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ABSTRACT: The research projects and publications of Klaus Koschorke and the
“Munich School of World Christianity” have sparked intense debate over the last
two decades. The first section of this contribution discusses some of these reactions
and critiques, as well as Koschorke’s responses. It addresses questions about the
idea of “polycentricity;” alternative ways of conceptualizing a variety of Christian
centers, the relationship of Koschorke’s approach to the concept of transcultura-
tion, and the need for greater diversity and inclusiveness in scholarly perspectives.
The second section outlines some important issues regarding challenges and further
perspectives for a future history of world Christianity. It touches on the question of
the geographic horizon(s) of this approach, debates about “transmission” and “ap-
propriation,” and the role of the anthropology of Christianity in describing the fluid
character of Christian movements. In addition, it addresses the problem of how to
relate the history of world Christianity to a global history of religion, as well as the
importance of considering issues of migration as central to our understanding of
Christianity.
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“World Christianity” as an issue of academic study is increasingly seen
as highly relevant not only in the United States and the English-speaking

The Journal of World Christianity, Vol. 6, No.1, 2016
Copyright © 2016 The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA



academia but also in continental Europe.’ So, for example, a new professorship
on Auflereuropdische Christentumsgeschichte (non-European Christianity) has
recently been established in Basel, as well as a chair for the “Study of World
Christianity” in Utrecht. One of the places in which this theme has been a cen-
tral topic of study already for more than twenty years, however, is the chair for
Early and Global History of Christianity at the University of Munich, held by
Klaus Koschorke from 1993 to 2013. Koschorke and the group of scholars work-
ing in (or cooperating with) Munich have contributed significantly and given
new impulses to the ongoing debate about a future history of world Christi-
anity. In this issue of the Journal of World Christianity the work of Koschorke
and the other members of what American colleagues have called the “Munich
School of World Christianity” is being presented to a broader Anglophone
audience.

It might be useful to quickly recall three central convictions that have
guided the program of the “Munich School” (which are presented in detail
in Koschorke’s contribution to this issue): First, we urgently need new and
enlarged maps of the history of world Christianity that allow us to under-
stand and describe the denominational, cultural, and regional diversity of
Christianity as part of an integrated whole. This global perspective can-
not consist in a mere collection of isolated regional histories but has to
be the result of comparative studies that take into account similar as well
as diverging developments of Christian history in different regions of the
world and identify common themes, issues, and challenges. Second, the
history of world Christianity is characterized by polycentric structures, not
just over the last two centuries but already from its very beginning. Third,
the Munich approach suggests that we understand the history of world
Christianity as a history of multidirectional transcontinental interactions
by focusing especially on transregional and transcontinental links between
Christian movements and churches in different parts of the world. Partic-
ularly important in this context is the reconstruction of early instances of
South-South connections, which run counter to the prevailing narratives
that put the history of Western missionary endeavors at the center of world
Christianity’s history. As presented in detail in the introduction to this is-
sue, this concept of a polycentric and global history of world Christianity
has served as the starting point of the various research projects and publi-
cations of Koschorke and other scholars working in Munich over the last
twenty years, the most important of which are two documentary source
books, the six volumes containing the conference proceedings of the Inter-
national Munich-Freising Conferences, a festschrift for Koschorke’s sixty-
tifth birthday, and the individual monographs by the other members of the
Munich School.
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1. The “Munich School” Approach to the History of World
Christianity: Reactions, Critiques, Responses

The projects and publications of Klaus Koschorke and the “Munich School
of World Christianity” have sparked intense discussions over the last two de-
cades. As Thomas Kaufmann, one of the leading German Reformation histo-
rians, has stated, they already had an important and transforming impact on
the discipline of church history as taught at faculties of Protestant theology in
Germany.* The academic debate about the Munich School takes place in vari-
ous venues but especially in the festschrift and the conference proceedings of
the Sixth International Munich-Freising Conference.* Some of these reactions
and critiques, as well as Koschorke’s responses, will be presented below.”

1.1. Polycentric Structures in All Periods of the History of Christianity

“Polycentric structures are of basic importance both for the early as well as for
the global history of Christianity” (MFC VI, 382)—thus writes Martin Wallraff,
who teaches early church history at the University of Basel. At the same time,
he identifies the “interplay of polycentricism and cohesion” (MFC VI, 382) as
a constitutive characteristic of the history of Christianity in its different ep-
ochs. Speaking of “polycentric structures” is not just a new and different way
of talking about “pluralism” but, rather, highlights aspects of “interaction” In
Wallraff’s opinion, the particular interplay between “early” church history and
“global” church history—as realized at the Munich chair—also becomes visible
in the high level of internationalization of the two disciplines. At the same time,
such a focus on regional centers of expansion, local variants of Christianity,
and indigenous initiatives should always be the basis of writing the history of
Christianity as a global religion, not only of the last fifty years but of its whole
history since its early beginnings.

1.2.Is the Concept of Polycentricity Also Relevant
for Catholic Mission History?

In his contribution to the festschrift, Mariano Delgado—a specialist in Latin
American church history—argues that in regard to early modern Catholic mis-
sions one could not speak of “polycentric structures” but, rather, of a “plurifor-
mity of strategies of mission.”® This observation, however, as Koschorke states in
his retrospective on the proceedings of the Sixth International Munich-Freising
Conference, does not imply a counternotion to the concept of “polycentricity”
but contributes, rather, to its clarification and further refinement (MFC VI,
445). It refers to the level of European missionary activities—in Delgado’s case in
the Philippines—where the Catholic orders (Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits)
could apply lessons learned from years of missionary experience in colonial
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Spanish America. It therefore enables a more detailed description of European
mission history, which, however, should be understood only as a subsegment
of the much broader spectrum of the history of world Christianity, which also
has to take into account other—indigenous—actors and various noncolonial or
extracolonial contexts.

In sixteenth-century India, for example, three forms of Christian presence
can be distinguished: in addition to the traditional Thomas Christians—who
had been living in the country for centuries—and the colonial Catholicism of
the Portuguese newcomers, the mass conversion and self-Christianization of
the South Indian fisher caste of the Paravas has to be taken into account. These
events also led to a regional self-extension of Christianity into other regions
(such as Mannar in northern Sri Lanka)—sometimes long before the Portuguese
arrived there. This constellation of three forms of Christianity (precolonial, colo-
nial, nonmissionary initiatives) can equally be found in other regions of Asia and
Africa at the time. It demonstrates the plurality of Christian actors and forces al-
ready in the early phase of European overseas expansion in the sixteenth century.

1.3. Pretercolonial Contexts

Paolo Aranha, in his contribution to the proceedings of the Sixth Interna-
tional Munich-Freising Conference, describes the establishment of colonial
power structures in early modern Portuguese Goa. In his opinion, Portuguese
rule there can be described as “dominance without hegemony” In addition,
“Christianity endowed the Goan local elites with tools to play strategically and
cunningly with the colonial power” (MEC V1, 306). Aranha therefore questions
traditional dichotomies such as colonial/noncolonial and asks for a wider spec-
trum of variations between these two extremes.

1.4. A Typology of Different Christian Centers

The Sixth International Munich-Freising Conference focused primarily on
various centers of Christian diffusion and expansion. In his commentary on
the conference, Hartmut Lehmann suggests a “typology of different Christian
centers” (MFC VI, 378)—theological and political, as well as centers of tran-
sregional expansion, resulting from voluntary or forced migration. This list
could be extended with organizational, financial, or demographic centers, as
well as focal points of momentum and discourse. Lehmann also suggests that
we complement the category of “polycentric structures” with the concept of
“multipolar networks” in the history of world Christianity (MFC VI, 378). He
warns us not “to replace the previous history of European/North American
missions—written partly from a triumphalist perspective—with a history of
non-Western Christian self-determination, which equals an anti-European/
anti-North American triumphalism” (MFC VI, 378). Rather, he advocates a
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nuanced perspective, which in every concrete case investigates “the relation-
ship between the local agency of the non-Western Christian communities and
churches, and the heteronomous influences, the short-term and long-term
effects of the missionary activities planned in Europe and North America”
(MFEC VI, 378). This suggestion should definitely be taken into account. At the
same time, it also requires traditional church historians to take note of the di-
versity of indigenous initiatives and of non-Western native agency, something
that has not yet been fully realized.

1.5. Polycentric Structures as Networks of Communications

Wolfgang Lienemann, in his commentary on the Sixth International Munich-
Freising Conference, draws on Niklas Luhmann’s world society theory to de-
scribe “polycentric structures” as “different networks of communication” and
distinguishes between various levels of interaction: (1) centered, peripheral,
and polycentric forms of interaction among Christian communities, churches,
and church groups; (2) processes that result in an expansion, increase, inten-
sification, and routinization of communication; (3) such processes leading to
the emergence of different and variable structures in central, regional, local,
or polycentric forms, for example, institutions, legal and financial structures,
orders of competency, language rules, and expansive power structures; and
(4) processes that result from all that and have structure-building effects as
precursors, milestones, stages, and periods on the way toward the current form
of world Christianity (MFC VI, 390). In regard to the project of a future his-
tory of world Christianity, this culminates in the suggestion “to observe and
describe ‘polycentric structures’ as different networks of communication: some
exist relatively unconnected next to each other, some overlap on the margins,
others are related to each other, some exhibit a high internal communication
density, others only loose contacts” (MFC VI, 390).

1.6. Polycentricity and the Concept of Transculturation

Klaus Hock, in his contributions to the festschrift and MFC VI, has shown how
a “transculturation” approach relates to the program of a “polycentric history
of Christianity” as developed by Koschorke and the “Munich School” He ap-
preciates that the concept of polycentricity intends “to capture nuances, syn-
thetizations, overlappings, interferences, contradictions, idiosyncrasies etc. in
all their complexity” (MEC VI, 401). In this way, it becomes possible, on the one
hand, to reconstruct “the mutual interconnections and repercussions between
Europe and the non-Western world” and, on the other hand—“while avoiding
the danger of dualistic ways of relating (Europe vs. non-Europe)”—to capture
the specific profile of regional developments and local forms of Christianity
and integrate both into a higher-level perspective (MFC VI, 401).
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1.7. A Greater Diversity in Scholarly Perspectives
on World Christianity

The U.S. systematic theologian Joy A. McDougall points to new forms of access
to the “prophetic potential of Christian traditions” (MFC VI, 396) that result
from the program of a polycentric history of Christianity, with its “more plu-
ralistic account of the origins and the global spread of Christianity” (MFC VI,
395). This enables “creative reconstructions of doctrines” (MFC VI, 396-97).
McDougall draws attention to the methodological possibilities opened by this
new research perspective and underlines the fact that “a more diverse genera-
tion of scholars—significantly more women and more scholars from the global
South—need to be trained and shape [the] future agenda” (MFC VI, 398) of
historical research.

1.8. Polycentric Structures and New Historiographical Approaches

Reinhard Wendt, who teaches global history at the University of Hagen,
stressed in a comment to the Fifth International Munich-Freising Conference
that from a global history perspective the plurality of developments in the his-
tory of Christianity has to be taken into account when integrating the history
of Christianity into the general history of globalization.” On the one hand, the
missionaries made use of existing transcontinental structures and ways of com-
munication. On the other hand, the

observation and analysis of transcontinental religious contacts, struc-
tures, and networks . . . allows us to perceive a plurality of actors who
took part in these processes and also makes visible the emergence of a
polycentric, multifaceted Christian-religious world. This emphasizes
that globalization was not just in the service of metropoles and centers
and did not result in a global homogeneity of the forms of cultural ex-
pression. While homogenizing tendencies cannot be denied, they were
also counteracted by contrary trends of mixing the imported with the
existing, resulting in new accentuations, the development of something
distinctly one’s own, as well as repercussions from the peripheries to the
metropolis, and also enabled contacts among one another, independent
of European influences.®

Therefore, “an analysis of transcontinental religious networks is appropriate
to produce valuable indicators and facts for a general history of globalization
and processes of globalization” Likewise, it seems advisable to relate the de-
bate about a polycentric history of Christianity to currently emerging concepts

» <«

of a “shared history,” “connected history;” and “entangled history;” as well as
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other concepts of a transcontinental history of interactions, and to identify mu-
tual impulses.

1.9. What Is the Object of a History of World Christianity?

Who defines what is “Christian”? And how can the plurality of Christianity
since its very beginning be reconciled with its claim to universality? These
questions are addressed by Peter Braunlein from the perspective of the anthro-
pology of Christianity in his contribution to the festschrift. In his response to
these questions Koschorke has argued that the historian of Christianity has to
start from the self-understanding of historical actors. The question of norma-
tive criteria can only be discussed in a second step, preferably through a his-
torical investigation of debates about these very questions. These referred, for
example, to the issue of heresy and orthodoxy in the ancient church, along with
the many very different answers to these questions. Likewise, the ecumenical
movement in the twentieth century had to debate about the incompatibility
of Christianity and apartheid and about the biblical legitimacy of the African
tradition of polygamy. The first of these led to the exclusion of South African
churches supporting apartheid; the second, to the inclusion of the Kimbanguist
church in the World Council of Churches.

1.70. An Inclusive Academic Perspective on World Christianity

Johannes Meier, a church historian and specialist in Jesuit studies, draws at-
tention to the genius loci of the Munich-Freising conferences—the medieval
bishop Otto von Freising, who in the twelfth century was the first historian
to report on the legendary “Prester John” and the East Syriac “Church of the
East,” thus linking the Christian Europe and the Christian Asia of his time in
an unprecedented way. Meier points to the importance of including all “ar-
eas of world Christianity” (MFC VI, 427) in the project of a history of world
Christianity—including Latin America and Francophone Africa. At the same
time, he stresses the necessity of international cooperation that goes beyond
the English-speaking academic community. This call for a wider perspective
on world Christianity was the starting point of Klaus Koschorke’s work in
Munich, which programmatically included Latin America, together with
Asia, Africa, and Oceania, in the project of an integrated “extra-European” or
“non-Western” history of Christianity. Johannes Meier’s reminder not to limit
this enterprise to English-speaking academia and to continue cooperation with
scholars from the Spanish-speaking (and Francophone) world is well taken and
brings us to the second section of this article: some important issues regarding
challenges and further perspectives in the history of world Christianity, as seen
by the “Munich School”
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2. Further Perspectives and Challenges in the History
of World Christianity

2.1. Questions of the Geographic Horizon: Interacting Regional Histories

Arun Jones has recently stressed the need to overcome the dichotomy of
Western/non-Western and other binary categories that have become dom-
inant in the study of world Christianity. He argues that increasing global
connectedness—which blurs existing boundaries between societies, nations,
and cultures—and the exchange of ideas around the globe increasingly chal-
lenge frameworks of analysis that are based on a limited geographic horizon.*
Similar questions may be raised with regard to quite a number of significant
studies that look at Christian history in separate—regional or continental—
contexts. Various such projects have been undertaken in the past thirty or forty
years. As such they were a sign of great progress, compared with earlier mission
historiography that had focused primarily on Euro-American initiatives and
missionary agency. Instead it became programmatic to present Christian his-
tory in the global South as “the story of the creative reception and incarnation
of the Gospel in the particular regions and cultures, in contrast to a recounting
of missionary endeavours.”" Such projects were first realized on a national level
(e.g., in India, as a result of the “Church History Association of India,” which
was revived in the late 1960s). They were followed by similar initiatives on a
continental level, first for Latin America (the foundation of the “Commission
for the Study of Church History in Latin America” in 1973) and later for Asia,
Africa, and Oceania as well. To mention just one prominent example: Ogbu U.
Kalu’s African Christianity: An African Story aims at telling “the story of African
Christianity, not Christianity in Africa, as an African story by intentionally
privileging the patterns of African agency without neglecting the noble roles
played by missionaries”* Impressive as these and other projects have been, it
will nevertheless be necessary to integrate them into a wider concept and to de-
scribe the history of world Christianity as a history of multidirectional transre-
gional and transcontinental interactions. This history still needs to be written.
The same also applies to the historiography of Christianity in its traditional
centers in the Northern Hemisphere. The classical history of European (or
American) churches and communities had been outside the focus of former
projects of the “Munich School” But they too need to be placed within the
wider context of world Christianity and analyzed in their interactions and mu-
tual exchanges with other regions of the Christian world, beyond traditional
missionary links and networks. As far as the United States is concerned, Jehu J.
Hanciles recently has spoken of the process of a “de-Europeanization of Ameri-
can Christianity;,” due to the rising importance of immigrant congregations and
their impact on American religious life.” In a very interesting case study Jon
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Bialecki has traced the complex influence that developments in global Pente-
costalism had on the Fuller School of World Missions and on important figures
in Third Wave evangelicalism such as John Wimber and C. Peter Wagner."* And
looking at Germany, a recent research project may be mentioned that deals with
the multifaceted relationship between German Protestant churches and mis-
sions and those in southern Africa in the twentieth century, especially during
the apartheid era. One of the remarkable insights of this project has been the
extent to which debates within the ecumenical movement and parts of German
Protestantism not only influenced South African developments (and supported
Christian antiapartheid movements in the region); these debates, reversely, also
had a deep impact on the structures and modes of decision making within the
German Protestant church itself.” To take another example: the Barmen Decla-
ration of 1934, a local event and product of the German Kirchenkampf, quickly
gained ecumenical significance after 1945 and inspired Christian resistance to
authoritarian regimes in Asia (Korea), southern Africa, and Latin America in
the 1970s and 1980s; and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a martyr under the Nazi regime,
was recognized as an ecumenical figure outside of Germany immediately after
his death in 1945, whereas his official reception in Protestant Germany only
slowly followed that of the international ecumenical community."® Examples
such as these show that, on the one hand, it is not too difficult to place tradi-
tional topics of church history on an enlarged map of global Christianity. On
the other hand, they mark an exciting challenge for the future.

2.2 Current Debates About “Transmission” and “Appropriation”
in the History of World Christianity

A recent debate on the Yale-Edinburgh MISSIONS list—an e-mail forum of
exchange about historical aspects of the missionary movement and the devel-
opment of world Christianity—focused on the relation between Western mis-
sionary “transmission” and indigenous “appropriation” of the Gospel in the
spread of Christianity. This issue is closely related to a problem that has been
intensively discussed in the context of the “Munich School”—the relation be-
tween continually developing new local versions of Christianity and overarch-
ing structures in different periods of its global history. At the same time, the
MISSIONS list debate allows new insights regarding these problems.

One aspect is the increased awareness of the dialectic interchange between
transmission and appropriation: the two processes cannot be clearly sepa-
rated. “My only note,” writes Thomas Harvey, for example, referring to Chinese
Christianity in the early twentieth century,

would be that transmission and appropriation are inextricably
entwined. My own research on the appropriation of Christianity
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and its transmission through persons such as Wang Mingdao, John
Sung or Jing Dianying (Jesus Family), bring to light how appropriation
shapes transmission that in turn impacts appropriation. Thus, one finds
in the preaching of Wang Mingdao, or the testimonies of John Sung or
the hymns of Jing Dianying modes that at once resonate with those pat-
terned after those of foreign missionaries yet creatively and distinctively
modified, adapted and transformed so as to be more fitting to their un-
derstanding, experience and sense of calling. (September 17, 2014)"

Under these circumstances, what is necessary is a more refined analysis of the
various forms and elements of appropriation—including the reception as well
as the refusal and the partial selection of the missionary message or the inte-
gration of biblical elements into a heterogeneous religious, philosophical, or
cultural framework.

Finding the right balance between both perspectives should be an ongoing
task: “Global Christianity is a result of successful missionary transmission and
indigenous appropriation and it seems to me that it is helpful to balance these
two aspects in appreciation and evaluation,” says Richard Haney (September 17,
2014)."® This principle should be understood as a permanent challenge and be
applied not only to recent developments but also to different epochs and varied
regional and cultural contexts.

At the same time, “missionary,” even during the high times of the nineteenth
century, was never the same as “Western” We should therefore pay attention
to contemporary as well as to historical regional missionary initiatives. “It is
a common misconception,” says Kirsteen Kim, “that in the context of world
Christianity missions ceased. . . . [W]orld, transnational and cross-cultural
missionary activity continues to thrive, in various forms, both from the West
but also from places and in directions that Western commentators had not
expected. The study of such contemporary missionary movements, and the
local reasons behind them, is a much neglected area (perhaps partly because
the sources are not so readily to hand as those of Western missions . . .) but
one which is of great importance for understanding world Christianity”
(September 17, 2014).”

This analysis of the contemporary situation offers an opportunity to think
about the associated difficulties concerning a historical investigation into re-
lated indigenous missionary movements in the past—which always has been
a crucial concern of the “Munich School” and which in regard to the avail-
ability of sources often presents even greater difficulties. A major element of
the Munich projects over the last two decades has been to make such sources
for earlier historical periods since the sixteenth century available, includ-
ing through the documentary source book,* as well as the research project
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currently conducted in Munich and Hermannsburg on indigenous Christian
journals and periodicals around 1900.*

2.3. The Fluid Character of Christian Movements and the Contributions
of Religious Studies and the Anthropology of Christianity

The “history of Christianity in the non-Western world” as developed by Klaus
Koschorke in the context of the academic discipline of church history focuses
mainly on churches as institutions and the plurality of Christian communities.
Its perspective on indigenous Christianity in Asia, Africa, and Latin America
and antimissionary movements for emancipation and independence also of-
ten concentrates on the manifold forms of ecclesial Christianity. Despite the
attention being paid to important movements beyond specific churches, such
as, for example, the Taiping movement in nineteenth-century China, a result of
this focus has been that the fluid character of many developments beyond or
even within these churches has not been given similar attention. The decisive
role of the Pentecostal movement in the history of Christianity in the twentieth
century, for example, has therefore not always been highlighted enough in the
work of the “Munich School”** Especially anthropological and ethnographic
approaches, as well as newer theoretical contributions from religious studies,
make visible a complexity that cannot be represented in a historical approach
focusing mainly on instituted forms of Christianity.*® This also is related to a
further engagement with important topics that transcend the history of specific
churches and movements, for example, “healing” or “prayer,” which have to be
investigated from an interdisciplinary perspective together with religious stud-
ies, anthropology, and other cultural studies and social scientific approaches
but also together with cognitive science and psychology.**

This also brings to mind the question of the “mixing” of religious traditions,
which for a long time has been discussed under the rubric of “syncretism?”
Especially an anthropology of Christianity as well as a transcultural approach
(as advocated by Klaus Hock™) point to the limits of previous conceptions. New
forms of interdisciplinary reflection about the categories of “Christianity” and
“Christian identity” can provide new insights beyond traditional perspectives
from the discipline of church history. In approaching this topic, a concept such
as the “politics of religious synthesis” might be helpful, referring to the power
dimension and processual nature of the development and labeling of syncretic
forms.* In addition to this, we have to take into account phenomena of a com-
plete integration of Christian elements into, for example, traditional Andean reli-
gion or the Afro-Brazilian religion of Candomblé, which could be described with
the term exculturation (as suggested by Ina Rosing and Hermann Brandt).” From
a religious studies perspective, the development of categories to describe the
complex relationship within Christian traditions and between different religions
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is still rudimentary.”® This shows that the external borders of a history of world
Christianity are yet to be drawn. Does it include the selective reference to Chris-
tian symbols, such as the use of the Bible as a “magical” object in the context of
African traditional religion or the popularity of Christian marriage ceremonies
in Japan? And if so, how can such phenomena be described in a way that keeps
them relevant for a history of Christianity without at the same time subjecting
them to a harmonizing and standardizing Christian perspective? Religious stud-
ies itself has not yet overcome its European and Christian missionary roots in this
regard. An interdisciplinary engagement with Christianity and its global history,
however, can contribute much to the development of an academic study of reli-
gion that finds new ways of description beyond the concept of “syncretism?

2.4. The History of World Christianity as Part
of a Global History of Religion

Christianity as a global movement had a deep impact on globalizing trends
in other religious contexts as well. This can be seen, for example, in the inter-
action between the international missionary movement and the “revival” and
“awakening” of traditional religions in Asia around 1900, which, at the same
time, changed the character of these beliefs. One widely discussed paradigm is
provided by the debates about “Buddhist modernism,” which—particularly in
the case of Sri Lanka—has also been labeled as “Protestant Buddhism. In its
classic interpretation, this revivalist movement includes an emphasis on the
rational elements in the Buddhist tradition, as well as an increased focus on the
laity in the context of the Buddhist revival—as opposed to the traditional priv-
ileges of the sangha. Even more interestingly, organizational structures as well
as methods of propaganda were appropriated from the Protestant missionary
movement, leading to the founding of a “Young Men’s Buddhist Association”
in 1898—as well as a Young Men’s Hindu Association and so on; the establish-
ment of “Buddhist Sunday school”; and the heavy use of journals, periodicals,
and the printing press, including the publishing of a “Buddhist catechism.” At
the same time, Protestant Buddhism has classically been understood as a cen-
tral aspect of internationalizing tendencies in the Buddhist world in reaction
to and in interaction with the modern Christian missionary movement.* The
Maha Bodhi Society, co-founded by Anagarika Dharmapala in 1891, has been
called the “first international Buddhist society;*° and in the same year, Henry S.
Olcott organized an international meeting of Buddhists from Sri Lanka, Burma,
China, and Japan. Later, an “International Buddhist Young Men’s Association”
was founded in Tokyo, Japan (1903), followed by a “World’s Buddhist League”
in 1925. Likewise, throughout the twentieth century, inspiration taken from
Christian missionary strategies led to the creation of Buddhist missionary soci-
eties especially in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Japan, and China.*
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While the classic example of “Buddhist modernism” in Sri Lanka has recently
been subject to renewed debate, and new studies point to more nuanced evalu-
ations of these interactions, it still stands as a paradigmatic example of the ne-
cessity to treat the history of world Christianity as part of a larger global history
of religion. Similar observations are also possible in other religious contexts,
such as in India regarding Hinduism and Islam, where the adoption of new
missionary styles and the creation of missionary societies in the second half of
the nineteenth century are visible signs of such mutual influences and interac-
tions with the Christian missionary movement.*® In regard to Bombay’s mo-
dernity in the nineteenth century and the development of Muslim and Hindu
reformist organizations, Nile Green has argued that “this new culture cannot be
separated from the organizational example of the Christian missionary associ-
ations.”** Other recent studies have detailed the influence of Christian practices
of preaching on Saivite sermons in South India.* Whereas cross-cultural stud-
ies in a given local or regional context have become a well-established field of
research in mission studies and intercultural theology, the question of the glo-
balizing impact of the missionary movement on other religious contexts opens
new avenues of research, which are of great importance for a future history of
world Christianity.

2.5. The History of World Christianity and a Global History of Migration

Migration movements and the formation of diasporas represent another field of
research that is of growing importance for future studies in the history of world
Christianity. Firmly rooted in the biblical tradition (“A wandering Aramean
was my ancestor,” Deut. 26:5), the experience of migration played a major role
in the early spread of Christianity both in New Testament times and in sub-
sequent periods. It also was crucial for Andrew F. Walls’s description of the
history of Christianity as a series of shifts of its “center of gravity,” engendered
by migration and cross-cultural expansion. In Wall’s analysis, each epochal
transformation from the first to the twentieth century was marked by extensive
migration and contributed significantly to the polycentric structures of world
Christianity.*® Certain paradigms of transregional migration have been inten-
sively scrutinized in recent times. This applies specifically to the concept of the
“black Atlantic,” in its relevance for the transcontinental spread of Christianity
through forced and voluntary migration from the sixteenth to the twentieth
century.” But there are many other migration movements and ethnic diasporas
that played an important role in the polycentric diffusion and making of world
Christianity. They deserve similar attention.

Some of these diasporas have been mentioned at former International
Munich-Freising Conferences but have not been discussed in detail. Indian
Christians—circulating in the nineteenth century’s British Empire in the context
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of the indentured labor system—provide one example. Their presence repeat-
edly led to the establishment of new (or the reinforcement of already-existing)
Indian Christian congregations in regions far away from India, such as South
Africa, East Africa, the Caribbean, Fiji, Mauritius, and, as a matter of course,
South Asia (Sri Lanka, Singapore, Myanmar, Malacca). The Chinese diaspora
provides another impressive example—illustrated by the fact that Protestant
missionary pioneers, such as Robert Morrison and Karl Friedrich Guetzlaft,
started their work outside imperial China, which in the early nineteenth cen-
tury was barred to them. One hundred years later prominent members of the
Protestant Chinese intelligentsia, some of whom were to play an important role
in Republican China, were educated outside of China. Sun Yat-sen himself—
founder and first provisional president of Republican China—belonged to this
elite, which had been converted to Christianity in exile (Hawaii, Japan, Hong
Kong). There exist various regional case studies for the Chinese diaspora in
Malacca, Thailand, and Indonesia. What is needed is a general survey and sys-
tematic research into its role in the making of Chinese Christianity. Likewise,
Chinese Christian diaspora communities played an important role in the his-
tory of Christianity in neighboring countries such as Vietnam.”® A third Asian
example that deserves closer examination is provided by Korean Christian mis-
sions to neighboring countries and other continents.*

In this vein, “Migration and the Making of Global Christianity” is the title of
a major research project currently being prepared by Jehu J. Hanciles. It aims
“to provide a historical assessment of the Globalization of Christianity with mi-
gration as the central lens or explanatory key’#° It could be said that the variety
of ethnic Christian diasporas as a basis of future transregional, polycentric, and
multidirectional expansions of Christianity will be of crucial importance for
this and related research projects in the future.

These are some of the current and future challenges for the study of world
Christianity and a future history of world Christianity from a polycentric per-
spective. The work of the “Munich School” over the last two decades as well
as future research projects by its members should be understood as contribu-
tions to such a project. Hopefully, the current debates and further perspec-
tives outlined here will be supplemented by even more fruitful exchanges about
changed maps, polycentric structures, and transcontinental links in the history
of world Christianity.
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