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Introduction

Rarely in history has an entire cultural block changed as radically as Western Europe did in the last century.  This cultural block used to be referred to as “Christendom.”  Led by the Roman Catholic pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, Western Europe was, undeniably, the heart and soul of the Christian world.  In recent decades this situation has completely changed. 

When I travel to Western Europe, I stand in awe of the ornate basilicas, splendid monasteries, and breathtaking cathedrals.  Unmistakably, Western Europe was a thriving, bustling, vibrant Christian world where monks chanted, church bells rang, choirs sang, and an air of holiness penetrated all strata of society.  Today, however, the Christian infrastructure looks more like a ghost town.  Sure, we see tourists with their microphones, teenagers skateboarding on the sidewalks in front of the churches, and quaint cafés surrounding these lonely structures.  However, these priceless, cavernous monuments of a Christian past are empty. 

The link between Christianity and Western culture was suddenly broken in the twentieth century.  Scholars debate why and how this could have happened.  Some blame widespread resentment against the coupling of Christianity and politics.  Others blame corruption in the churches.  Still others believe the two World Wars may have rocked this part of the world to such an extent that they are still dazed and confused.  How could God let Western Europe, the Christian world, erupt into such barbaric violence on a scale humanity had never seen before or since?  How could the Christian world fall into such blatantly immoral sins such as pedophilia, with hideous cover-ups?  How could Nazi ideology have captivated the minds of Germany, among the most sophisticated civilizations on earth?  
Whatever the answers are to these perplexing questions, Christian faith has spiraled downward, rapidly, to the point that many churches now serve as pubs, warehouses, carpet stores, apartments, and mosques … even tire shops!  The lucky ones get restored as museums.  The era of Western Europe’s Christian culture appears finished … at least for now.

There are signs Christianity might be making a comeback in Western Europe, but it is not the Western Europeans who are responsible for this phenomenon.  Rather it is immigrants.  Caribs, Poles, and Africans of all stripes are setting up shop in store fronts, house churches, and in the back rooms of gigantic basilicas.  While there is hope Christianity might turn around, it will probably take longer to recover than it for the region to secularize. 

The secularization of Western Europe was breathtakingly rapid.  In 1906, Western Europe was ablaze with Christian revivals, a massive and worldwide missionary enterprise, and an unbridled ambition to “evangelize the world in this generation.”  This catch-phrase was Nobel Peace Prize Laureate John Mott’s rally cry.  It resounded throughout the entire Western world.  Ironically, just a century later in 2006, Pope Benedict traveled to his native Germany and said basically the opposite, “We are no longer able to hear God … God strikes us as pre-scientific, no longer suited for our age.”  The Bishop of Rome came to terms with the reality of the situation: God had seemingly left the building. 

Global Religious Changes

Major changes are going on in Christianity today—changes that will impact the future of this religion forever.  This is not altogether surprising.   Christianity has always morphed, reformed, and spread to new places.  For example, Christianity in Norway in the 1300s was very different than Christianity in Zambia in 2000.  While the Christians in those places in those times held many of the same principles, they varied considerably in how to practice the faith, and how to interpret the Bible.  The genius of Christianity is its adaptability, its borderlessness.
  It is always changing: geographically, theologically, liturgically, and socially.  Religions are never stagnant; like cultures they defy rigid categories and definitions.  Christianity has proven to be particularly adept at finding its way into new people groups.  

Historian Lamin Sanneh points out that the reason Christianity has succeeded in adapting is because it is based on a person, Jesus.  In Christianity, God reveals itself as a human being.  This is very different from other religions.  In Islam, for example, God reveals itself through text.  Thus, in Islam, a person must understand God’s words, the Quran, to understand God’s revelation.  Christianity is different.  While one may or may not read and understand a text, the key is to know the man Jesus.  The text can help with that task, but by no means is the text equated with the revelation.  Knowing Jesus is far more important than knowing the texts about him.  In Islam, the text remains most critical to the faith. This is why Muslims must learn at least some Arabic.  Christians, however, do not have to learn a particular language.  They have to learn a man.  And Christians in the global South are continually being introduced to this man, in many cases for the first time.  China is today witnessing an epoch similar to what happened in the book of Acts.  Many people are hearing—for the first time—about the life, the teachings, and “the way” of Jesus of Nazareth.  This is an awesome development, especially considering the fact it is coming in the wake of one of the more punishingly atheistic epochs in recorded history.         


Today, the notion of Christianity moving south is attracting more scholarly attention because the implications are huge.  Christianity is the religion of one-third of the human race and the likelihood of this changing anytime soon is small because of higher fertility rates in the global South.  Many Western nations have fertility rates that are in decline or soon will be such as in Germany, Denmark, the U.K., France, and Italy.
  Eastern European nations are in steep decline—the governments of Russia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Ukraine have launched national baby-making programs that reward mothers of multiple children.  Some have even referred to the extremely low fertility rate in Eastern Europe as an auto-genocide.
  

Westerners commonly perceive the future of Christianity to be dire due to these once strongly Christian nations becoming less populated.  However, the statistic that is rarely given attention is that Christianity is growing rapidly where the birth rates are high.  Latin Americans easily replace themselves.  African birth rates are the highest in the world.  It is not uncommon for African Christian women to have six children on average, which is indeed the case in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, and Angola.  Overall, because the high fertility of the global South offsets the low fertility of the global North, Christianity will remain the largest religion in the world for the foreseeable future.     

According to fertility trends, Islam and Christianity will continue to grow their world market shares.  Hinduism, Buddhism and other religions will likely shrink in terms of global percentage.  While Hindus constitute 13% and Buddhists 6% of the global population, these numbers will almost inevitably decline.
  

Christianity is different.  As many in the Western world walk away from the Christian faith, this trend is offset by people actually converting from non-Christian to Christian in other parts of the world—most notably in China.  Globally, one out of every five people lives inside the border of China.  After decades of insularity, the great walls are falling, and this could affect religious demographics sharply.  While it is too soon to predict just how eager the Chinese people are for Christ, the opportunities for Christian advance are obvious.  If a major movement of Chinese Christians were to occur, it would alter the face of Christianity.  At this stage, educated estimates of the number of Chinese Christians range between 5-10%.
  In other words, 100 million Chinese citizens might be Christians.

Secularization

But now we turn to secularization—a concept that is commonly applied to the Western world, Western Europe in particular.  Western Europe was for centuries linked to Christianity.  Secularization has destroyed that link.  But still, in many ways, Western Europe seems covered in Christian residue—for better or for worse.  Indeed, emblazoned on the European Union flag is the “Circle of Twelve Stars” which has for centuries represented the Virgin Mary, based on Revelation chapter twelve.
  


Statistically, Western Europe is quite Christian.
  In every single Western European nation, Christianity is the majority religion.  Overall, Western European Christians are 63% Catholic, 36% Protestant, and less than 1% Orthodox.  Only a tiny percentage of Western Europeans explicitly identify themselves as members of non-Christian religions.  A small, but growing, percentage claims to be “non-religious”—around 15%.  

While Western Europe may have a Christian majority, in no way is this region the center of Christianity anymore.  In 1900, eight of the world’s top ten Christian-populated countries were in Europe: Britain, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Russia, Poland, and Ukraine, although the latter three are in Eastern Europe.
  There was little doubt, however: Europe was the axis mundi for Christian faith.


Today, the situation is completely different.  In 2005, Germany was the lone Western European nation still on that list.
  Western Europeans simply do not seem very interested anymore.  In 2006, Pope Benedict went to his native Germany—a country where less than 15% of the population attends church—and warned “[W]e are no longer able to hear God … God strikes us as pre-scientific, no longer suited for our age.”
  


Margaret Thatcher is another conservative heavyweight who has weighed in on the issue.  In a 1988 speech to the Church of Scotland—derided as the “Sermon on the Mound”—Thatcher seemed to grapple with the changing religious landscape of Britain that was happening before her eyes.
  She struggled to articulate how Britain might remain Christian in a rapidly secularizing society:

The Christian religion—which, of course, embodies many of the great spiritual and moral truths of Judaism—is a fundamental part of our national heritage. … We are a nation whose ideals are founded on the Bible. … The truths of the Judaic-Christian tradition are infinitely precious, not only, as I believe, because they are true, but also because they provide the moral impulse which alone can lead to that peace, in the true meaning of the word, for which we all long.

Thatcher envisioned a critical role for the church in the changing times:

We Parliamentarians can legislate for the rule of law … You, the church, can teach the life of faith.  

She then strategically quoted the famous British patriotic song “I Vow to Thee My Country,” blending an allegiance to church with an allegiance “that asks no question” to the state, even unto an “undaunted” death.  The lyrics then point towards “… another country I’ve heard of long ago,” whose King can’t be seen and whose armies can’t be counted … “soul by soul and silently her shining bounds increase.”  Thatcher ended her speech to the Scottish clergy by reminding them that their service to the unseen kingdom is indelibly linked to their service in the earthly realm.  


Since then, however, Thatcher has left us both in body and in spirit.  Like Benedict XVI, she represents the last of the old guard.  Church talk in the public square seems to have completely vanished in the United Kingdom.  Britain is not alone in this rapidly secularizing context, however.  In fact, Sweden may be the most secularized place on the planet at this moment in time … and it seems perfectly content with its decision to turn away from faith.  


Sweden, it is claimed, is known for being one of the happiest—and most secular—places on the planet.  Even for Western Europe it is considered among the most secular.  I have heard Swedes say “In Sweden we don’t believe in God, we believe in people.”  Swedes—and Scandinavians in general—are simply not religious anymore, at least in the traditional sense.  And they seem quite happy about it.
  In his book Society Without God, the popular skeptic Phil Zuckerman writes the following:

Denmark and Sweden … are probably the least religious countries in the world, and possibly in the history of the world.  … Most people are nonreligious and don’t worship Jesus or Vishnu, don’t revere sacred texts, don’t pray, and don’t give much credence to the essential dogmas of the world’s great faiths.  In clean and green Scandinavia, few people speak of God, few people spend much time thinking about theological matters … Society without God is not only possible, but can be quite civil and pleasant. … Denmark and Sweden are remarkably strong, safe, healthy, moral, and prosperous societies. … It is crucial for people to know that it is actually quite possible for a society to lose its religious beliefs and still be well-functioning.
 

The secularization trends in Scandinavian nations are well documented.  Sweden separated its church and state in the year 2000, severing a connection that went back to the Protestant Reformation.  But very few are concerned with religion anymore.  Sweden’s English newspaper recently proclaimed:

It seems the ubiquitous Holy Spirit has met its match in Sweden. … Quite simply, the majority of Swedes don’t think the big man exists.  That’s according to a European Commission report from 2005 which states just 23 percent of Swedes believe there is a God. … Contrast this with the United States, where a Harris poll from 2005 showed that 82 percent of Americans believe in the Big G.  Swedes … have abandoned religion altogether. … Echoes of hallelujah are becoming harder to hear and you can count the heads in most congregations on two hands.  “It’s probably only around one percent of the population that regularly attend church services,” admits Brunne [Priest and assistant to the Bishop of Stockholm].
 

The U.S. Department of State caught on to the Scandinavian trends, citing that people opt out of the church because unless they do so they have to pay a tax on their income that is used to pay the clergy.  It is still fairly common for Swedes to baptize their babies and ask for a church funeral, however.  The Church of Sweden baptized 65% of all children born in the country in 2006; however, that number is in decline.
  

Prominent religion historian Philip Jenkins has commented on the quick death of Christianity in Western Europe.  Here is his take:

Europe is demonstrably not the Faith.  The era of Western Christianity has passed within our lifetimes, and the day of Southern Christianity is dawning.  The fact of change itself is undeniable: it has happened, and will continue to happen.
  

Why did this occur?  Why did Western Europe, apparently, get up and walk away from faith?  This is a big question, and many are still trying to make sense of it.  

Some argue that secularization is rooted in the social shocks brought on by the Protestant Reformation.  One of the most important consequences of the Reformation was the rise of national identities.  Luther paved the way to nation-states by undermining religious authority and triggering a long period of instability.  In 1648 the Treaty of Westphalia stopped the bleeding of the Thirty Years War with the dictum: cuius regio, eius religio, “whose realm, (use) his religion.”  If your king is Catholic, be Catholic.  If he is Protestant, follow his lead.  It may have stopped the war, but it did so at the expense of religious conviction, suggesting a sort of religious relativism.  Are Catholics or Protestants the true Christians?  Well, it depends on where you live.  Not too satisfying for the seeker of truth.    


The Treaty of Westphalia is generally treated as a documented beginning for European secularization.  Today, however, the concept of secularization is much more complex.  It has come to be understood as a cultural movement that marginalizes faith.  It challenges the assumption that religion is good for society.  Like the Treaty of Westphalia, secularization becomes a living argument: that religions need to back off in order for society to be free and peaceful.  Perhaps more than anything else, it is an erasure of the distinction between the sacred and the profane.  Religious holidays become downplayed, sacred places lose their religious quality, and the influence of the clergy becomes drastically reduced.  Churches become pubs, warehouses, mosques.  

Why did this happen?  We can highlight three obvious answers:

· Nationalism: the nation-state supplanted the role of the Pope.  People began to identify with the ruler of the land rather than the authorities of faith, due to cuius regio, eius religio. 

· Urbanization: people moved to the cities, resulting in a breakdown of the old agrarian society.  In cities, people are anonymous.  There is less accountability.  Individuals choose how they want to believe rather than how their community expects them to believe.  Quite naturally, this also affects behavior.

· Individualism: Luther’s legacy persists—a deep questioning and a need to return to the sources (ad fontes).  Nothing is true except that which I can independently confirm to be true.  Religious authority takes a beating.  Luther would turn over in his grave if he knew his ideas were the seedbed for secularization.  
· Scientific advance: experimentation conquers accepted tradition.  There results an erosion of confidence in religious texts, clergy, and institutions.  Truth is found in experimentation, not in simple conformity to social codes or religious norms.

· Religious pluralism: the Italian circumnavigators and Catholic missionaries began to encounter people from vastly different cultures in Latin America, Africa, India, and China.  These people did not have Christianity, and seemed fine without it.  

These are some of the larger, contextual pieces of a puzzle that still confounds scholars.  However, it is far from a complete picture.  For example, Peter Berger, in his classic The Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness, persuasively argues that humans in the West are discontent because of mass bureaucratization.  He writes that many humans no longer feel connected to their families due to migratory trends.  Humans who change contexts are in many ways socially homeless, living a confused existence, “A world in which everything is in constant motion.”
  

What is the net result?  The result is that religion in the Western world is in serious crisis. “The age-old function of religion—to provide ultimate certainty amid the exigencies of the human condition—has been severely shaken.”  Berger provides a label for this predicament: “social homelessness.”

The reality of the basic premise of the secularization thesis is undeniable—Western Europeans do not go to church like they used to, and most of them know little about Christianity.  But what does this mean?  Scholars do not know.  Are Western Europeans actually less religious, or are they simply avoiding the institutional structures of religion?  Every single Western European nation has secularized, if by that we mean church participation has fallen precipitously. There are several other key indicators to illustrate the secularization thesis:

· Policy making takes place separate and apart from the churches;

· Schools and hospitals are not controlled by the church anymore;

· Charity, benevolent welfare, is almost entirely in the hands of the state;

· Church attendance rates are under 10% in Western Europe.

The question persists, however: Why?  Some scholars tend to think in Marxist terms: when the needs of the people are met, religion will simply wither away. While there is credibility to this view, there are so many counterexamples.  The USA remains a vibrantly religious culture but is economically on a par with Western Europe.  


The long decline of religion in Western Europe is a social juggernaut.  Attendance rates are at their lowest in history, and there is little evidence to suggest a rebound.  In the late twentieth century, about 40% of Western Europeans claimed they “never” attended church.
  Grace Davie, a noted scholar of secularization in Western Europe, wrote, “An ignorance of even the basic understandings of Christian teaching is the norm in modern Europe, especially among young people.”
  A study in 2011 claimed religion may soon go extinct in nine countries.
   
Fresh Interpretations of Secularization
There are some creative theories, however, such as Graeme Smith’s, which call the secularization thesis into question. Smith argues a fascinating idea—that secularization is simply Christianity in disguise.  He writes:

[S]ecularism is not the end of Christianity.  Rather, we should think of secularism as the latest expression of the Christian religion. … Secularism is Christian ethics [without] its doctrine.  It is the ongoing commitment to do good, understood in traditional Christian terms, without a concern for the technicalities of the teachings of the Church. … Secularism in the West is a new manifestation of Christianity, but one that is not immediately obvious because it lacks the usual scaffolding we associate with the Christian religion.

Graeme Smith is not alone in this claim.  Anthropologist Jonathan Benthall argues a highly nuanced thesis that says, essentially, religion never went away.  For all this talk about Europe secularizing, the propensity for religiosity is universal and intrinsic to our species, and nothing has changed that.  Humanitarian movements, strikingly similar to Christianity’s prophetic voice of justice, may be a modern outworking of religious tendencies.  In other words, religion is not receding; it is being reinvented.  

Benthall argues that religion is very difficult to define.  If we define religion as Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, then sure, religion seems to be less prominent in Western Europe.  However, if the definition of religion is expanded to include social justice, environmental activism, charity, and civility, then religion in Western Europe has merely adapted itself to suit a scientifically advanced context.  While miracles are expelled in this worldview, the longing to heal people through medicine is not. Both of these approaches are rooted in a deep and abiding human orientation towards religion.
  

Grace Davie argues that while Western Europeans tend not to belong to a church, they still believe in many Christian teachings.  Her idea is known as the “believing without belonging” thesis.
  


Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945), while awaiting execution in a Nazi prison, famously wrote about the future of Christianity in Europe.  Bonhoeffer foresaw a secular future for Europe.  He was partially reacting to how his fellow countrymen could have possibly allowed Hitler’s rise to power—in a supposedly Christianized Germany.  Bonhoeffer struggled with the meaning of Christianity as a religion.  In his view, the best future of Christianity was for it to become “religion-less”.
  

Hasn’t the individualistic question about personal salvation almost completely left us all?  Aren’t we really under the impression that there are more important things than that question? I know it sounds pretty monstrous to say that. But, fundamentally, isn’t this in fact biblical?  Does the question about saving one’s soul appear in the Old Testament at all?  Aren’t righteousness and the Kingdom of God on earth the focus of everything?

Bonhoeffer envisioned a Christianity that was a lifestyle more than it was an institution.  Even the doctrine of God was to be radically reoriented in an age when man has “come of age” and abandoned religion: “God as a working hypothesis, as a stop-gap for our embarrassments, has become superfluous.”
  

If Bonhoeffer was right, then perhaps Christianity as an organized religion in Western Europe will indeed cease to exist.  Maybe the Christianity of the future will be a Christ-shaped ethic, a sensitive and humane treatment of others, with compassionate social institutions, but without rituals, clergy, and buildings?  Perhaps the future of Christianity will be kindness, love, and justice, without the prodding of the church?  

Conclusion

While Western Europe continues to secularize, we would be remiss if we did not point out that there are faithful remnants scattered about the land, bearing a witness for a somewhat ghostly Christian past.  Immigration and reverse missions have spawned new and growing churches.  London has several megachurches, and most of them are either African or Caribbean.  Kiev, Ukraine, is home to the Pentecostal megachurch Embassy of God, led by Sunday Adelaja, a Nigerian-born pastor.  This church has expanded to 35 countries.  

There are thriving traditional churches as well such as Holy Trinity Brompton, where, in the 1990s, Nicky Gumbel transformed the Alpha Course into a worldwide phenomenon for introducing the Christian faith to non-Christians—kind of ironic in a historically Christian city like London. Indeed, Gumbel recognized that his fellow Londoners had almost no idea about even the very basics of Christian faith.      


While the vast majority of people do not attend church, there are still bastions of Christian witness in Western Europe.  Geneva is the hub for the largest Christian network in the world, the World Council of Churches.  New Pentecostal churches are popping up all over Europe in storefronts and on side streets.  Immigrant churches are full and growing, with few signs of becoming secular like their native counterparts.  The ancient Christian faith is being re-conceptualized in former Christendom.  

Nevertheless, there is no way to predict what will happen in Western Europe.  For all the talk about the rise of Christianity in the global South, it is perhaps just as likely that Christianity may, one day, rise up again in Western Europe, perhaps only in a different guise.  On the other hand, there remains the question of whether those immigrating to Europe will become secular in the long run.  
We simply cannot predict what will happen.  Religions die, they flourish, and they pulsate back and forth, assimilating aspects of new and old cultures.  For all we know there might be a new religion on the horizon that will take the world by storm at some point in the future.  Perhaps the bizarre religion of “Chrislam”—a fusion of Islam and Christianity that has occurred in parts of Nigeria—is waiting in the wings.
        

Whatever the case, we do know this: Christianity is rather young, only 2000 years.  And for those two millennia, it has grown, albeit in a punctuated way.  In the beginning, it was a Jewish sect, marginal to another religion.  Today, it claims the devotion of one out of three humans on the planet.  Its rise has been gradual.  And its future appears secure if history is in any way a useful measuring stick.  
Abstract

In 2002, Philip Jenkins’s enormously popular book The Next Christendom began with this line: “Europe is the Faith.”  Jenkins was quoting Joseph Hilaire Belloc who lived from 1870 to 1953.  As wrong-headed as it seems today, at the time, Belloc was spot on.  Europe was indeed the faith.  In the year 1900, well over two-thirds of the world’s Christians lived in Europe, and eight of the world’s top ten Christian-populated countries were in Europe.  There was little doubt: Europe, clearly, was the faith.

            Today, the situation is completely different.  In 2005, Germany was the lone Western European nation still on the top-ten list of Christian nations.  Christianity is now a global faith.  And the vast majority of Western Europeans do not even attend church anymore.  In 2006, Pope Benedict went to his native Germany—a country where less than 15% of the population attends church—and warned “[W]e are no longer able to hear God … God strikes us as pre-scientific, no longer suited for our age.”  
Why did this occur?  Why did Christianity fall from grace in Western Europe?  This is a big question, and many historians, theologians, and social scientists are trying to make sense of it.  This paper is a consideration of that scholarship.  
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