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The Global South & Cross-Cultural Ministry 

 

Within the 20
th

 and beginning of the 21
st
 century, there has been a mighty shift in the 

demographic of Christian adherents worldwide. American believers bemoan the rampant 

secularism and the rise of militant atheism while Christianity booms worldwide. As Christian 

numbers slowly dissipate in the West, the Global South is becoming preeminent in terms of 

numeric figures. The Global South is a missiological term that refers to the growth of Christian 

church in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The center of Christianity (in regards to where the 

most believers are located) is changing. Dana L. Robert, Professor of World Mission at Boston 

University School of Theology, has noted: 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Europeans dominated the world church…Yet 

by the end of the twentieth century, the European percentage of world Christianity had 

shrunk to 28 percent of the total; Latin America and Africa combined provided 43 

percent of the world‟s Christians. Although North Americans became the back-bone of 

the cross-cultural mission force after World War II, their numerical dominance was being 

overtaken by missionaries from the very countries that were considered mission fields 

only fifty years before. The typical late twentieth-century Christian was no longer a 

European man, but a Latin or African woman.
1
   

The figures are outstanding. World Christianity is changing in drastic ways. When one thinks of 

a Christian, if the figures are taken into account, a dark-skinned African, a Latin American, or an 

Asian should come to mind. Mark Noll stated:  

 “Active Christian adherence has become stronger in Africa than in Europe.” 

 “The number of practicing Christians in China may be approaching the number in the 

United States.” 

 “Live bodies in church are far more numerous in Kenya than in Canada.” 

 “More believers worship together in church Sunday by Sunday in Nagaland than in Norway.” 
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 “More Christian workers from Brazil are active in cross cultural ministry outside their homelands 

than from Britain or from Canada.” 

 “Last Sunday . . . more Christian believers attended church in China than in all of so-called 

„Christian Europe.‟” 

 “This past Sunday more Anglicans attended church in each of Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, 

and Uganda than did Anglicans in Britain and Canada and Episcopalians in the United States 

combined.” 

 Last Sunday “more Presbyterians were in church in Ghana than in Scotland.” 

 “This past week in Great Britain, at least fifteen thousand Christian foreign missionaries were 

hard at work evangelizing the locals. Most of these missionaries are from Africa and Asia.”
2
 

The rise of the Global South presents certain challenges and encouragements for those involved 

with cross-cultural ministry. The goal of this paper is to briefly describe some distinctives of the 

Global South and posit some possible implications for cross-cultural ministry.
3
  

 As Christianity shifts southward, the nature of Christianity itself evolves. The Global 

South appears to have more in common with Azusa Street than the high church traditions of the 

West. A hallmark of the Global South would be its distinct Charismatic and/or Pentecostal 

practice and theology. African and Latin American services are marked by rapturous singing and 

rhythmic handclapping, with…prayers for healing and miraculous signs.
4
 The Global South 

takes the New Testament world and claims its spiritual climate and veracity as its own. Healings, 

exorcisms, tongues-speaking, prophesying, and other “miraculous” endeavors of the earliest 

Church are common realities within the indigenous communities of the regions. For many new 

believers in the Global South, stories of miracles and healing are so self-evidently crucial to the 

early Christian message that some suspicion must attach to any church that lacked these signs of 
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power.
5
  The practice of healing is one of the strongest themes unifying the newer Southern 

churches, both mainstream and independent, and perhaps their strongest selling point for their 

congregations.
6
 The idea of cessationism is so foreign to the indigenous people of the Global 

South reading the Bible, that it rarely exists.
7
 Western missionaries are introduced to exuberant 

and vibrant worship styles and services as they visit their brothers and sisters in the Global 

South. 

 With their preoccupation with Charismatic theology and practice, spiritual warfare 

becomes a real, tangible observance among believers in the Global South. Paul tells the Ephesian 

believers that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil 

in the heavenly places.” As empirical rationalism and arrogant scientism pervades the Western 

mindset, believers in Latin America, Asia, and Africa take Paul‟s words at face value. Exorcisms 

and seeing Satan involved within the power struggles of the local “enemies” of the Gospel are 

very common. It may be that the Global South experiences more spiritual manifestations of the 

miraculous gifts and demonic forces because they‟re more open and accepting to the 

occurrences. Rightly or wrongly, what we may call a personality disorder and fix with 

pharmaceuticals that cost hundreds of dollars, a Christian in the Global South may fix with 

prayer and exorcism.  
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 As Southern Christians are quite at home with biblical notions of the supernatural, they 

also resonate with the Bible‟s core themes of social and political themes, like martyrdom, exile, 

and oppression.
8
 The threats of persecution, martyrdom, and political exile are crucially 

applicable to many of the Christians in the Global South who live in war-torn countries where 

their personal freedoms are taken away or where they do not even exist. Forcible removal from 

their homelands makes the Hebrew experience within the OT and the spiritual exile of the NT 

believers that much more relevant in the lives of believers. Furthermore, because the Southern 

churches read the Bible as a document of immediate relevance, they are accepting not just of the 

New Testament, but also the Old. This often gives rise to beliefs and practices that look Jewish 

rather than Christian.
9
 It appears that their hermeneutic is very literal.  

 Three immediate and/or possible implications of the rise of Christianity in the Global 

South are poverty, prosperity gospel, and the interaction with Islam. By far, the Global South is 

impoverished compared to the Western world. Discussing the poverty in the continent of Africa, 

Jenkins remarked: 

The grim fact of Christian impoverishment becomes all the more true as Africa assumes its place 

as the religion‟s principal center. We are dealing with a continent that has endured countless 

disasters since independence, measured by statistics that become wearying by their unrelieved 

horror, whether we are looking at life expectancy, child mortality, or deaths from AIDS. Africa 

contributed less than 2 percent of the world‟s total GDP, although it is home to 13 percent of 

world population, and the GDP for the whole of sub-Saharan Africa is equivalent to that of the 

Netherlands. Since the 1960s, Africa‟s share of world trade has all but disappeared. Overall, “the 

continent is slipping out of the Third World into its own bleak category of the nth world.” Matters 

are made infinitely worse by the unraveling of several African states, a process attended by 

unbelievable bloodshed.
10
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Any cross-cultural ministry must at some level address the poverty of the people it is trying to 

reach. The Gospel is not mainly about social reform but it does have applicability when Christian 

brothers and sisters are starving to death. The biblical admonishments to “take care of the widow 

and orphan among you” might stand as indictments against the Western church as their brothers 

and sisters struggle overseas. The redistribution of church resources should at least be taking 

place.  

 The prosperity gospel permeates many areas of the Global South. Michael S. Horton 

noted that: 

Taking a step beyond generic “positive thinking,” a version of Pentecostalism known as 

the Word of Faith movement is spreading the prosperity gospel to the ends of the 

earth…Celebration of the much-advertised expansion of Christianity in the two-thirds 

world should at least be tempered by the fact that the prosperity gospel is the most 

explosive version of this phenomenon.
11

  

 

The prosperity gospel stands antithetical to the teachings of the Bible, lives of Jesus and the 

apostles, and the general experience of most Christians. If prosperity is a mark of true believers, 

the number of Christians tragically dwindles down to almost nothingness. The prosperity gospel 

does the following to those it comes in contact with: [1] puts unnecessary obstacles in the way of 

people getting into heaven (Mark 10:23-27), [2] kindles suicidal desires in people (1 Tim. 6:9-

10), [3] encourages vulnerability to moth and rust (Matt. 6:19-20), [4] makes good works a 

means of getting rich (Eph. 4:28; Luke 12:33), [5] promotes less faith in God‟s promises and 

diminishes the glory of God‟s help (Heb. 13:5-6; Matt. 6:23), [6] contributes to people being 

choked to death (Luke 8:14), [7] takes the seasoning out of the salt and puts the light under a 

basket (Matt. 5:11-14), [8] conceals the necessity of suffering in the Christian life (John 15:20; 

Matt. 10:25; Acts 14:22), [9] obscures the God-ordained purposes of suffering in the Christian 
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life, [10] minimizes the sin of making godliness a means of gain (1 Cor. 9:9-12), and [11] 

obscures the biblical truth that God himself is the greatest treasure (Phil. 1:20-21).
12

 Any cross-

cultural missions must address the pressing concerns and problems caused by the proliferation of 

the prosperity gospel.  

 Lastly, Islam presents a unique challenge for Christians in the Global South. As 

Christianity grows, it is increasingly coming in contact with militant Islam. The political, 

religious, and sociological setting could create a heightened tension between Christianity and 

Islam that could result in painstaking losses of human lives. The current and past setting does not 

give much hope for mutual understanding. Jenkins warns: 

It is conceivable that within a few decades, the two faiths will have agreed on amicable terms of 

coexistence, but looking at matters as they stand at the start of the twenty-first century, that happy 

consummation seems highly unlikely. Issues of theocracy and religious law, toleration and 

minority rights, conversion and apostasy, should be among the most divisive in domestic and 

international politics for decades to come. It is quite possible to imagine a future Christendom not 

too different from the old, defined less by any ideological harmony than by its unity against a 

common outside threat.
13

  

However, many others do not share Jenkin‟s warning. Nami Kim, assistant professor of religion 

in the Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies at Spelman College, said:  

The [Global South] may not carry the same baggage of the old Christendom. The Global 

South‟s religion is an indigenous movement dissimilar to the missionary religion of the 

West, which has been inextricably related to Western Imperialism. In other words, [the 

Global South] has nothing of the global structures of power and economics that global 

Christianity presumes.
14
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Regardless of how various missiologists predict the Global South will respond, radical Islam, if it 

continues to exist and practice like it does currently, will create special problems for believers. 

The rise of the Global South is a cause for rejoicing for Western believers and presents a call to 

come alongside our brothers and sisters to encourage, help, and edify them. Cross-cultural 

ministers and missionaries would greatly benefit from knowing about the Global South. 
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