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RELIGION AND THE FUTURE OF CHRISTIANITY IN THE GLOBAL VILLAGE 
 

Bulus Y. Galadima 
 

1. What a World!? 
 

Nothing like the events of September 11, 2001 (Anine-eleven") bring into focus the intersection 
of globalization and religion in the Aglobal village@. Though powerful, isolated and Anon-religious@ or at 
least privatized in religious matters, the United States is not immune from the effects of the events 
planned  in the remote caves of underdeveloped and religious Afghanistan. The two regions are 
unavoidably bound to each other.  

All of the hijackers and their leader Osama bin Laden believe that their acts were the highest 
form of devotion to Allah. The slaughter of the Aother@ was a higher duty.1  Todd Beamer, one of the 
passengers on the plane that crashed in Pennsylvania, said the Lord=s Prayer before their ill-fated 
attempt to overpower the hijackers on their plane. Following Anine-eleven@, AGod bless America@ is 
displayed everywhere, God-talk is in vogue and thousands of public and private prayers have been said 
in America and in the West. In the wake of Anine eleven,@ places of religious worship were full across 
America. In their most desperate hour of need, people turned to God. In many Arab countries and 
among Muslims around the world, there was jubilation and praise to Allah over the death of the 
thousands in New York and the Pentagon. 

There is a stark contrast between the comforts of Osama bin Laden=s cave office in Afghanistan 
and a corporate office in downtown Manhattan, New York. However, the two offices are be similar in 
terms of the technological gadgets that fill them. They can be connected in a matter of seconds, thereby 
making them neighbors in the Aglobal village.@ Though globalization is thrusting people together and 
creating a Avillage,@ the inhabitants of this Avillage@ are not cohering or connected the way neighbors are 
connected in a village. The adhesive to bond the people together is missing or at the very best is weak. 

Globalization and religion are pervasive. We cannot escape their influence. The world is indeed 
a Aglobal village,@ religion plays a very important role in understanding this Avillage.@ It defines and 
shapes relationships between individuals and nations in the Aglobal village.@  
 
2. In AAParadise:@@  Life in a Village 

I lived in a village. A village is small. Everyone knows everyone. News spreads very fast. Life is 
slow and simple, though not necessarily easy.  The safety of the community is of paramount concern and 
it is the responsibility of one and all because the members of the village share a common fate. Yet every 
member of the community retains his or her personal identity, specific and sometimes even unique roles. 
To fail to participate in the welfare of the community is to die slowly.  

In the village, heroes are those who engage in self sacrificial acts for the benefit of all, not those 
who promote themselves and look out only for their own interests. The security the village gives entails 
vulnerability. There is no anonymity.  Religion is often homogeneous. Religion is tightly woven into the 
fabric of the village or community. Every event in life, from birth to death, is religious. This is true for 
many communities around the world. Hopkins observes that: 
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For the majority of cultures around the world, religion thoroughly permeates and 
decisively affects the everyday rituals of survival and hope. Reflected in diverse spiritual 
customs, sacred symbols and indigenous worship styles, global religions are permanent 
constituents of human life. In fact, for most of the world=s peoples, religion helps to 
construct the public life.2 
 

And globalization is mounting an assault on the centuries-old life-style of many communities around the 
world. 
 
3. AAParadise@@  Fragmented: Life in the AAGlobal Village @@ 

The characteristics of a village illuminate our understanding of the current global context. The 
Aglobal village@ is similar in size to the village but it is fundamentally different in value and composition. 
No nation or individual has the option of isolating themselves from the emerging Aglobal@ community. 
Events half way around the globe have influence on people elsewhere. A failure to engage the global 
situation means a slow death.  Globalization3 refers to the phenomenon of interconnectedness of people 
and the world through technology thereby facilitating the emergence of a common economic system and 
values.  

Geographical barriers are overcome through technology. News spreads fast to and from every 
part of the world. However, life in the Aglobal village@ is quite complex. There are many options 
available, thereby undermining the security of an individual=s identity. The way of constituting identity in 
the Aglobal village@ is defined by the values of globalization. Indigenous culture, though still powerful, is 
not the primary source of identity. A new form of human identity is emerging. This is shaped by the 
values of the Aglobal village@ as chiefly derived from economics. Yet for many, religion still plays a 
critical role in human integration and in helping make sense of the world. 

Globalization is one of the logical consequences of modernity. Modernity has resulted in the 
spread of some vital institutions and ways of thinking like a capitalist economy, the nation-state, 
democracy, linear scientific reasoning, and modern technology, from the West to the rest of the world.4 
Globalization means that Apeople, cultures, societies, and civilizations previously more or less isolated 
from one another are now in regular and almost unavoidable contact.@5 Though globalization is viewed 
with suspicion by many non-Western cultures6, as just another Western propaganda ploy for 
domination, they cannot escape its omnipresent influence. It is pervasive. Though globalization is pulling 
the world together revealing how interconnected we are, it is also so disrupting normalcy in many 
cultures that, though unable to resist it, many cannot warmly embrace it.7 Globalization introduces crises 
not only at personal, tribal and local village levels but also at national level (NECF Malaysia). Conflict 
between indigenous cultures and modernity/globalization can result in catastrophic crises as in Chinua 
Achebe=s Things Fall Apart8 where the hero, Okonkwo, kills the symbol of the disruption and himself 
because he could not accommodate it. 

Rapid change is another feature of globalization. There is a great concern about the direction in 
which the change is heading, who determines the change and for what purpose. Beyer says that power 
is more important than meaning in globalization.9 But for Christians, I believe that the primary concern 
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ought not to be power but meaning. The ontological concern is of great import because it addresses the 
question of who we are and what we are becoming.  

 
Globalization has serious implications for human identity. The fast pace of life and the wide 

dissemination of news and information makes us conscious of other people and religions around the 
world even when we do not want to be. It increases the range of options of how individuals can 
constitute themselves in the Aglobal village.@ In fact,  Acultural and social diversity are the distinguishing 
characteristics of modern life, individuals or groups in the Aglobal village@ can choose their religious 
orientations from a variety of options rather than simply accepting the specific@ one assigned them by 
their family or their society.10 Unfortunately, the global systems do not tell us how to make the right and 
the best choice between the myriad of options available. At times, the subsystems may even lead in 
mutually contradictory directions. AFor instance, loyalties to one=s career may conflict with health 
considerations, family ties, or political inclinations. . . . The result is often a problem of identity or self-
description for individuals . . .@11 

The fast pace of life in the Aglobal village@ is also creating a sense of disconnectedness, 
fragmentation and homelessness--the AGlobal Soul.@12 This person is everywhere but not at home 
anywhere. On the same day, the "global soul" could wake up in Bombay, have breakfast in Paris, lunch 
in Nairobi, dinner in the sky, catch a late night movie in Chicago and attend the carnival in Rio de 
Janeiro the next day. It gets all of these experiences without a proper context to integrate them or 
sufficient time to fully immerse itself to become a part of the various communities. It is always transient. 

The fuel that drives globalization is economic profit. This is the prime value of this new world 
order. It creates a consumerism that it also seeks to satisfy.13 The impact of the new economic 
institutions reaches far and wide, resulting in new perspectives and even changes in families, tribes and 
nations, changing their politics and culture forever. The Aglobal economy is a contact between culture 
and society: the economy is one of the social spheres and yet it also generates and mediates cultural 
meanings in the global field. This is especially true of transnational corporations.@14 The Aglobal village@ is 
similar to the village in that its members are close and yet very dissimilar in that they are not intimate but 
rather they are growing apart. How can this condition be remedied? 
 
4. In Search of a Lighthouse: Religion in the AAGlobal Village @@  

Religion is a universal human phenomenon. There is a close relation between religion and 
culture. Religious traditions are central in Adefining norms, values, and meaning; in providing the ethical 
underpinning for collective life; and in forging the cultural tools for cooperation and conflict.@15 

Religion is indispensable for understanding human beings and life in the Aglobal village.@ It is also 
critical for understanding the transition into the modern world and ultimately life in the new world Aglobal 
village.@ Globalization has greatly affected religion. Not only has it rearranged the environment within 
which religion operates, it has also affected the constitution of religion itself. In the one instance, it has 
created issues which religion must address and in the other, it has created values which it wants religion 
to adopt. 
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The modern and postmodern world challenge Areligious traditional beliefs with scientific critiques 
and competing views of the world.@16 This results in a relativistic and pluralistic environment. Pluralism in 
all things, including religion, is a common feature of the Aglobal village@. Different religions are made 
Auneasy bedfellows@ in the Aglobal village@ through the migration of people and the transmission of and 
access to information. In the village where I grew up, I was aware of just three religions--Christianity, 
Islam, and African Traditional Religions. But it is not unusual today for a child in elementary school in an 
urban area to have classmates belonging to all the major world religions. Those in secondary school not 
only have classmates from these religions they have friends who are nice people who are agnostics, and 
atheists elevating the problem to another level. Furthermore, they have access to information about these 
religions on the web. They often ask questions about these different religions that are intelligent and not 
easily dismissible. At the university level, students are not only taught positions that are against traditional 
religious beliefs, but those beliefs are disparaged and ridiculed. Young people today come in contact 
with religions and ideas that their parents know little or nothing about. This situation heightens the need 
for religious answers. 

In the West, religion is considered a private matter rather than public. The Aglobal village@ 
structurally favors privatization of religion. But this need not suggest that religion has no function in the 
public sphere. Even though in a secular state, traditional religious forms are no longer definitive for the 
whole society, they are powerful in the lives of individuals and groups who are often principal actors in 
the society. 

Resurgence of fundamentalism in Islam, Hinduism, Christianity and Buddhism is one of the 
strongest indicators of the various reactions to modernity and globalization. Some religious people want 
to conserve the gains made by their religion and to prevent the intrusion of the Aothers@ and the 
corruption that accompanies modernity. In their resentment of globalization and its Anumbing and 
neutering uniformities,@17 they call for a return to the basic or fundamental teaching of their religion. 
Roland and Garrett also argue that the Auniversalizing tendencies of globalization@ often leads individuals 
and groups to take Aextreme actions in order to demonstrate their particularistic Aplace@ amid the 
empirical pluralism of the international arena.@18 

Unlike in the Aglobal village,@ anonymity was impossible in the village. In the village, one was an 
open book. It was impossible to be private. This was one of the prices of belonging to the community. 
Members of the village saw through hypocrisy. Walk and talk had to be in harmony.  This virtue is 
seriously challenged in the modern context by the possibility of anonymity and privatization of religion. 

Not only does globalization affect the expression of religion, in its extreme case, it posits itself as 
a form of religion to replace religions. Hopkins argues that globalization and its driving force is a 
religion.19 The challenge for Christianity in the Aglobal village@ is the myriad of Alight houses@ presenting 
themselves as legitimate. How can Christianity gain a voice in the midst of all these contenders? 
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5. In Search of a Platform: Christianity in the AAGlobal Village@ 
The Church is and has always been global in character, composition and mission. At its 

inception at Pentecost, the Church instantaneously became a global community (Acts 2). It was 
comprised of people from different nations.  It is still a global community though the demography is 
changing. 80% of Christians at the beginning of the 20th century were in the West. More than 60% of 
Christians are now in the non-Western world.20 

The new global environment and its structures encourage materialism and disrupt traditional 
ways of life, quickly eroding cultural structures. The primary drive of globalization is economics and the 
goal of this is profit. Morality is considered only if it has a bearing on profit-making; thus companies will 
often engage in charity work because it is good publicity for the company and that will ultimately 
translate into more business.21 Globalization feels no remorse over this situation. Barber says global 
economics is neither committed to rescuing civic virtues nor pursuing equality and justice.22 However, it 
is clear that economics without morality is empty and culminates in chaos. The recent Enron and 
WorldCom financial mismanagement scandals proved this. Ethics and moral values are now admissible 
concepts and worthy of mention openly. Tolson in US News & World Report said scholars believe that 
Athe market-dominant minorities@ must be modest and generous towards the Aethnic majorities.@23 
Business schools now take the teaching of ethics seriously. 

Barber does not think that the global economic system has the capability Ato support the values 
and institutions associated with civic culture, religion, and the family.@24 He suggests that this can be 
accomplished only through the general will of global citizens.25 This is similar to the United Nations, 
which has met with limited success. Beyer=s proposal that globalization also provides fertile ground for 
the renewed public influence of religion holds more promise.26  Though in the West this might seem like 
a novel idea, in most parts of the world, religion is vital for public life.27 Christians in the West along with 
other religious people can encourage the restoration of prayer in schools. In non-Western cultures, 
Christians need to become united and provide the necessary funds to hire qualified teachers. Society 
cannot cohere without a strong moral conviction. Thus the idea of religion in the society should be 
welcome. 
 
[Box  How ought the Church to teach its members to respond to this new situation? How should the 
Church carry out its responsibility of evangelization or mission in such a context? How should the 
Church go about equipping its members who are sometimes major players / participants in this global 
economic context to make morally sound decisions in an environment bereft of moral and spiritual 
convictions?] 
 

Beyer's suggestion on how religion can be useful in the Aglobal village@ is instructive. He says it is 
not in active individuals, but in religious institutions. The Church then ought to find a service which is 
exclusively provided by it. AIf >pure= religion is at a disadvantage in modern global society, if there is 
pressure toward the increasing privatization of religion, then the solution lies in finding effective religious 
>applications=, not in more religious commitment and practice.@28 
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What is required for publicly influential religion is, at minimum, that religious leaders have 
control over a service that is clearly indispensable in today=s world as do, for instance, 
health professionals, political leaders, scientific or business experts.29 

We must move from religious function to religious performance. Religious function deals with aspects of 
devotion and worship or the cure of souls, and search for salvation. Religious performance deals with 
the application of religion to problems generated in other systems like the economic, political and social 
but not solved there. Such is validation of the Christian message. James addresses this issue in chapter 
two in the well-known passage on the dichotomy between faith and works. Religious function is the 
basis of religious performance. 

There are numerous issues like poverty, HIV/AIDS, racism, sexism, political and economic 
instability, war, care for the aged and destitute, building a strong moral society, responding to the moral 
poverty created by wealth around the world, economic poverty, political oppression, family 
estrangement, environmental degradation, personal identity, etc. that the Church must find ways of 
responding to.  Furthermore, the changes in the areas of biotechnology dealing with genetic engineering 
or re-engineering, environment and boundaries of life and death deserve an informed Christian response 
in order for the Church to be an effective witness to the gospel. Responding compassionately and 
authentically to these issues is one of the major tests for Christianity in the world. It comes at a high 
price: sacrificial Christian living. 

 
AReligious pluralism will be a necessary precondition of the Aglobal village@ for the seeable 

future.@30 Many children today grow up in pluralistic religious contexts.  They hear competing accounts 
of creation and salvation.  This was rare or even unheard of in most places half a century ago. But today 
it is taken for granted. How can we coexist peacefully with other religions? What ought to be the basis 
of inter-religious dialogue and cooperation? The Church has to develop an adequate response to many 
of the other major world religions like Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism etc.  The Church no 
longer mediates these religions to its members.  The believers of these religions interact directly with 
Christians.   

This is not merely a description of a pluralistic context but a new way of perceiving truth. It calls 
to question the validity of absolute standards. These competing voices are going to affect the world 
views and ethics of all peoples.  What type of effect is there going to be?  How can the church 
participate effectively in shaping the emerging worldviews, global morality, social ideals or patterns?  At 
the very least, it must participate in shaping what Christians come to believe in the Aglobal village.@ 

What should be our responsibility as a Church to the social evils in societies? How can we strive 
for justice and peace when laws of men conflict with the law of God? What is the Christian response to 
the conflicts that exist in the world and the violation of human rights?  The United Nations is doing 
something but it is obvious that it is impotent because it is plagued by the major ideological differences 
of its member nations.   

How do we cooperate across faiths on these issues?  This is an important issue in a world rife 
with interreligious conflicts. 
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Apart from the quest for food, shelter and clothing, probably the next greatest human need is 
that of belonging. Human beings have a dire need for identity. Failure to resolve this matter could 
undermine all the other needs, suggesting that the need for identity and belonging is more fundamental 
than easily meets the eye. Globalization appears to hold great promise in its desire to spread a universal 
human culture and brotherhood. It appears to transcend the various other forms of identity like nation, 
religion and tribe. 

 
Challenges confronting the Church come both from the society and within. The church=s 

encounter with globalization reveals some of its unbiblical assumptions and practices. The Church is still 
highly homogeneous in a world that is becoming increasingly heterogeneous. We need to learn to live as 
a global Church race, ethnic, class, sex, nation still divide us. The divisions within the church are a 
stumbling-block to many unbelievers. Many Christians find their primary identity in their culture, 
ethnicity, or class rather than in their commitment to Christ. Racism and ethnicity are the greatest tragedy 
in the Church today. Many African Americans turn away from Christianity because of racism. In many 
Two-Thirds world countries, Churches are segregated along tribal, ethnic, or caste lines. The Church 
must find ways of defining Christian identity that will transcend these competing forms of identity that 
command primary allegiance. 

 
The Church is called not only to endure hardship for Christ but to also propagate the good news 

of the gospel to a lost world. How can the church use globalization to advance missions? The face of 
mission is changing very fast.ACross cultural@ is no longer geographically defined. In most urban areas, 
the mission field is fifteen minutes drive away. Many corporations are multi-cultural. The mission field 
has been brought to our >doorsteps.= It is in many workplaces. How can Christians be equipped to 
carry their faith into their workplaces in a society that claims that religion is a private matter?  

 
Particularly in the West, there is a resurgence of or new type of skepticism that Christian mission 

will need to contend with. In the non-Western world, there is a resurgence of indigenous faiths even in 
where Christianity is present and strong. This pluralistic religious context has led to a universal 
awareness combining with interest in spirituality, including the Church, to create a unique situation. 
However, the type of spirituality emerging is individualistic and private rather communal and public. It is 
greatly influenced by the Eastern religions. How can Christianity be a party to this new spirituality 
without losing its distinction? 

 
Another serious religious challenge confronting the Church in the Aglobal village@ is pluralism. 

This raises issues for Christianity not only in the global village but also in the church. The global values of 
pluralism, tolerance and inclusivism pose serious challenge to the Christian message. To preach an 
exclusive gospel is considered as intolerance. We are now in an age of global mission.  

 
The task of missions is daunting. Only through cross-cultural cooperation will the  task be 

accomplished.  Increasingly the majority of missionaries are from the non-Western world rather than 
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from the West. Christian mission in the global village must be characterized by partnership rather than 
paternalism. 

Harmony, equality and partnership is what is needed in Christian mission today. All hands must 
be on deck to reach the world. There are more people today than before who have not heard the 
gospel message than at the beginning of the last century. We must have a global vision. This is God=s 
intention. It is only as a global church can we effectively evangelize the world. The Church needs to 
explore the multinational corporations= method of doing business in order to cooperate to reach the 
whole world. By 2000 missionaries from the Two-Thirds world had outnumbered Western 
missionaries. 
 
Box 
[What is the role of the local church in the face of the mighty transnational corporations? Transnational 
corporations are powerful and control economy. They are more powerful than some developing 
nations.31 Though the corporations are faceless, they are controlled by people. How can the Church 
influence the leaders of corporations to make God-honoring (not Christian) decisions? Many of them do 
not go to Church. How can the church reach them? How can churches cooperate cross-culturally 
locally and internationally?] 
 
 
6. Recovering AAParadise:@@ new Christianity in the AAGlobal village @@  

Globalization gives us tremendous opportunities for advancing the cause of the gospel. The 
church must take advantage of the new technologies in order to take the gospel into  places still 
unreached.  

The pluralistic environment in which we live also affords us the exciting privilege to literally reach 
the whole world with the gospel. Some Christians might be intimidated or others still might despair in 
light of the magnitude of the task. But the story of the church in Acts 2 should serve as an 
encouragement. Through the enablement of the Holy Spirit when Peter spoke, each of the peoples 
heard him speak their language. Human ingenuity is not going to accomplish the purpose of God besides 
this task is daunting. Human tactics and mechanics might give the illusion of success. It will lack the 
power and fruit that characterize faith in Christ. Only through the Holy Spirit, can we speak the gospel in 
the Alanguage@ of the people around us and bring forth fruit that will remain. AOnly in Christ can a path 
to unity be found that transcends ethnicity and economics, social status and classBwithout suppressing 
differences in a linguistic or social conformity. Only in Christ can diversity enhance unityBwithout 
furthering fragmentation.@32 

Christianity is growing fast in the non-Western world B Africa, Asia and Latin America. In 
these regions of the world, Christianity has a unique opportunity to participate in reconstituting society. 
Christianity has an appeal to the majority of the people. Believers in these regions should be encouraged 
and empowered to develop new spirituality that is not Western but Biblical. Western spirituality is not 
fitting for them because it is not responding adequately to their context. Instead of recreating and forcing 
Western spirituality,33  Western missionaries ought to encourage the new believers to trust the leading of 
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the Holy Spirit in their lives to respond to the needs in their context. Through the enablement of the Holy 
Spirit, the new non-Western churches will refresh Western churches. 

 
The Church can choose to respond to globalization in one of three ways. Is there going to be a 

sharp rejection of all aspects of globalization as a worldly phenomenon (a fundamentalist type of 
response)? Is there going to be an acceptance of globalization=s relativism and pluralism leading to a 
fundamental transformation of religious beliefs (a liberal type of response)? Or is there going to be an 
honest engagement of globalization=s challenges in the light of the eternal truths of the Christian message. 
In order for this to happen, we must identify the core of the gospel. The seeming facile nature of this 
task is deceptive. It requires tact, creativity and especially the enablement of the Holy Spirit. 
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