that doesn't happen every day. He 
spent 20 years in Eastern Africa. And while he was there, Barrett recognized the need for better research 
into the Christianity boom. He saw all around him firsthand by 1982 Barrett had published the first 
edition of the World Christian Encyclopedia, which offered some of the first evidence of a new era in 
world Christianity. The centre of gravity had shifted away from Europe. 

Gina Zulo: 

And then by the 1990s, Peter Berger recanted and said that actually the world is becoming more 
religious. And then Peter Berger helped us set up our Institute at Boston University to study the trends in 
the growth of religion around the world. So, we have a pretty long history with, with Peter Berger and 
David Barrett was right. 

John Dickson: 

In 2013, Berger explained in a media interview, how he came to abandon his secularization theory, that 
he was world famous for. The idea that modernity inevitably produced a decline of religion. Here's how 
he put it. 

Peter Berger: 

When I started out doing sociology of religion like 200 years ago. Everyone else everyone had this idea 
and I more or less assumed it was correct. Wasn't completely crazy assumption, many reasons why 
people said that, but it took me about 20 years to come to the conclusion that the data don't support this 
and other people came to the same conclusion. And I would say, there are now some... 

John Dickson: 

Secularization theory is wrong. Berger now reckons that contrary to what many people still say, we don't 
live in a secular age. We live in a pluralist age and that's a very different beast. Professor Berger now says 
that while modernity doesn't necessarily lead to secularization, it does necessarily lead to pluralism. That 
is to a great melting pot of ideas, religious or cultural. Modernization doesn't get rid of God, he argues. It 
actually multiplies the gods we might come across in any given situation and this might, but not 
necessarily, it might lead to less certainty about any particular God, but it doesn't remove the gods 
entirely. When Berger recanted his secularization theory, Christianity was in fact, growing. In the 
seventies and eighties, there was a huge boom in Christianity, across Africa, in particular. And it led many 
sociologists, not just Berger to rethink their theories. But what about now, 22 years on from burgers year 
2000 deadline, is Christianity still growing? 

Gina Zulo: 

Yeah, that's a great question. So any religion, Christianity included, only grows on a country level in three 
ways. Either you're born into that religion or you migrate into that country or you convert to that 
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religion. So globally migration cancels itself out, right? People leaving, people coming. So really religious 
growth is mostly about births and deaths. It's about straight facts of demography and there's a whole 
slew of demographers and social scientists who are dedicating their whole careers to tracking trends and 
births and deaths and total fertility rates to see what is the future of religion? Because the piece that's 
much harder to track is conversions and people leaving religions. So it's true that Christianity is still on an 
upward trajectory, but not at all like it was in the 50s, 60s, and 70s when we had African Christianity 
growing like crazy, because we have lots of people leaving churches in Europe and North America and 
even Latin America. And of course, Australia and New Zealand prime examples of this, so that the growth 
of Christianity in Asia and Africa is not quite outpacing the losses. 

John Dickson: 

That doesn't sound awesome. There are though some uncertainties around all of this. Gina tells me 
mainly around China and India, which we'll discuss in just a moment, but just looking at my own country, 
Australia, Gina's point is stark. There are losses. 

Channel 7 News Reporter: 

The 2021 census data has been released shows our population is growing fast and more diverse and less 
religious. The number of people who say they have no religion has almost doubled in the past decade or 
just under 40%. Darren does any of this... 

John Dickson: 

As we were putting this episode together, the census data for Australia from the year 2021 was released 
by the Australian bureau of statistics. That's a clip from channel seven, which echoes other headlines, 
which began to shout, "Abandoning God. Christianity plummets, as non-religious surges in census results 
mean religion should stop getting special treatment Australia losing our religion. Christianity in crisis. 
Church seeks transformation after census results." For the first time in Australian history, Christians are 
officially a minority of the population. 44% of Australians now identify as some kind of Christian down 
from 61% a decade ago. Christianity is still Australia's most common religion, but 39% now say they have 
no religion. 10 years ago that was just 22%. Obviously, commentators have differed in their 
interpretations of the data. And given it's only been a week or so since the numbers came out, we're 
bound to hear more on this topic, but here's my six part take. 

 One, genuine Christians have long been in the minority in Australia. This official data is just catching up to 
reality. Two, when Christians were a statistical majority and pointed this out to others, sceptical friends 
frequently counted that a significant portion of those who tick Christian in the census were just nominal 
Christians, not real Christians. I'm sure that's right. Three, as the church has lost its social respectability, 
for reasons that are pretty obvious, like the child sexual abuse scandals, and plenty of other things. The 
civic motivation in Australia and elsewhere to tick Christian in the census has declined. And so the 
declining percentage of Christians in the census reveals the dropping away of this nominal class of 
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Christians. Four, I've long said that the percentage of Australians that actually has some kind of heartfelt 
trust in the crucified and risen Lord Jesus Christ is something closer to 25%. 

 So we may have a long way to go from 44% down to that 25%. The declining percentages of Christians is 
going to be recorded for a while yet. Five, in a few more censuses, let's just say 2037. The decline is likely 
to bottom out. As nominal Christians have dropped away and I reckon by God's grace, we'll see the 
number of Christians once again increase. Because that increase is already happening, right? People are 
becoming Christians all over the country, but it's currently obscured by the large cohort of nominal 
Christians. So once that nominal curve drops down we'll begin to see the increase in conversion. Six, 
whatever the case, it is time in my view over time, probably for Australian Christians to recognize and 
embrace their minority status. I pray that we'll be a confident, humble, cheerful minority. 

 So Christianity has been in decline in the west for several decades. Now, obviously not just in Australia. In 
the U.S., statistics from the Pew Research Center in 2019, found that 65% of American adults describe 
themselves as Christian, which had dropped 12 percentage points over the last decade. Meanwhile, the 
religiously unaffiliated population increased to 26% up from 17%, 10 years before. In the UK data from 
their most recent census in 2021 is unfortunately yet to be released. But in 2011 59.3% of the population 
of England and Wales ticked some kind of Christianity box. Down from 72% in 2001, a decade earlier. The 
expectation is that number is going to fall again in the 2021 statistics with some statisticians predicting it 
will dip below the 50% mark just like Australia. But there is some evidence that the decline is slowing 
down, but is the decline slowing? I have read elsewhere that it's slowing. 

Gina Zulo: 

Yeah. I think the thing that is declining more quickly as it pertains to Christianity is institutional affiliation. 
Not necessarily belief in God or people who pray or that kind of thing. Institutional Christianity is 
definitely declining. We see that because we collect denominational level data on Christianity and you 
can see year after year, this denomination declining 2% a year, 3% a year. So people are leaving 
churches. That's happening, but are they necessarily leaving Christian faith? And there have been a lot of 
studies that indicate, well maybe not. 

 A big one was the Pew Research Center, the quote, 'Rise of the Nones', N-O-N-E-S. I really wish they had 
chosen a different term. It's caused a lot of confusion in world Christianity circles, but it showed that 68% 
of the so called Nones believed in God. Well they're not atheist and agnostics if they're openly saying 
that they believe in God and they have spiritual inclinations and they pray every day. I think I feel like 
more of the spiritual but not religious pray every day than Christians do sometimes. So we're definitely 
getting a lot of more fuzzy fuzziness in religion. It's not as clean cut as it used to be. 

John Dickson: 

That might also be the same study if it's the 2017 study. I think it also found that amongst those who first 
answered no to do you believe in God? I think it was like 19%. Half of them went, asked a follow up 
question said, oh, they do believe in a universal spirit that governs the universe. 
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Gina Zulo: 

Right? Exactly. 

John Dickson: 

Half the atheists believe in well, what really is the classical definition of theism. Actually to correct myself 
that study was done in 2018 by the Pew Research Center. And the numbers were as follows. Almost half 
of Americans who say they don't believe in God also say they do believe in a higher power or spiritual 
force at work in the universe, which sounds like God, to me. Among the religiously unaffiliated, that's the 
famous nones we've been talking about. Nearly three quarters, 72% believe in some form of higher 
power and 17% of those who are unaffiliated believe in God as described in the Bible, they say. Among 
self described atheists, a full 18% said they believe in some form of spiritual higher power. Institutional 
Christianity is most certainly waning, but belief itself continues and grows even in the most unlikely of 
places. We'll find out where after this quick break. 

 This episode of Undeceptions is brought to you by Zondervan Academics new book, The Lost Letters to 
the 12 Prophets: Imagining the Minor Prophet's World by Dr. John Goldingay, a legend in Old Testament 
studies. I spoke to John from his home in Oxford earlier this month and asked him about his fascination 
with these so-called minor prophets. That's guys like Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah 

John Goldingay: 

Because I know that what they've got to say is really important. And but I also know that they're difficult 
to understand. And I'm very keen on the idea that Christians should understand the Old Testament 
generally. But in this particular case, that was a way of helping people to understand, see the significance 
of these 12 guys. 

John Dickson: 

What might a doubter find in your book that is nourishing. 

John Goldingay: 

One of my favourite texts, almost my favorited text in the Old Testament is one where God says to 
Moses, "Well, this is what I'm like." And he says, "I'm on the one hand, I'm mostly somebody who is 
faithful and compassionate and trustworthy and so on. Oh, and by the way, I also come down on people 
who do the wrong thing." God's revelation of himself in Exodus 34 is a collection of phrases that recurs 
are often through the Old Testament and not least through these prophets. So what we learn from these 
prophets is again that those key things about God, that God is somebody who is basically caring and 
faithful and loving and compassionate, but also watching if you do the wrong thing. 
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John Dickson: 

For many of us reading the old Testament and trying to understand Israel's prophets is like listening to 
just one side of a phone conversation. It can feel like we're only getting half the idea. We hear the 
answer as it were, but how do we know what the question the prophet is answering really was? What led 
the prophets to talk about the things that they do? What were they responding to? Perhaps if we had an 
idea of what the Israelites at the time were thinking and experiencing and doing, the words of the 
prophets might become clearer. And that's what John Goldingay has done in his new book. He's imagined 
what the prophets might have received in letters from ordinary Israelites about the issues they were 
encountering. It's based on other material in the Old Testament and archaeological discoveries. Building 
the context behind the 12 prophets to help us unpack their meaning. You can find The Lost Letters to the 
12 Prophets by John Golden gate on Amazon right now, or visit donovan.com for more info. 

New York Times documentary: 

Well, I think there's a religious revival going on in China. The first 30 odd years of economic reforms saw 
people get wealthy, but now people are looking at other issues, finding deeper meaning, finding new 
values for their life. Religion is part of that. So we are seeing an expansion of all the established religions 
in China. 

John Dickson: 

That's a clip from a New York Times short documentary from 2014. There was a spate of stories like this 
one tracking the growth of Christianity in China. After the world's leading expert on religion in China, 
Professor Yang from Purdue University predicted that China would become the largest Christian country 
in the world by 2030. Yang said the number of Chinese believers would swell to 160 million by 2025 and 
would likely exceed 247 million by 2030. Placing it above Brazil and the United States as the largest 
Christian nation in the world. "Mal thought he could eliminate religion." Professor Yang told the UK 
Telegraph. "He thought he had accomplished this it's ironic. They actually failed completely." he said. 

 I mean, you hear wildly different statistics. 

Gina Zulo: 

I know. 

John Dickson: 

50 million to a hundred million Christians today in China. That's the range I hear today. 

Gina Zulo: 

Yes. 
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John Dickson: 

Do you have any confidence in any number between those two polls? 

Gina Zulo: 

We do. I do have confidence in it because a lot of the standard demographic methods for tracking the 
size of Christian communities, don't pick up what's happening on the grassroots level. So China is a very 
difficult place to do survey work. There are very few surveys of religiosity in China. And so you can't... 
And of course the government census doesn't ask what your religious affiliation is. So if you don't have a 
government census and you don't have a survey, some sociologists will say there's quote, 'no good data'. 
So therefore nothing is happening. 

 We just don't think that's true because we have 57 years of history of talking to Christians all around the 
world and asking them. That's the David Barrett method, go to a place, make the connections, build a 
network and say what's happening in your local communities. So for our previous book, The World 
Christian Encyclopedia: Third Edition, we created a new taxonomy of Chinese house churches. Which we 
estimated around 50 or 60 million Christians. And we circulated that among Chinese house church 
leaders and said, "Does this look like your networks?" There's no way they don't know. They know how 
many people are in their networks. They know who is coming and who's not coming. There's a lot of local 
knowledge. 

John Dickson: 

So, yeah. So you're thinking about 60 million in the house church movement and maybe another 10 to 15 
in the Three-Self, the official church. 

Gina Zulo: 

Yeah. I think we come in around a hundred million. 

John Dickson: 

Yeah. 

Gina Zulo: 

And also there's Catholics. So there's... 

John Dickson: 

Yeah, of course. Yeah. 
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Gina Zulo: 

Yeah. There's state sanctioned Catholics and there's underground Catholics. So between all those 
communities, we come in at around a hundred million, but we're always willing to talk to anyone, take in 
new data and adjust as needed. Especially in these, in these scenarios. You just have to be honest about 
how they fluctuate. I think there are two wild cards in world Christianity that I mentioned before, which 
is India and China. Really any small change in a country of a billion people has major ramifications for 
world Christianity as a whole. So, one of these uncertainties is related to the Chinese house church 
movement is, are they going to denominationalize? So I just said earlier that institutional Christianity is 
on the decline in the West. And yet the largest quote unquote 'denomination' in the world, the Chinese 
house church movement is thinking about becoming Presbyterian or Methodist. So that's going to have 
very interesting implications. And right now the signs point towards that happening. So that's going to be 
an interesting dynamic to watch over the next 20 years is what the Chinese house churches do. 

John Dickson: 

In a fascinating series of articles called the great awakening in China. The same Purdue sociologist, 
Professor Yang says you can compare religion in China to a market. You have five major religions in the 
country. Five products you might say. Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestant Christianity. 
These religious organizations have legally approved religious sites. Official organizations and activities. 
You could say they're in the red market. That's the legally allowed and tolerated market, but they have to 
follow certain party state instructions. The number of these official approved churches has increased. 
Then there's the black market in religion with new religious movements or sects that are banned in 
China. The communist government has carried out severe crackdowns on these religions, but they 
continue. Then Yang says there's a grey market where activities are neither legal, nor illegal. So preaching 
outside religious venues and teaching religion to children under 18 years of age is officially prohibited. 

 But what if people are doing that in their own homes? What about teaching their own children? Is that 
okay? What if they have some friends and relatives join them? These are the home gatherings that are 
called house churches. And these house churches have been incredibly effective in evangelism. The 
communication of the Christian faith to those who don't believe over the years, though, many of these 
so-called house churches have become big. They started renting halls and office space, factories, even. 
They refused to join the official Christian, Chinese churches in the red market, but they're now really big. 
And the Chinese government has simultaneously tried to tempt them into the formal system, so they 
could become approved churches. And if they choose against that, the government clamps down on 
them, churches are shut down. Bank accounts are seized. And sometimes pastors go to jail. Yang says the 
extraordinary rapid growth of Christians in China, hasn't been well studied or widely enough reported. 
He reckons it's perhaps the biggest hidden story in the 21st century. 

 The second most populous country in the world also has a story to tell about Christianity's hidden 
growth. And this story has a huge impact on Gina's overall global Christianity statistics. 
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Gina Zulo: 

India is home to so many creative contextualization movements. Insider movements Within Hinduism, 
within Islam. And a lot of white Western Christians don't like these movements because they perceive 
them to be too far out there theologically. Yet, when you talk to these people, they are authentically 
Christian while still publicly being authentically Hindu, according to their Indian culture. So in the next 
few decades, I would like to see more study of these kinds of movements and more awareness of these, 
of these background believer movements to come to the west, to encourage more dialogue there. And I 
hope and think that might happen. 

John Dickson: 

These creative contextualization efforts Gina is talking about are basically Christians in India, trying to live 
out their Christian faith in a way that somehow accords with Indian culture and even religious 
expression. Christianity in India carries strong connotations of Western imperialism. So becoming a 
Christian can look like turning your back on thousands of years of Indian culture. It's also the case that 
Christians are more likely to come from the lowest caste in India. So conversion to Christianity actually 
adds a burden to already difficult lives. Because if you say you're a Christian, you are likely to be 
ostracized. This partly explains these insider movements Gina is talking about. 

 People in these movements have a vibrant faith in Christ as the crucified and risen Lord of all, but they 
choose to remain within their Hindu or Muslim home cultures. It's a kind of churchless Christianity. They 
call themselves Devotees of Jesus. Jesu Bhakta. The word bhakti you may know is the key Hindu term for 
being devoted to your favourite or family god. These Jesu Bhakta won't call themselves Christians 
because of the strong cultural associations with that word. It's pretty controversial in the mission studies 
field. And we'll put a link in the show notes for more information on it. 

 Why is this important to our story? Because Gina and her colleagues in their global Christianity book 
estimate India's Christian population at 4.9% of the total population of India. That means 67 million 
Christians. Now that is significantly higher than other estimates you're likely to read. The Pew Research 
Center, for example, puts Christians in India at just 2.3%. But Gina says that number is only based on 
census data. Her research goes much further. She gathers information on the ground with researchers 
visiting and talking to key community members. That's where they come into contact with these insider 
movements, devotees of Jesus within Hinduism. 

 More than that, they've also discovered that a huge number of Christian communities in India tick Hindu 
on the census. This isn't because they're part of the insider movement. It's because they feel local 
pressure to tick Hindu or because in some regions it's actually dangerous to tick Christian. The real 
number of Christians in India, in other words, might be double what you read over at Pew or on 
Wikipedia. China and India are the two largest countries in the world. They're also in, what's called the 
Global South. The terms Global North and Global South are debated. We're going with the terminology 
Gina and her team use. And they describe it geo politically with the Global North comprising Europe, 
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including Russia and North America. And the Global South is basically everywhere else. Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, and Oceania. 

Gina Zulo: 

Christianity has been shifting to the Global South for many, many decades now. And we estimate that 
around the year 1982 is when world Christianity became a majority Global South faith. Meaning Asia, 
Africa, Latin America, and Oceania. That's pretty recent. That's in most of our lifetimes. So what does it 
mean for Christianity to shift to the Global South? Okay. Demographically, there are more Christians 
living in one area than another, but what my question is, what else is, or is not shifting? Is theological 
education shifting? Is the missionary movement shifting? Is money shifting? No one likes to talk about 
money. It makes people sweat a little bit, but the way we write history, Christian history is that shifting? 
And more often than not the answer to all those questions is no. That stuff's not shifting because the 
Global North still has way more financial resources than the Global South does. So I think a lot of people 
don't quite understand what the ramifications are. The social, the theological, the political ramifications 
of Christianity being a majority Global South faith. 

John Dickson: 

In the year 1900, the top 10 countries with the most Christians were the U.S. Russia, Germany, France, 
UK, Italy, Ukraine, Poland, Spain, and Brazil. Nine of the 10 countries in that list are classified as the 
Global North. Wind forward to 2020 and the list is very different. U.S., Brazil, Mexico, Russia, China, 
Philippines, Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, and India. The U.S> and Russia are the only 
Global North countries in the new list. The face of Christianity is changing, but there are subtleties and 
also contradictions we have to confront. There are 2.6 billion reported Christians in the world today. And 
Christianity is growing by 1.17% per annum. And the curious thing is that's faster than the rate of 
increase of non-religious people in the world. That's growing at just 0.52%. In other words, Christianity's 
growth rate is more than double that of the nones. And it's actually five times that of atheism, which is 
0.18%. 

  But it's slower than the growth that Hinduism is experiencing. 1.21% per annum it's significantly slower 
than Islam. Islam is growing at a rate of 1.93% per annum. And that means, according to Gina, that 
Christianity's losses are outpacing its gains as a percentage of the global population. So Christianity is 
growing, yes, but it's not growing to the point where it's percentage of the world's population is 
increasing. So in 1900, Christians made up 34.5% of the global population. In 2020, that number has 
dropped slightly to 32.2%, a drop of 2.3%. Before Christians get depressed about that, none of this is 
linear. The unusual growth of Christianity in the Global South, especially in the wild card countries of 
India and China, mean that Gina and her colleagues are confidently predicting that Christianity will be 
back up to 34% of the world's population by 2050. And the cool thing is one key to Christianity's probable 
brighter demographic future is women. Stay with us. 
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 Here's a quick shout out with a difference. Support for this episode was given to us by Scots' Church in 
the heart of Melbourne. They love what we do here at Undeceptions and as a church with members from 
all over the world, they can really get behind this type of global Christianity that we're talking about in 
this episode. I'm really grateful for the support. I know the pastor there, good day, Phil. And I know that 
they're all about helping Melbourne make sense of the Christian faith. It's a church that's full of history 
and full of life. And it has really great music too, with a highly renowned choir. So why not check them 
out at Scotschurch.com. That's Scotschurch.com 

 In Tarime in the Mara region of Tanzania, schools are often built one wall at a time, raising money brick 
by brick. The Tarime Girls' Secondary School currently has one classroom block for about 160 students. It 
also has one wall of a science lab and another wall of a proposed library. The roof and the rest of the 
walls are, well, it's up to us. The vision for this school belongs to Bishop Mwita, a respected Anglican 
Bishop, who is hoping the school will offer an attractive alternative path to the girls of Tarime. Many of 
these girls are dropping out of school too early. Keeping to traditional views that girls are more useful in 
the home as wives and mothers, even girls under the age of 18. Anglican Aid is working with Bishop 
Mwita and local churches to get this school up and running, to serve these girls. Once complete, it will 
give 800 girls an opportunity to complete their secondary education, giving them an extra four years of 
learning that is bound to open doors and give them options. You can help Anglican Aid in this important 
work, valuing women and championing education. It's an organization I really trust go to 
Anglicanaid.org.au to give today that's Anglicanaid.org.au. 

Mark: 

Think Christianity is dying? No Christianity is shifting dramatically. 

John Dickson: 

That's director Mark again, doing his Washington Post voice reading an article that appeared in 2015. 

Mark: 

While Christianity may be on the decline in the United States. The world is becoming more religious, not 
less while rising numbers of nones, those who claim no religious affiliation when asked, claim the 
attention of religious pundits. The world tells a different story. Religious convictions are growing and 
shifting geographically in several dramatic ways. In 1980 more Christians were found in the Global South 
than the North for the first time in 1000 years. Today, the Christian community in Latin America and 
Africa alone account for 1 billion people. 

John Dickson: 

That's the Washington Post reporting as news something that had been true for more than three 
decades. There are more Christians in the Global South than in the Global North. Just take Africa. 
Christians made up just 8.9% of the African population back in the year 1900. By 2020, that number is 



 

SEASON 7: GLOBAL CHRISTIANITY 

 
             
 

Transcript by rev.com  Page 13 of 20  
  

49.3%. Nearly half of all Africans. I asked Gina why she thinks the media tends to focus on the story of 
Christianity's demise, not its growth. 

 If Christianity is actually growing, why the narrative, the so common narrative that Christianity is on its 
way out? I mean that, wasn't just a Peter Berger thesis in the sixties. The person on the street in Sydney 
just thinks, "Oh, well, Christianity's maybe got another 20 years 

Gina Zulo: 

Maybe in Australia it only has another 20 years, but I think part of it is a lack of global consciousness. It's 
really, "Oh, in my community. I perceive that Christianity is declining." And perhaps it really is right? You 
can say the same for Boston where I am. And I think most people have very localized perspectives on 
religion. And it's very difficult for people to take that global snapshot. And that's what we tried to do 
here is to show people the global reality with data and with story and with history too. So, and I think the 
other problem is most academic research in this area is done by white Westerners who have an implicit 
bias that religion is declining because that's what they perceive in their context. And we don't have a lot 
of quantitative researchers from Sub-Saharan Africa, studying trends in Christianity, from a data 
perspective. 

 If we had more of those voices participating in our conferences and putting out books and podcasts and 
all that kind of thing, the narrative would begin to change I think. The typical Christian today globally is a 
poor young uneducated woman in Sub-Saharan Africa. That's the typical Christian today. And that's 
totally different from what it was a hundred years ago when it was an affluent upper class educated 
white, Anglo Protestant male. 

John Dickson: 

Are you able to drill down on why there is growth, where there is growth? Or is that just too difficult? 

Gina Zulo: 

Yeah, we do. And we are a part of several research projects that look at the drivers of religious change, 
because if we're going to make good demographic projections, we have to take all of this material into 
consideration because we're not just going to draw straight line from 2020 to 2100. We're going to try to 
use our brains to think, "Well, if X happens, then Y might happen. And if this happens, then that might 
happen." So I think over and over, the research shows a few things. One is that women are more likely to 
convert than men. Women are more likely to change their religious affiliation because of a relational tie 
or a network. There's a quote, "Women are 'more spiritual' than men are." There's whether that's 
socialization reasons, whether it's biological regions, lots of debate there. So we do find that where 
women have greater freedoms, where they have more mobility, where they have more education, they 
have more opportunity to explore other religious options. 

 So that's one thing that we look at pretty closely are the gender dynamics. So that, really a lot of change 
is that relational network. It's your parents, it's your grandparents, it's your community. So how mobile is 
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someone in a community to be able to work, live, experience life outside of their home community. 
Those are the people who are more likely going to encounter Christianity, Christian teachings in some 
way, and more likely to become a Christian. So in the places where we could get hard data, we found 
things like churches were 75%, female, 90%, female. I mean really outrageous inequalities, or imbalances 
of what's happening. That women make up a huge majority of churches on the ground. But when you 
look at the governmental census data, it says Christians in Africa are 52% female. And you tell any scholar 
of African Christian that I say it's 52% female, and they'll say, "You're wrong. We all know it's more than 
that." 

 I had a Nigerian Anglican Bishop sitting in my office recently, and I told him this project that I was 
working on. And he said to me, "If anyone in Nigeria tells you that his church is majority male, he's lying." 
And this is a Bishop, right? This is an Anglican Bishop saying, "We know our churches are pretty much run 
by women on the grassroots level. Not necessarily from the pulpits or not necessarily as the pastors." But 
women are really a driving force of churches around the world, but you wouldn't know it because they 
don't get talked about that much. So I think that's one of the trends that is occurring in world 
Christianity, that isn't really getting a lot of air time. 

John Dickson: 

Did you catch that? The future of the church is female? And if you happen to be playing along in our 
August competition, the hidden code for this episode is, you guessed, it female. 

 Yeah. Great. So you've already said that Christian women are the key story going forward. I'm fascinated, 
not just so much by the numbers. That there's a majority of Christians who are women, but that they're 
also more religious, is that right? They're like, they're praying more. They read their Bible more. They go 
to church more. 

Gina Zulo: 

Absolutely. If you look at the pure research centre study of gender and religion that came out a few years 
ago, they found across the board for Christianity, women attend church services more, they pray more 
frequently than men do, and they self-identify as religious with more frequency than men do. So those 
are really the three standard sociological questions as it comes to religious observance and women tick 
the box of all three in every way, shape or form, women seem to be more committed to Christianity than 
men are. 

John Dickson: 

I mean, in some ways, this is a return to the first few centuries of Christianity, where lots of intellectual 
Pagans criticize Christianity for being a religion full of women. But how, how weird that the perception 
today is that actually Christianity is just this male patriarchal thing. 
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Gina Zulo: 

Yeah. I have encountered that quite a lot in my research on women in world Christianity, that the 
churches are run by men and it's all about the patriarchy. But the thing about women is they capitalize 
on their invisibility in really unique ways. It's a little bit like my Big Fac Greek Wedding, the man is the 
head, but the woman is the neck. There is an element of truth to that. And evidenced by the fact that 
there are not that many movements that are advocating for women's ordination, where you might think 
there would be. So like in Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, among Protestants, of course, there aren't 
huge movements that are protesting and writing decrees for women to gain ordination. Because I think 
women perceive maybe being at the top seems like the most influential place, but really isn't the most 
influential place. 

 The most influential place is in the family. It's in the community, it's in the neighbourhood where you talk 
and share ideas and raise your children. And that's really much more influential than who's the public 
facing person. So, so I think women in these areas have perceived that, and there are some of course, 
right? Like for example, in just two years ago, the first female assemblies of God, of in Brazil woman was 
just ordained. Great. And she's the only one as far as we know that there's one woman in a 
denomination of 26 million people in Brazil as a female pastor. So, there's just not a huge movement 
towards it because I think women know they can gain influence in other more effective ways. 

John Dickson: 

Yes. And is it right that Catholic sisters outnumber the priests and brothers in the Catholic church? 

Gina Zulo: 

Yes. Not only in the Catholic church, but in every single country of the world. There are more Catholic 
sisters than priests and brothers. 

John Dickson: 

Hmm. 

Gina Zulo: 

Catholic sisters. You want to talk about people running the world. It's Catholic sisters. 

John Dickson: 

Yeah. 

Gina Zulo: 

They are everywhere. 

 



 

SEASON 7: GLOBAL CHRISTIANITY 

 
             
 

Transcript by rev.com  Page 16 of 20  
  

John Dickson: 

Yeah. 

Gina Zulo: 

They do everything. They're in peace building, they're in education, they're on the front lines of famines. I 
mean, anywhere that people need help, Catholic sisters are there. And they're just an amazing testimony 
to what the church should be in the world. 

Pope Francis: 

[foreign language 00:50:10] 

John Dickson: 

That's Pope Francis offering a blessing for sister Louisa Luisa Dell'Orto, an Italian nun who was serving in 
Haiti. Sister Louisa was shot and killed in Port-Au-Prince last month. "For 20 years," said Pope Francis, 
"Sister Louisa lived there dedicated above all to serving children on the streets. I entrust her soul to God. 
Sister Louisa made a gift of her life to others, even to martyrdom." Now, it's not exactly mine theology, 
but it is an important insight into the complexion of global Christianity. 

Gina Zulo: 

We should be like Catholic sisters who just sacrificed their lives for the sake of others. They're the most 
self-sacrificing people I think I've encountered. 

John Dickson: 

That's the Spanish version of the song, This, I Believe: The Creed written by Hillsong's Matt Crocker and 
Ben Fielding. In a small way, the song marks a significant moment in modern Christianity as the ancient 
apostles, Creed, believed and declared for centuries by mainstream churches in the Western tradition, 
was now embraced and sung by Pentecostals around the world. It hints at a kind of coming of age for 
Pentecostalism. The thing is if a woman of colour is the future face of the church, then according to the 
data, Pentecostalism is likely to be her brand of Christianity. Now for a boring reformation Anglican like 
me, this is a little challenging. I of course think everyone should love scholarly, liturgical, Creedle, biblical, 
historical forms of Christianity, but Pentecostalism is the Christian story to watch. So what is it? 

 Pentecostalism refers to a wide collection of Christian traditions that look back to the original day of 
Pentecost in the New Testament book of Acts chapter two, if you want to read it, where the first 
Christians were filled with the Holy Spirit in demonstrative, miraculous ways. And so they burst out onto 
the world stage with zeal and energy to proclaim Christ. Fully expecting their Lord supernaturally to 
support them. Now, academics would trace Pentecostalism only as far back as the late American 1800s, 
when there was a growing reaction against traditional nominal religion, coupled with a revival of 
enthusiasm and expectation of God's miraculous intervention in our lives. But Pentecostals insist this 
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19th century movement was just a Renaissance of the original Christianity in the book of Acts and 
academics have been taking notice of this phenomenon because it's changing Christianity worldwide. 
Just the other day in preparing for this episode, I was listening to a lecture from Peter Berger, the revered 
sociologist we've mentioned a few times already. 

 He was distancing himself from Pentecostalism personally. It was a lecture series at Georgetown 
university, of course, but he admitted that his study of the movement in various parts of the world had 
caused him to take it very seriously. These are not just wacky supernaturalists. He said they're at the 
forefront of social services among the poor, whether in Africa or Brazil or wherever and wherever they 
go, they tend to reflect the ethnic diversity of their context in ways that few other social movements can 
match. When the nerdy inventor of the secularization thesis says, "Pentecostalism is the story to watch." 
It gives even this Anglican pause. 

 What is the fastest growing movement within Christianity? Is it still Pentecostals? 

Gina Zulo: 

Absolutely. Pentecostal charismatic movement is growing by leaps and bounds. It's around 26% of all 
Christians now and increasingly so. And there's research that suggests where you have say Catholic 
majority countries in Latin America, people adopt Pentecostalism and you have a generation of 
Pentecostals, and then perhaps they become more secular. So you have kind of this movement from 
Catholicism through Pentecostalism to a secular society. So that's one thing that some researchers are 
exploring. That remains to be seen talking about future trends. That's one we're watching. 

John Dickson: 

And do we know why? I mean, the cliche, I guess, is they're just more excited and that's more attractive, 
but is there something deeper than that? 

Gina Zulo: 

I think so. I think so the peer research that there did do a religion in Latin America survey in 2014, and 
they asked the question of former Catholics, why did you leave the Catholic church? And the number one 
reason was people wanted a more personal relationship with God. And that is the thing with Protestant 
Pentecostalism, evangelicalism. They really get after that heart, religion, perhaps a little more than 
Catholicism. And that's not to say the Catholic charismatic movement is a whole other beast on its own, 
right? So the Catholic charismatic movement in Latin America in particular is massive, highly influential, 
tons of people participating in a very personal faith through the Catholic charismatic movement. So I 
think a lot of people thought in the eighties and the nineties that Latin America would turn Protestant, 
but I just don't think that's happening. I think we underestimated the strength of Catholicism there. 
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John Dickson: 

That's the thing Pentecostalism, isn't really a denomination. It's an amorphous spiritual movement found 
in both Protestantism and Catholicism. Wherever there is a perceived cold formality in religion, 
Pentecostalism seems to win hearts and minds, which isn't to say that Christianity will all be Pentecostal 
in the future far from it, boring reformation, Anglicans, aren't going anywhere. Christianity isn't a 
monolith. 

Gina Zulo: 

Yeah. I think the perception that Christianity is a monolith could not be any further from the truth. I 
mean, the motto of unity and diversity really is I think the motto of world Christianity. It's so diverse that 
Christianity can transcend any culture, any language, any people, any geographical place, right? Anyone 
can become a Christian anywhere, at any time. Not every religion is like that. That's actually pretty 
unique in terms of world religions go, but there is something I think that hangs it together as something 
called world Christianity, which is belief in faith in Jesus Christ, no matter what your theology is or how 
you pray, or whether you speak in tongues or not. Everyone believes in Jesus. That's the thing that holds 
world Christianity together. 

John Dickson: 

Let's press pause. I've got a five minute Jesus for you. The global reach and diversity of Christianity, aren't 
just demographic questions or marketing issues. They're part of the DNA of Christianity from the 
beginning. It's one of the controversial and to some even perverse elements of Christianity, that it is a 
universalizing missionary, religion. It's eager to win hearts and minds in every corner of the globe. A lot of 
people don't like that. Years ago, I was having a coffee with a friend in a cafe at my local beach. I was 
explaining to him what our church was doing to promote Christ among the residents of this suburb. At 
one point, I noticed this woman, a few tables away looking inquisitively at me, and I assumed she was 
like a fellow Christian or something interested in listening to our conversation. So I just kept on talking a 
few minutes later, the woman got up from her table, paid her bill, walked straight across to me and at 
what seemed like the top of her voice said, so you want to convert the world? How dare you. And off she 
stormed. 

 I realized at that point, she probably wasn't a Christian after all. I thought of the perfect comeback about 
an hour later. But at the time I was dumbfounded. For a moment, I even wondered maybe our mission is 
perhaps promoting the news of Christ is the stuff of fanaticism rather than a reasoned modern faith. But 
the fact is promoting the faith to every nation, goes back to the beginning of the Bible and was endorsed 
in the most emphatic way by Jesus. So way back in the first book of the Bible, Genesis chapter 12, the 
whole point of God selecting Abraham and the Jewish people is said to be, "And all peoples on earth will 
be blessed through you." 

 The logic was simple. If there's one God, monotheism, it makes sense that the one God is keen on 
everybody, regardless of location. The biblical God is not a tribal deity like you find in Egypt or Babylon or 
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even Greece and [inaudible 00:59:56] There is something inherently universalistic and missionary about 
believing there is one eternal mind behind the universe. That's why there was even a tendency in ancient 
Judaism before Jesus, at least to hope and pray for the conversion of all the nations. My own doctoral 
research cut across the consensus of historians in the early 2000s. That was saying at the time that 
Christianity had really invented the notion of universal mission and that Judaism was simply content to 
leave all the nations to their own Pagan ways. One important Jewish historian from Oxford, Martin 
Goodman had described the Christian mission in the ancient world as, "A shocking novelty." But that's 
not quite right. 

 There was certainly a new passion and organization in the Christian mission. But in text, after text in the 
Judaism of the centuries, around the time of Jesus, we find clear evidence of a mission mindset. Many 
Jewish writers spoke of a miraculous day in the future when all the nations would turn to the one, true 
God of Israel, one of the most famous Jewish teachers of the period follow of Alexandria who lived right 
around the time of Jesus, was saying he reckoned. One of Israel's great tasks in the world was to, for the 
conversion of the Pagan nations. And there is even evidence from both the Eastern and Western parts of 
the Roman empire that some individual Jewish teachers actually sought out Pagans to teach them how to 
worship the one, true God. 

 For the two or three of you that might be interested in this topic. You can check out my published 
dissertation under the title mission commitment in ancient Judaism. My point is when Jesus famously 
said to his apostles, "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations." Matthew 28. This wasn't a shocking 
novelty. It was the fulfillment and intensification of the ancient Jewish monotheistic hope to be a 
blessing to all the peoples of the world. I know the terms proselytizing and even evangelism are almost 
dirty words for some certainly the woman I met in the cafe years ago thought so. And I don't deny there 
can be imperialistic bullying versions of evangelism, but there is a logic and a beauty to the core idea. 
And if you're a sceptic listening, it's worth at least trying to see things from the perspective of a Christian, 
there is a unifying reality to everything according to Christians. His name is Jesus Christ. The embodiment 
of the one God who died and rose again for all of his beloved creatures, wanting everyone everywhere to 
know about this is rational and lovely. 

 It's a bit like science a bit. I hope I don't annoyed anyone here. If you come to know and love science, you 
realize it's a unifying reality. It applies as much in China as it does in outback Australia. And it blesses 
everyone equally to the degree you can. And without becoming a creepy science nerd, you'll want to 
advocate for the public understanding of science. Well, Christ is the ultimate unifying reality. "In him," 
said the apostle Paul in Colossians one, "All things hold together." He isn't just the material explanation 
of stuff as science is. He's the reason there is stuff in the first place. He's the reason there's something 
rather than nothing. He was in his historical life, the very incarnation of the God behind the universe. His 
teaching is the manufacturer's instructions. His death and resurrection are why everyone in the world 
can be forgiven for their shared failings. And why we can know there is life beyond the grave for all who 
want it. 
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 You, dear listener, may not believe any of this, and that's fine, but if you can imagine what it's like to 
believe it, you'll at least be able to see the logic and beauty of Christian mission. And you'll have a partial 
explanation of this weird and wonderful and growing phenomenon we call global Christianity. You can 
press play now and end the show. 

 If you like what we're doing, please head to apple podcasts and give us a review and let your friends 
know about our episodes. While you're there, send us a question and I'll try answer it in the upcoming Q 
and A episode, just head to the show notes and you'll see where to send them. Either by voicemail so we 
can play your lovely voices on the podcast, or you can just send us a good old fashioned email. 

 While you're there, you'll also see links to Laurel Moffatt's beautiful, reflective podcast, Small Wonders. 
I'd love to think you'll listen to that. And Michael Jensen and Megan Powell, the twice excellent, With All 
Due Respect. Both of these are part of the growing Undeceptions network. 

 Next episode, we are tackling one of the big controversial, ethical issues of our time. Euthanasia. See ya. 

 Undeceptions is hosted by me, John Dickson. Produced by Kayley Payne and directed by Mark, 'away on 
holidays', Hadley. Editing by Richard Hamwi. Social media by Sophie Hawkshaw. Administration by Lyndie 
Leviston. Our librarian is Siobhan McGuinness. Special thanks to our series sponsors Zondervan Academic 
for making this Undeception possible. Undeceptions is the flagship podcast of undeceptions.com. Letting 
the truth out. An Undeceptions podcast. 

 

 


