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Professor’s
Book Tracks
Global History
Of Christianity

BROOKINGS — An Australian
publishing company’s work with
an American scholar and her col-
leagues in other countries has led
to a first-of-its-kind history of
Christianity that pays close atten-
tion to how Christianity developed
differently around
the globe.

“Christianity:
The Illustrated
Guide to 2,000
Years of the Chris-
tian Faith” dis-
cusses the religion
in just under 500
pages.

Professor Ann
Marie Bahr in
South Dakota State University’s
Department of Philosophy and Re-
ligion, the chief consultant for the
project, said Australia-based Mil-
lennium House asked her to help
guide the project because she had
written a section on world reli-
gions for an earlier reference work
published by the company.

“Millennium House came to me
with the idea of doing a high-qual-
ity, illustrated reference work for
libraries on Christianity,” Bahr
said. “They came to me with an
outline that was very traditional. It
was a historical western history of
Christianity that went through the
early period and the Middle Ages
and the Reformation period and
the Enlightenment, all of which is
in this book too, because these
things are very central to the his-
tory of Christianity.”

Bahr loved the idea, but sug-
gested an added emphasis.

“I asked if they’d be willing to
consider doing a more global his-
tory of Christianity, something
that would show how Christianity
came to different parts of the
world and when, and how it devel-
oped there, and what the status is
of Christianity in all parts of the
world now — looking at it more
globally instead of focusing on
western Christianity,” Bahr said.
“Increasingly, this is the way aca-
demics prefer to look at it. But as
far as I know, this is the first refer-
ence book to use this approach
anywhere in the world to telling
the history of Christianity.”

Bahr said the value of the ap-
proach is that it helps readers get
past misconceptions of Christian-
ity as solely indebted to European
traditions.

“It was definitely an attempt to
break down this monolithic sense
of what the history of Christianity
has been and to incorporate the
different perspectives of Chris-
tians around the world,” Bahr said.
“The story of Christianity cannot
be told from a single geographic
vantage point.”

In fact Christianity made head-
way in other places before catch-
ing hold in Europe.

“Some of the early missionar-
ies, the Nestorian Christians, took
the gospel all the way to China
within a couple of centuries,
through mountains and deserts.
That story has been lost to most
of us because Nestorian Christians
no longer exist, for the most part.
But it’s an important part of the
story. Christianity went east be-
fore it went west, to a great extent.
It’s very relevant to us today be-
cause it was along that route that
they first met, for example, with
Buddhists,” Bahr said. “That’s rele-
vant history to us today — what
happened in those early encoun-
ters?”

About one of every three peo-
ple in the world today claims to be
Christian, if asked about their reli-
gious faith. Bahr notes that the
world’s religions, including Christi-
anity, are an important factor in
helping shape global society. That
is why it’s important for citizens of
the 21st century to understand an
ancient faith such as Christianity.

“Christianity became a global
phenomenon at least at the same
time as capitalism, if not prior to
that. When we talk about the glob-
alization in the economic sphere,
when we talk about globalization
in the communications sphere, we
sometimes forget that the linking
of ideas, including ideas that are
meshed with values, is also part of
globalization. The major world re-
ligions are a significant part of
that,” Bahr said. “So what we will
be in the future really depends
upon whether these traditions can
talk to each other, both internally
— their differences within each
tradition — and externally — the
differences between them.”

Bahr says “religious literacy,”
or understanding the importance
of Christianity and other religions,
is a crucial part of being a citizen
in the world of the 21st century.

Bahr was a member of the Reli-
gion in the Schools Task Force of
the American Academy of Religion
until 2008. She continued to serve
as one of a group of 20 professors
selected from public universities
nationwide to review the commit-
tee’s work providing guidelines for
K-12 public school teachers who
want to incorporate teaching
about religions into their lesson
plans in a manner in keeping with
First Amendment principles.

Bahr
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