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Abstract
This article marks the thirty-eighth year of including statistical information on World 
Christianity and mission in the International Bulletin of Mission Research. This year it 
includes details on the growth of world religions, increasing religious diversity, and 
personal contact between Christians and people of other religions. The world is 
becoming more religious, and the world’s countries have become more religiously 
diverse, yet Christians have inadequate personal contact with members of other 
religions. Solidarity, including friendship, love, and hospitality, is posited as the way 
forward in addressing these trends.
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In 1985 David B. Barrett produced the first statistical table in this series in the January 
issue of the International Bulletin of Missionary Research. He produced this table 
three years after publishing his comprehensive and highly popular World Christian 
Encyclopedia (Oxford University Press, 1982; 2nd ed., 2001; 3rd ed., Edinburgh 
University Press, 2019). Its purpose was to lay out, in summary form, an annual update 
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of the most significant global and regional statistics relevant to understanding the cur-
rent status of global Christianity. The following tables in this article continue the tradi-
tion of the series, presenting the most recent overview of statistics related to global 
Christianity and mission. The data appear in comparative perspective and offer esti-
mates for the years 1900, 1970, 2000, 2022, 2025, and 2050. Each set of tables since 
1985 has provided a brief commentary to help situate the data, provide further context, 
and elaborate on implications of the data.

This article represents the thirty-eighth year of providing annual statistics in the 
International Bulletin of Mission Research. This year’s article provides details on the 
growth of world religions, increasing religious diversity, and personal contact between 
Christians and people of other religions. The world’s population is becoming more 
religious, and the world’s countries are becoming more religiously diverse, but 
Christians have inadequate personal contact with members of other religions. 
Solidarity, including friendship, love, and hospitality, is posited as the way forward in 
addressing these trends.

The world is becoming more religious

Despite the prognostications of leading academics in the mid-twentieth century, the 
world is becoming increasingly religious. For example, in 1968 Peter Berger forecast a 
dire future of religious communities in the twenty-first century. He stated, “Religious 
believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a world-
wide secular culture.”1 In 1970 the percentage of people worldwide who professed affili-
ation to religion in some way stood at 80.8. By the year 2000, however, this figure had 
jumped to 87.0 percent, and it has continued to grow, reaching 88.7 percent by 2022. The 
demographic pivots were the collapse of Communism in the late twentieth century and 
the opening of China to the rest of the world. China, the world’s largest country, has 
experienced a resurgence of religions of all kinds since the end of the Cultural Revolution 
in the 1970s. China’s religious population increased dramatically from 39.8 percent in 
1970 to 61.2 percent in 2022. Russia has reclaimed its national Orthodox heritage (82.4 
percent Christian in 2022), as have other former Soviet republics in eastern Europe. Like 
Russia, some post-Soviet states are majority Christian, such as Armenia (94.7 percent 
Christian) and Belarus (79.0 percent). Others are majority Muslim, such as Tajikistan 
(97.9 percent Muslim), Turkmenistan (96.5 percent), and Uzbekistan (95.6 percent). 
Many other countries have experienced an increase of religious affiliation in the last 
thirty years as well, including Albania (formerly the world’s only official atheistic coun-
try), Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Moldova, all of which are over 96 percent religious.

Besides these changes in religious demographics, it is also significant that Christians 
and Muslims together represented only 33 percent of the world’s population in 1800, 
rising to 47 percent by 1900. By 2022 Christians and Muslims together represented 57 
percent, which is expected to exceed 63 percent by 2050. Consequently, the impor-
tance of improving global and local Christian-Muslim relations—including mutual 
understanding and reciprocal compassion—will only become increasingly pressing in 
local, national, and international contexts.
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The world has become more religiously diverse

The countries in the world became more religiously diverse over the twentieth century, 
especially when measured at the national level. This is especially true in Asia (which 
has always been the most religiously diverse continent), where immigration has trans-
formed previously homogeneous societies into more diverse communities. Han 
Chinese, for example, are found in the millions throughout Southeast Asia and the 
world, including Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the United States, bringing their 
unique East Asian religions with them.

Some of the most profound increases in religious diversity are in Germany and the 
United States. Measured by the Religious Diversity Index, Germany’s religious diver-
sity jumped from 0.3 in 1900 to 5.2 by 2022.2 Likewise, the United States increased 
from 0.6 in 1900 to 4.6 in 2022. On one measure, Singapore remained the world’s 
most diverse country in 2020, as it was home to seven religions, each of which claimed 
at least 1 percent of the country’s population (all figures percentages): Chinese folk-
religion (36), Christianity (21), Buddhism (15), Islam (15), agnosticism (5), Hinduism 
(5), and New Religions (1).3 At the same time, however, some regions were becoming 
less religiously diverse, such as sub-Saharan Africa, where Christianity and Islam 
were both growing because of converts from African Traditional Religions. Christianity 
in the region grew from 9.1 percent in 1900 to 59.1 percent in 2022; Islam grew from 
14.2 percent to 30.0 percent over the same period.

Christians have inadequate personal contact with people 
in other religions

Broadly speaking, Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims have relatively little contact with 
Christians around the world, a fact that has not changed much in the last two decades. 
Measuring personal contact focuses on the importance of friendship across religious 
boundaries and challenges Christian missionary efforts that see people as mere targets 
of evangelization instead of human beings living, working, and operating in specific 
social contexts.4 The terms “personal contact” and “personally know” imply more than 
a casual or superficial relationship. An estimated 87 percent of Buddhists, Hindus, and 
Muslims do not personally know a Christian. Except in Asia, the nonreligious are in 
closer touch with Christians, which is not unexpected, since many agnostics and athe-
ists in the West are former Christians. Ethnic religionists have more contact with 
Christians as well, likely because ethnic religionist peoples were a major focus of 
Christian mission efforts in the twentieth century.

Personal contact between Christians and non-Christians varies regionally. In 
Northern America, for example, it is estimated that 56 percent of Muslims know a 
Christian, whereas in Europe the figure is less than 18 percent. Buddhist communities, 
in contrast, appear to be more integrated in Latin America (66 percent know a Christian) 
than they are in Northern America (35 percent) or Europe (28 percent). The greatest 
challenge is found in Asia, partly because the Christian community is relatively small 
and, in many places, separated from adherents of other religions by geography or 
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culture. In Asia, only 12 percent of all non-Christians personally know a Christian (13 
percent for Buddhists, 13 percent for Hindus, and 10 percent for Muslims).

The Pew Research Center regularly polls interreligious knowledge among 
Americans. In 2019 they reported that the average US adult answered 14.2 out of 32 
questions correctly about religious facts.5 Education is an important factor in encour-
aging positive interreligious relationships. Considering Singapore again, the most reli-
giously diverse country in the world, one might suspect substantial tension living 
within so much religious difference. To the contrary, Singaporeans live in relative 
harmony among their religious family members and neighbors. The 2018 International 
Social Survey Program Study of Religion survey in Singapore reported that nine out 
of ten respondents believed it was unacceptable or very unacceptable for religious 
leaders to hinder religious harmony, including making insensitive comments and incit-
ing violence or hatred toward others.6

It might seem counterintuitive that Christians are out of touch with people of other 
religions, given that the world has become more religiously diverse. That diversity, 
however, is often stifled by a lack of knowledge at best and, at worst, by fear of the 
religious “other,” causing a ghettoization of religious and ethnic communities.

Conclusion

What do Christians do in this global religious context? An important Christian virtue 
is solidarity—a shared vision of valuing one another and working together for the 
common good, despite religious differences. To that end, Christians face at least three 
relational challenges. First, Christians need to learn how to get along well with 
Christians from other traditions. This has generally been referred to as the “ecumenical 
challenge,” one that is emphasized every year in the number of denominations in the 
world, currently over 46,000! Second, Christians need to get along well with other 
religionists, as well as the nonreligious—the “interfaith challenge.” These annual 
tables provide demographic context for the importance of religious beliefs, behaviors, 
and attitudes, which are growing in size and influence over time. Third, working 
toward solidarity also includes relating well to people out of respect for our global 
human family without primary reference to religious identity—the “common human-
ity” challenge.7 The COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, institutional racism, the 
lack of education for girls, the urban poor, and a host of other serious and systemic 
challenges all require strong Christian engagement, which is bolstered when Christians 
intentionally work across differences.

Christians might generally agree with the idea of getting along well with others, but 
questions linger: How do we hold fast to a strong Christian identity while engaging 
with others who are different? What does true solidarity look like? How do we achieve 
solidarity in light of such a plurality of beliefs? By “solidarity” we are not encouraging 
Christians, or any other religionist, to renounce their core beliefs. Solidarity is an atti-
tude toward others characterized by love, respect, friendship, and hospitality.8 Our 
demographic examination of the growth of religions, religious diversity, and personal 
contact highlights significant factors of the social well-being of our planet.
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try or region population using a scale from 0.0 (no diversity) to 10.0 (most diverse). See 
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Edinburgh University Press, 2019), 963.

3.	 Ibid., 713. New Religions are defined as twentieth-century Asiatic movements, Eastern or 
indigenous non-Christian syncretistic religions—for example, Japanese neo-Buddhist and 
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