
Whose Religion Is Christianity? PDF
(Limited Copy)

Lamin Sanneh

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Whose Religion Is Christianity? Summary
Exploring African Christianity's Global Influence and Identity.

Written by Books1

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


About the book

In "Whose Religion Is Christianity?", Lamin Sanneh challenges the widely

held perceptions of Christianity's cultural and historical roots, probing the

intricate interplay between Western colonialism and the global spread of

Christianity. By highlighting the perspectives and experiences of

non-Western Christians, Sanneh asserts that Christianity is not a monolithic

Western enterprise but a diverse and evolving faith that resonates with

various cultural contexts worldwide. This thought-provoking exploration

invites readers to reconsider assumptions about religion and identity, while

revealing how the Christian message transcends cultural boundaries, making

it a truly universal religion. Engaging with Sanneh’s compelling arguments

will not only deepen your understanding of Christianity's multifaceted nature

but also inspire reflection on the broader implications of faith in our

interconnected world.
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About the author

Lamin Sanneh was a prominent Gambian scholar, theologian, and history

professor renowned for his profound insights into the intersection of

religion, culture, and colonialism. Born in 1942 in The Gambia, Sanneh's

academic journey led him to prestigious institutions, including the

University of Yale and the University of Mailand, where he explored the

complexities of Christianity’s spread in Africa and its implications for local

cultures. His research not only highlighted the transformative power of

Christianity in African societies but also challenged Western-centric

narratives, emphasizing the agency of African Christians in shaping their

own religious identities. As an advocate for interfaith dialogue and

understanding, Sanneh's work continues to resonate within scholarly and

religious communities, making significant contributions to discussions on

globalization, modernity, and cultural resilience.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Facts on the Ground

Part I: The Facts on the Ground

By 2002, the growth of Christianity, particularly in Africa and Asia,

challenged earlier expectations of decline. Predictions made in the 1970s

suggested that the rise of Islam would overshadow Christianity's influence.

However, contrary to these predictions, the end of the twentieth century was

marked by a surprising expansion of Christian communities. By 1900,

Africa had only 8.7 million Christians, primarily Coptic and Ethiopian

Orthodox, compared to a Muslim population of 34.5 million. This trend

shifted markedly by the 1980s, when estimates indicated that over 60 million

Christians resided in Africa, alongside substantial Muslim numbers. 

Despite a prevailing sentiment pessimistic about Christianity's future,

particularly in Europe and North America, the church became a significant

social anchor in the post-colonial vacuum left by unstable states and

crumbling political structures. Ironically, this church growth drew heavily

from the poorest segments of African society. Daily conversions reached

over 16,500, contrasting with the declining numbers seen in Western

churches, where thousands left the faith increasingly every day.

Globally, this positive news about Christianity's resurgence went
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unrecognized. Opinion leaders often championed a secular perspective that

decried exclusivity and dismissed missions as colonial relics. This skewed

view portrayed negotiation with local cultures as essential, often portraying

Christianity as an impediment to inclusivity. The backlash against

missionary work stifled any acknowledgment of the thriving growth of

Christianity in Africa, and the calls for a moratorium on missions further

alienated Western churches from African developments.

Importantly, while the statistics of growth are clear, their implications

require deeper exploration. The end of colonialism arguably removed

obstacles that had previously hindered the faith's expansion. Moreover, the

translation of the Bible into local languages sparked cultural renewal,

allowing many Africans to re-engage with Christianity. This was

compounded by the emergence of indigenous leadership, particularly among

young people and women, who embraced roles in the church free from

foreign dominance.

Interestingly, growth was strongest in areas where indigenous names for

God had been preserved, suggesting a surprising compatibility between

traditional beliefs and Christianity. This phenomenon contrasts sharply with

the expansion of Islam, which often thrived in regions where indigenous

religions had been oppressed or marginalized. The post-colonial

environment created challenges for Islam's growth, while Christianity

enjoyed newfound freedom to flourish, having had its own roots deeply
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established despite being linked to colonial endeavors.

The interplay between these religious movements amid social and political

upheavals remains complex. Christians, particularly in Africa, were largely

unprepared for the rise of Islamic radicalism, which followed complex

political trajectories. This radicalism revealed the vulnerabilities of

privatized faiths unversed in governance, leaving them ill-equipped to

respond effectively to the challenges posed by such movements. 

Despite the dramatic influx of converts, the churches faced a struggle

reconciling competing pressures from radical calls for collective discipline

and liberal demands for individual freedoms. The tension created within

these burgeoning communities indicated that deeper instincts led individuals

to embrace Christianity despite societal challenges.

A broader skeptical view, especially from Western perspectives steeped in

anthropological theory, often dismissed these developments. Many regarded

missionary efforts as cultural imperialism, casting doubt on the sincerity of

converts from developing regions. Yet such views lack an understanding of

the vibrant, interactive engagement that characterizes these new Christian

expressions of faith.

As the narrative shifts to a mode of interactive dialogue, the complexities of

Christianity as a global faith demand careful consideration, moving beyond
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the constraints of traditional argumentative formats to address the pressing

questions and deep concerns surrounding the current state of Christianity in

a rapidly changing world.
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Chapter 2 Summary: World Christianity and
Christendom: Parallels and Divergences

Summary of "Ferment, Renewal, and Pluralism in World Christianity"

In this chapter, the author explores the dynamic landscape of World

Christianity, focusing on themes such as ferment, renewal, and pluralism.

They clarify that "ferment" refers to the spontaneous emergence of Christian

communities among non-Christian populations, challenging the

complacency often associated with established traditions. Rather than

representing a triumphalist mindset, this phenomenon is a call to action that

promotes new cultural and linguistic expressions of faith, emphasizing love,

justice, and communal responsibility.

The concept of "renewal" is further elaborated, highlighting its role in

revitalizing local languages, traditions, and customs in response to Christian

ethics. This transformation fosters new structures and institutions as

Christianity interacts with diverse cultures in a meaningful and indigenous

manner.

The distinction between "world Christianity" and "global Christianity" is

pivotal. World Christianity embodies the local adaptations and expressions

of faith that arise in societies without a prior Christian heritage. It contrasts
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starkly with global Christianity, which replicates European forms and

practices without local adaptation. The term "Christendom" is also

unpacked, referring to the historical phase when Christianity was intertwined

with state power, often leading to religious conflicts. In contemporary

discourse, the author's intention is to delineate how global Christianity

suggests imperial legacies while neglecting the diverse and indigenous

nature of contemporary faith expressions.

The chapter further examines the demise of institutional Christendom,

attributing it to the development of vernacular languages that enabled

localized interpretations of the faith, diminishing the colonial undertones of

missionary work. This confluence fostered a communal internalization of the

Christian message, empowering local leaders and sustaining cultural

integrity. The unintended consequences of missionary actions are

acknowledged, emphasizing the pivotal role of indigenous pioneers in

shaping Christianity's growth.

Moreover, the author considers the implications of World Christianity on the

West, as it invokes a reevaluation of early church experiences bridging

diverse cultural contexts. Responding to concerns regarding potential

sectarian violence arising from the expansion of world Christianity, the

author suggests that, while such fears resonate in Western discussions, they

may not reflect the actual dynamics on the ground, where local expressions

of faith often resist politically coercive tendencies.
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As the discourse progresses, the moral significance of African names for

God is debated, highlighting the cultural and ethical dimensions intertwined

with local understandings of divinity. Despite acknowledging both positive

and negative consequences of Christian expansion, the author posits that the

church provides hope and solidarity for suffering communities.

The author's nuanced views on conversion affirm that it represents a shift

towards God rather than a rejection of pre-existing cultural frameworks. This

perspective emphasizes community and the transformative potential of faith,

while also addressing the pitfalls of syncretism—the unresolved mingling of

beliefs.

The chapter concludes by proposing that world Christianity embodies a

pluralistic approach, fostering a renewed appreciation of diverse voices and

experiences in the broader Christian narrative. It acknowledges the vitality

and growth of Christian communities in non-Western contexts while

emphasizing the ongoing need for dialogue and inclusion within the church.

Ultimately, the author envisions a future where Christianity transcends

cultural boundaries, offering universal truths while remaining rooted in local

realities.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The dynamic ferment of World Christianity calls for local

expressions of faith.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine waking up each day with a fresh

perspective, embracing the idea that your own cultural heritage and

experiences are just as valuable in shaping your spiritual journey as

anyone else's. This concept of 'ferment' inspires you to seek out the

unique ways spirituality can manifest within your community,

encouraging you to foster connections among diverse individuals and

to support new expressions of love, justice, and communal

responsibility. By recognizing the importance of local voices and

traditions within the broader Christian narrative, you empower

yourself and those around you to create a vibrant, inclusive faith that

not only respects its roots but also blooms in resonance with the

world’s rich tapestry of cultures.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Assessment and Feedback: Prelude
to the Future

### Part III: Assessment and Feedback - Prelude to the Future

In this section, the dialogue delves into the complexities surrounding world

Christianity, particularly its growth and the perceptions that shape it. The

conversation begins with a shared recognition of the challenges presented by

historical attitudes toward Christianity, particularly in the postcolonial West.

The initial query seeks to summarize their discussion, leading to an

affirmation of the need to map out their discourse.

The key points discussed include the expanding nature of world Christianity,

which is distinct from global Christianity understood as an imperial legacy.

The interviewee clarifies that while world Christianity emerges from

indigenous roots, it operates within regions characterized by weak political

structures and poor economic conditions. This growth is not orchestrated by

external forces, disproving notions that Christianity's spread merely reflects

a modern version of colonialism, or “Christendom.”

The emphasis on indigenous elements highlights how resurgent local

cultures engage with Christianity, which should not be perceived solely as a

Western import. The discussion focuses on how indigenous names for God
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play a critical role in the translation of the Bible, supporting the notion that

Christianity is genuinely welcomed where these names are retained, thus

fostering local renewal.

Moreover, the conversation touches on the skepticism displayed by a

post-Christian West towards world Christianity. This skepticism leads to a

dismissive attitude towards the Christian faith as it manifests in the Global

South. The interviewee appreciates calls for a transformation of attitudes,

suggesting that acknowledgment of the robust growth and vitality of world

Christianity should provoke a meeting of minds between the secular West

and the flourishing faith communities in the Global South, potentially

leading to enriching exchanges rooted in a shared commitment to human

dignity and values.

During this dialogue, themes of religion’s role in fostering democratic

renewal and the moral fabric of societies are explored. The interviewee

argues that the potential for community engagement brought forth by

Christianity can serve public life without enforcing an oppressive theological

framework. By affirming the value of personal relationships with God, the

conversation aims to dispel fears of a resurgence of intolerance where

secular and religious ideologies clash.

A significant part of the discussion revolves around the role of historical

figures like Bishop Ajayi Crowther, whose life symbolizes the intersection
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of indigenous identity and a global faith. Crowther's journey from a slave in

Nigeria to a pioneering missionary and advocate against the slave trade

offers a narrative that underscores the indigenization of Christianity. He

leveraged multicultural understanding and sought to empower local

communities, making vital contributions to Bible translation and interfaith

dialogue—efforts that reflect a nuanced approach to inclusivity and cultural

respect.

The narrative concludes by addressing the ongoing challenges of reconciling

past grievances with the present potential for dialogue between differing

cultural and religious perspectives. The distinct identities within Christianity

and their foundational roots reveal a resilience that transcends historical

prejudices, suggesting a hopeful outlook towards a more inclusive future for

world Christianity.

---

### CHAPTER TWO: Christianity Reappropriated: The Bible and Its

Mother Tongue Variations

This chapter shifts focus to the linguistic and cultural adaptations of

Christianity through Bible translations in various indigenous languages. It

explores how these translations are not merely linguistic acts but also

cultural reappropriations that breathe new life into ancient texts, making
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them resonate with local beliefs and contexts.

The chapter asserts that the Bible's accessibility in native tongues facilitates

a genuine engagement with its messages, allowing communities to connect

deeply with their faith. This adaptation process illustrates the dynamic

interplay between religion and culture, showing that Christianity is not

monolithic but rather a vibrant tapestry woven from diverse cultural threads.

By examining specific examples of translations and their impact, the chapter

emphasizes that language is crucial in the expression of faith. It discusses

how indigenous interpretations often reveal insights into the essence of the

gospel, illuminating aspects that may be overlooked in traditional Western

readings.

Furthermore, the chapter highlights the significance of these translations in

fostering a sense of ownership and agency among communities. As they

engage with their sacred texts in familiar languages, believers can

contextualize spiritual teachings within their cultural narratives, resulting in

a distinctive and authentic practice of faith.

In summary, Chapter Two illustrates how the translation of the Bible into

mother tongues is a vital aspect of the indigenization of Christianity. It

showcases the importance of respecting local languages and cultures while

acknowledging that these adaptations can enrich the broader Christian
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tradition, ultimately contributing to a global dialogue that honors both

universal truths and local identities.
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Chapter 4: Translation and Renewal: The Holy and the
Commonplace

Part I: Translation and Renewal: The Holy and the Commonplace

This section explores the transformative role of language in the spread and

adaptation of Christianity, emphasizing the critical nature of translation in

making the message of Jesus accessible to diverse populations. The chapter

discusses how early Christians utilized everyday language—often derived

from Latin and Greek—to communicate biblical teachings. This approach

reflected the social origins of many converts and aimed to break down

barriers to understanding, ensuring that God’s word was comprehensible

regardless of an individual's education.

The New Testament Gospels, central to Christian faith, emerged as

translated versions of Jesus's teachings, signifying that Christianity

inherently relies on translation. This unique aspect made Christianity distinct

from other religions, like Islam, which maintains a canonical Arabic Quran

used in worship. While the Quran is revered in Arabic alone, Christianity

flourished through translations that affirmed the intrinsic value of diverse

languages, indicating that God embraces all cultures.

The chapter highlights the apostolic epistles as pivotal in shaping early
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church communities. These letters provided guidance amidst the diverse

expressions of faith that arose as groups of believers navigated their varying

contexts. The emphasis on popular understanding in religious discourse

signified a shift from traditional, arcane religious language to one that

encouraged plain speaking and accessibility.

Historically, the church sought to promote literacy among its followers,

resulting in significant linguistic developments, including the creation of

alphabets and dictionaries. These advancements contributed to cultural and

social transformation, regardless of religious affiliation. In contrast to

Islamic practices, Christianity's embrace of vernacular languages allowed for

widespread access to the message of Christ, ultimately enriching global

culture and religious expression.

As the church navigated the decline of the Roman Empire, figures like Pope

Gregory the Great emphasized simple language and rejected ornate rhetoric,

aligning church communication more closely with popular culture and

reinforcing the church's mission. The change in Latin literature, especially

influenced by African theologians such as Tertullian and Augustine,

showcased a deliberate shift towards making theological concepts

accessible.

Over decades, the language of the Scriptures became indigenized, leading to

the widespread use of various languages in worship and scripture, thereby
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erasing memories of Jesus’s original tongue. This linguistic pluralism

reinforced the idea that no single language held superiority in

communicating divine truths. The ability to translate the Bible and other

religious texts into local languages democratized access to spiritual

teachings, though this practice faced skepticism and opposition due to fears

of cultural dilution or manipulation.

The chapter concludes by acknowledging the complex perceptions

surrounding Bible translation today. Critics often view translation efforts as

colonial imposition or dishonest endeavors masquerading as benevolent

actions. Yet, the transformative impacts of these translations underscore their

role in fostering cultural expressions of Christianity around the world. The

ongoing dialogue about Bible translation necessitates an open examination

of its implications, raising critical questions about cultural preservation

versus religious dissemination in a globalized context. 

Through this exploration, the chapter reinforces the essential premise that

translation is not merely a practical necessity for Christianity but a divine

strategy that honors and includes diverse linguistic and cultural identities,

ultimately revealing the universality of the Christian message.
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Chapter 5 Summary: The River and Its Tributaries:
Theme and Continuities

Part II: The River and Its Tributaries: Theme and Continuities

This section delves into the complex relationship between Bible translation,

cultural identity, and religious practice, particularly amid Protestant and

Catholic perspectives arising from the Reformation.

Catholic and Protestant Soundings

The discussion begins with an exploration of whether the veneration of the

Bible as a Protestant ideal turns translation into a sectarian endeavor. While

the principle of *sola Scriptura* (scripture alone) is indeed rooted in a

Protestant critique of Catholicism, the reality of Bible translation must be

viewed through the lens of each society's unique context. Historical figures

like Erasmus, who was supportive of Bible translations while remaining

Catholic, illustrate that the motivations behind translation are varied and not

inherently sectarian.

The *sola Scriptura* principle is critiqued for instilling a false belief that the

Bible can serve as a comprehensive moral guide. While it emphasizes
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biblical authority, it often overlooks cultural intricacies that do not directly

tie to scripture. This gap has led to the co-existence of traditional cultures

alongside new biblical narratives, rather than cultural replacement.

Questions arise about whether translation imposes rigid structures on

indigenous cultures. Yet, evidence suggests that Bible translation often

enriches these cultures by invigorating oral traditions and storytelling, rather

than limiting them.

Cultural Innovation and Tradition

Concerns are raised about Bible translation potentially diluting Christianity

and fostering unwholesome practices. However, translation has historically

been consistent with Christianity’s essence and offers a platform for

indigenous expressions of faith. Although institutional opposition to

translation exists, modern efforts emphasize accessibility, allowing believers

to experience scripture in their native languages, which empowers their faith

journeys.

Critics propose that written scripture may suppress the artistic richness of

oral cultures. In contrast, translations enhance cultural narratives,

incorporating biblical wisdom alongside indigenous stories and fostering

creativity.
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The idea that Bible translation serves as a tool for cultural espionage is

dismissed. Rather than coercing conversion, it promotes understanding and

choice within indigenous contexts. Genuine transformation emerges from a

desire to align religious beliefs with cultural identities, allowing for personal

and communal empowerment.

Historical grievances regarding spiritual colonialism are acknowledged. The

past conquest strategies are differentiated from the modern practice of

translation, which emphasizes mutual respect and understanding. The notion

that translations might pervert indigenous cultures is countered by the

observation that translations invite collaborative discourse rather than

domineering narratives.

Translation and Cultural Conservation

The dialogue continues with debates about whether translation reduces

complex religious concepts to oversimplified views of faith. However, the

defense of translation lies in its role as an authentic representation of God’s

engagement with humanity, allowing diverse cultures to approach

spirituality on their own terms, retaining their rich traditions in the process.

Addressing the issue of secrecy in religious practices, it is recognized that
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Bible translation democratizes access to spiritual knowledge, allowing

ordinary individuals—especially marginalized voices—to participate fully in

their faith. The early church exemplified this inclusivity, where leadership

arose from humble backgrounds, signaling the historical significance of

community participation in faith practices.

Questions about introducing choices through translation present a tension

between tradition and agency. Yet, offering choices is crucial for personal

growth and integrity within any culture. 

The potential for sectarianism arising from translation is acknowledged;

however, history has shown that translation can foster ecumenical

cooperation and reduce divisions among different Christian traditions,

creating a shared heritage among diverse communities.

Translation and Competition

Critics assert that Bible translation has failed to effect change in many

contexts, citing high levels of resistance in cultures like China or India.

Rather than being failed attempts, these resistances signify the profound

complexity of engaging with established cultural and religious systems. The

translator's role is to facilitate deeper encounters rather than direct

conversion efforts.
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Moreover, concerns about the potential for translation to encourage

amateurish practices within the church are valid. Instances of careless

translations highlight the necessity of qualification and cultural sensitivity.

As translation practices evolve, the learning curve continues to adapt to

enhance accuracy and integrity in conveying biblical messages.

Translation and Social Scale

Challenges arise surrounding the economic realities of language diversity.

Translation resources are often limited, leading to difficult decisions about

which languages receive priority. Engaging with linguistic diversity can be

politically sensitive, but promoting this diversity is essential for fostering

rich communities that honor multiple languages.

The principle that a flourishing society embraces rather than suppresses

diversity suggests that Bible translation can indeed catalyze social cohesion

rather than fragmentation. If managed well, linguistic pluralism can enrich

national identity without undermining unity.

Translation and Christian Unity
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Finally, the question of whether translation fosters fragmentation within

Christianity is tackled. The historical precedence of translation in

Christianity indicates that it is not a monolithic tradition but one of

adaptability and growth. Diverse expressions of faith facilitated by

translation may enhance the church's witness in a multicultural world.

In conclusion, Bible translation embodies the translatability of Christianity,

enriching the religious experience while affirming the diversity intrinsic to

human cultures. By embracing these complexities, the relationship between

faith and language evolves, reflecting a religion that thrives amid plurality

rather than uniformity.
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