The Faith of the Future

What all Christians should know about the global shift of religion
The Western Church often celebrates reports of revival
and testimonies of a “Great Awakening”. Yet at the
same time, there are conflicting reports of a declining
Western Church and danger signs of a Church losing her
influence in a secular society. The truth is not always
easy to determine and often believers like to believe
the statistics they like to believe. The reality is that
Church growth is not always a sign of revival, and
Church decline in one region could possibly be caused
by the relocation and rebirth of Christianity into the
rest of the world.
In order to obtain a true picture of global faith, there need to be facts based on in-depth research as well as a
balanced, unbiased interpretation by organisations that have nothing to lose or gain in by the resulting report.
In this regard, valuable research has been done by reputable and trusted organisations like the Pew Foundation
and Gallup concerning religiosity and the way people view their understandings, beliefs and relationships with a
deity. A particularly provocative report on the future of world religion (2010-2050) was recently released by the
Pew Forum: six years in the making, and encompassing data from 234 countries and territories, it is a landmark
piece of research. The projections take into account the current size and geographic distribution of the world’s
major religions, age differences, fertility and mortality rates, international migration and patterns in conversion.
Based largely on population growth projections, it reveals how rapidly the religious profile of the world is
changing.

SUMMARY
Here are a few of the key findings:
1. Muslims constitute the fastest-growing major
religious group, largely because they have the
highest fertility rate and the youngest population. As
a result, the Muslim population is expected to
increase from 1.6 billion people (23% of the world’s
population as of 2010) to 2.76 billion people (30% of
all people in 2050). At mid-century, Muslims will
nearly equal Christians – the world’s largest religious
group – in size.
2. The share of the world’s population that is Christian is expected to remain steady (at about
31%), but the regional distribution of Christians is forecast to change significantly . Nearly four
in ten Christians (38%) are projected to live in sub-Saharan Africa in 2050, an increase from the 24%
who lived there in 2010. And the percentage of the world’s Christians living in Europe – which fell from
66% in 1910 to 26% in 2010 – will continue to decline, to roughly 16% in 2050.

3. The number of religiously unaffiliated people is increasing in places such as the United States
and Europe, and continued growth is projected. Globally, however, the opposite is true: the number of
unaffiliated is expected to decrease between 2010 and 2050 (from 16% to 13%). This is attributable
mostly to the relative old age and low fertility rates of large populations of irreligious in Asian countries,
particularly China and Japan.
4. In the US, Christians will decline from more than three-quarters of the population in 2010 to twothirds in 2050, with corresponding rises of irreligious as well as Muslims, Hindus and others. At midcentury, Judaism will no longer be the largest non-Christian religion in the US: Muslims are projected to
be more numerous than religious Jews.
5. Buddhists, concentrated in Asia, are expected to have a stable population (of just under 500
million). As a result, Buddhists will decline as a share of the world’s population (from 7% in 2010 to 5%
2050).
6. Indonesia is currently home to the world’s largest Muslim population, but that is expected to
change. By 2050, the study projects India to be the country with the largest number of Muslims – more
than 310 million – even though Hindus will continue to make up a solid majority of India’s population
(77%). Indonesia will have the third-largest number of Muslims, with Pakistan ranking second.
7. The farther into the future, the more uncertainty exists, which is why the projections stop at 2050. But if
they are extended into the second half of this century, the projections forecast Muslims and
Christians to be roughly equal in number around 2070, with Muslims the slightly larger group after
that year.

EXTENDED REPORT
While many people have offered predictions about the future of religion, these are the first formal demographic
projections using data on age, fertility, mortality, migration and religious switching for multiple religious groups
around the world. The projections cover eight major groups: Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jews, Muslims,
adherents of folk religions, adherents of other religions and the unaffiliated.
Because censuses and surveys in many countries do not provide information on religious subgroups – such as
Sunni and Shia Muslims or Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox Christians – the projections are for each religious
group as a whole.
Here are ten major shifts to consider in a changing world of faith:

1. THE PAST
As of 2010, Christianity was the dominant world religion with roughly 2.3
billion adherents (33.2% of the world’s population) and Muslims were
second with about 1.6 billion adherents (22.4% of the world’s population).
Hindus (13.7%) is the only other group that reached double figures.
The current scenario, however, is vastly different to a century ago where the

major shift in Christianity was seen in Europe. In 1910, Europe was home to roughly two-thirds (66%) of the
world’s Christians, with North America a distant second with 15%. By contrast, 35 years from now, the share of
global Christians based in Europe will have dropped to roughly 16% (from 26% in 2010 and 66% in 1910). In
addition, only 10% of the world’s Christians will be living
in North America, down from 12% in 2010.
Religions by global adherents have also changed
significantly during the past century as indicated in the
image on the right. According to the study there are
three major trends:
1. Even though Christianity has shown the largest
growth in numbers, it has declined in
percentage as a portion of global faith (from
34.8% to 33.2%).
In addition, by 2050, five of the 10 largest
Christian populations in the world – Nigeria, the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Tanzania,
Ethiopia and Uganda – will be in Africa.
Africa will therefore be holding the key to the
future of Christianity.

2. Islam, on the other hand, has seen a growth unequaled by any other religion and has grown from
12.6% of the global population in 1910 (the 4th largest religion then) to 22.4% of the global population
in 2010, the second largest religion after Christianity.
3. Thirdly, atheists and agnostics, who were basically non-existent in 1910, have now grown to the 4th
largest “religious” group on earth. Atheists have grown from 0% to more than 2% and agnostics have
grown from 0.2% to 9.3% of the global population. Combined, there are more non-believers on earth
(11.2%) than there are Protestants (11%).

2. THE FUTURE
If current demographic and religious trends continue, the faith of the future will look completely different to
that of today.






Islam is expected to catch up to Christianity midway through the
21st century, as it grows faster than any other religion over the
next 40 years. In Europe, Muslims will make up 10% of the overall
population.
People are also leaving Christianity in droves. About 106 million
Christians are expected to switch affiliation from 2010 to 2050
while only about 40 million people are expected to ‘enter’
Christianity.
The religiously unaffiliated (atheists and agnostics) are expected




to see the largest gains from the switching, adding more than 61 million followers.
The global Buddhist population will be about the same size it was in 2010, while the Hindu and Jewish
populations will be larger than they are today.
Nearly half of the world’s Christians already reside in Africa and the Latin America-Caribbean region. By
2050, those two regions will be home to more than six in ten of the world’s followers of Jesus, with just
a quarter of Christians living in Europe and North America.
In determining predictions for the
future it is important to consider
three major trends:
1. The two biggest factors in
determining the future global
distribution
of
religions
are
population growth (which in turn is
driven by factors such as fertility
rates) and conversion numbers
(which difficult to determine by
simple measurements). In terms of
fertility rate, sub-Saharan Africa’s
overall population, which is young
and tends to have more children
than people in other regions, is
expected to more than double

between 2010 and 2050, from 823 million to 1.9 billion.
2. The rumours of ‘religion's death’ have been exaggerated. Almost every major world religion (except
Buddhism) will rise in numbers. Combined, Islam and Christianity will represent 6 out of every 10
human beings on the planet.
3. Even though the rise of irreligiosity will continue in the West, on the wider global front, atheists and
agnostics will make up a declining share of the world’s total population.

3. POPULATION GROWTH AND FERTILITY RATES



 Between 2010 and 2050, the world’s total population is
expected to rise to 9.3 billion, a 35% increase.
 Over that same period, Muslims – a comparatively youthful
population with high fertility rates – are projected to increase by
73%. Globally, Muslims have the highest fertility rate, an average of
3.1 children per woman – well above replacement level (2.1), the
minimum typically needed to maintain a stable population.
 The number of Christians also is projected to rise, but more
slowly, at about the same rate (35%) as the global population.
Christians have the second highest fertility rate, at 2.7 children per woman but this average is largely
influenced by the high fertility rate of Christians in Africa. The general fertility rate in Europe is below
replacement level and therefore contributes to the decline of Christianity.
Jews, the smallest religious group for which separate projections were made, are expected to grow 16%,
from a little less than 14 million in 2010 to 16.1 million worldwide in 2050. Jewish fertility (2.3 children
per woman) is also above replacement level.




Hindu fertility (2.4) is similar to the global average (2.5).
All the other groups have fertility levels too low to sustain their populations.

4. AGE DISTRIBUTION
Another important determinant of growth is the current age distribution
of each religious group – whether its adherents are predominantly
young, with their prime childbearing years still ahead, or older and
largely past their childbearing years.




In 2010, more than a quarter of the world’s total population
(27%) was under the age of 15.
An even higher percentage of Muslims (34%) and Hindus (30%)
were younger than 15. The share of Christians under 15
matched the global average (27%).
All the remaining groups have smaller-than-average youth populations, and many of them have
disproportionately large numbers of adherents over the age of 59. For example, 11% of the world’s
population was at least 60 years old in 2010. But 20% of Jews around the world are 60 or older, as are
15% of Buddhists, 14% of Christians, 14% of adherents of other religions (taken as a whole), 13% of the
unaffiliated and 11% of adherents of folk religions. By contrast, just 7% of Muslims and 8% of Hindus
are in this oldest age category.

5. RELIGIOUS CONVERSIONS
‘Religious switching’ is likely to play a role in the growth of future religious
groups. But conversion patterns are complex and varied. In some countries,
it is fairly common for adults to leave their childhood religion and switch to
another faith. In others, changes in religious identity are rare, legally
complicated or even illegal.
The Pew Research Center projections attempt to incorporate patterns in
religious switching in 70 countries where surveys provide information on the
number of people who say they no longer belong to the religious group in
which they were raised. In the projection model, all directions of switching are possible.




Over the coming decades, Christians are expected to experience the largest net losses from switching,
with most joining the ranks of the religiously unaffiliated.
The unaffiliated are expected to add 97 million people and lose 36 million via switching, for a net gain
of 61 million by 2050.
Modest net gains through switching also are expected for Muslims (3 million), adherents of folk
religions (3 million) and members of other religions (2 million). Jews are expected to experience a net
loss of about 300,000 people due to switching, while Buddhists are expected to lose nearly 3 million.

6. MIGRATION PATTERNS
International migration is another factor that will influence the projected
size of religious groups in various regions and countries. Numbers are,
however, difficult to determine because migration is often linked to
government policies and international events that can change quickly. For
this reason, many population projections do not include migration in their
models. But the Pew Research Center has developed an innovative way
of using data on past migration patterns to estimate the religious
composition of migrant flows in the decades ahead.




In Europe, the Muslim share of the population is expected to increase from 5.9% in 2010 to 10.2% in
2050 when migration is taken into account. Without migration, the Muslim share of Europe’s population
in 2050 is projected to be nearly two percentage points lower (8.4%).
In North America, the Hindu share of the population is expected to nearly double in the decades ahead,
from 0.7% in 2010 to 1.3% in 2050, when migration is included in the projection models. Without
migration, the Hindu share of the region’s population would remain about the same (0.8%).
In the Middle East and North Africa, the continued migration of Christians into the six Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates) is
expected to offset the exodus of Christians from other countries in the region. With migration factored
in, the estimated Christian share of the population is expected to be just above 3% (down from nearly
4% in 2010).

7. REGIONAL AND COUNTRY-LEVEL PROJECTIONS
In addition to making projections at the global level, the report projects religious change in 198 countries and
territories covering 99.9% of the world’s population. The report also divides the world into six major regions and
looks at how each region’s religious composition is likely to change from 2010 to 2050, assuming that current
patterns in migration and other demographic trends continue.






 Due largely to high fertility, sub-Saharan Africa is projected to
experience the fastest overall growth, rising from 12% of the world’s
population in 2010 to about 20% in 2050. In addition, sub-Saharan
Africa’s Christian population is expected to double, from 517 million in
2010 to 1.1 billion in 2050.
 The Middle East-North Africa region also is expected to grow
faster than the world as a whole, edging up from 5% of the global
population in 2010 to 6% in 2050. Ongoing growth in both regions will
fuel global increases in the Muslim population.
Meanwhile, the Asia-Pacific region is expected to have a declining share of the world’s population (53%
in 2050, compared with 59% in 2010). This will be reflected in the slower growth of religions heavily
concentrated in the region, including Buddhism and Chinese folk religions, as well as slower growth of
Asia’s large unaffiliated population. One exception is Hindus, who are overwhelmingly concentrated in
India, where the population is younger and fertility rates are higher than in China or Japan. India’s large
Muslim population also is poised for rapid growth.
The remaining geographic regions also will contain declining shares of the world’s population: Europe is
projected to go from 11% to 8%, Latin American and the Caribbean from 9% to 8%, and North America
from 5% to a little less than 5%.
Europe is the only region where the total population is projected to decline. Europe’s Christian
population is expected to shrink by about 100 million people in the coming decades, dropping from 553
million to 454 million. By 2050, nearly a quarter of Europeans (23%) are expected to have no religious
affiliation, and Muslims will make up about 10% of the region’s population, up from 5.9% in 2010. Over
the same period, the number of Hindus in Europe is expected to roughly double, from a little under 1.4
million (0.2% of Europe’s population) to nearly 2.7 million (0.4%), mainly as a result of immigration.
Buddhists appear headed for similarly rapid growth in Europe – a projected rise from 1.4 million to 2.5
million.

8. CHANGING RELIGIOUS MAJORITIES
Several countries are projected to have different religious majorities
in 2050 to the ones they had in 2010.


The number of countries with Christian majorities is
expected to decline from 159 to 151, as Christians are
projected to drop below 50% of the population in Australia,
Benin, Bosnia-Herzegovina, France, the Netherlands, New
Zealand, the Republic of Macedonia and the United
Kingdom.



Muslims in 2050 are expected to make up more than 50% of the population in 51 countries, two more
than in 2010, as both the Republic of Macedonia and Nigeria are projected to gain Muslim majorities.



As of 2050, the largest religious group in France, New Zealand and the Netherlands is expected to be
the unaffiliated.

9. UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
The US remains, and will continue to remain, the biggest Christian
nation in the world and also the greatest ‘exporter’ of Christianity
globally as the nation with most missionaries outside its borders. It is
therefore critical to evaluate trends in the US that will undoubtedly
influence the face of Christianity globally.




 In the US, the fastest growing religious groups are Muslims and
followers of "other religions".
 Christianity is expected to decline from 78% of the overall
population in 2010 to 66% in 2050.
During the past seven years, Christian identity fell by 8% while atheism grew by 3%.
Young people are leaving Christianity at the fastest pace. Each successive generation is less connected
to Christianity than their parents. Although nearly 86% of Americans say they grew up as Christians,
about one in five (19%) say they no longer claim Christianity is true. Young people are more likely to
leave Christianity than any other group. Overall, there are more than four former Christians for every
convert to Christianity.

10. CHINA
Today, the world's largest population on earth also represents the
world’s fastest growing Church. The Christian ‘revival’ in China is not
only the biggest in history but also the longest in terms of years.
According to different sources, China is currently ranging between the
second (liberally) and seventh (conservatively) largest Christian
population in the world. By 2050, it could become the world's largest.
While the Pew Research Center concludes that the religious future of
China is uncertain due to data limitations, the study concludes that
Christianity's future in China will have a measurable impact on global Christianity.
For example, China’s 1.3 billion people (as of 2010) loom very large in global trends. At present, about 5% of
China’s population is estimated to be Christian, and more than 50% is religiously unaffiliated. Because reliable
figures on religious switching in China are not available, the projections do not contain any forecast for
conversions in the world’s most populous country. But if Christianity expands in China in the decades to come –
as some experts predict – then by 2050, the global numbers of Christians may be higher than projected, and the
decline in the percentage of the world’s population that is religiously unaffiliated may be even sharper.

CONCLUSION
The key phrase in all these findings is “if current trends continue”, and there are obviously more factors at play
than just those used the in predictions. For example, Islam is at a crossroads with many Muslims either switching
faith to embrace with atheism or Christianity.

According to the WIN-Gallup “International Religion and Atheism Index”, which measures global selfperceptions of beliefs based on interviews with more than 50,000 people from 57 countries on five
continents, the following statistics were recorded relating to the numbers of atheists or those with religious
affiliations:










Turkey (75%)
Azerbaijan (51%)
Palestinian territories – West Bank and Gaza (33%)
Saudi Arabia (24%)
Tunisia (22%)
Afghanistan (15%)
Uzbekistan (18%)
Pakistan (10%)
Iraq (9%)

The gist of the Pew Foundation report is clear – that the race for the world’ souls is between the cross and the
crescent. But while we cannot ignore the research that predicts a declining Church and a growing Islam over the
next five decades, the truth is that He who sits in heaven laughs at plans and intentions of any who conspire
against Him (Psalm 2).
From an INcontext perspective, statistics are useless unless they mobilise action. Given what the Pew Research
Center’s report has revealed, there are three important things that we as Christians can do in response:
1. Don’t ignore the reality of a shifting faith
2. Don’t underestimate the influence of a shifting faith
3. Don’t miss the opportunities of a shifting faith
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