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The Relevance of “Global Religious History” for Religious Studies in Japan

World Christianity and the Global History of Religion

Religion and Global History in Studies on the Reformation and Protestantism

Prospects and Constraints of “Global” Christian History:
Perspectives from East Asia

Convener : Mira SONNTAG

Adrian HERMANN  (Univ. of Bonn)

ODORI Tomoji (Musashi Univ.)
TAKAI-HELLER Yuki

(Tainan Theological College and Seminary)

Commentator, Chair : Mira SONNTAG (Rikkyo Univ.)

This panel seeks to assess the relevance of the approaches of “global
history” and “history of World/global Christianity” for religious
studies, especially in Japan. Since its development in Anglophone
academia in the 1980s, the perspective of “global history” has sparked
new approaches in other disciplines while increasing interdisciplinary
cooperation. Examples for such appropriations are the “history of
World/global Christianity” (promoted by Andrew Walls, Lamin
Sanneh, Brian Stanley, Klaus Koschorke and others) and “European
history of religion” (first called for by Burkhard Gladigow in 1995).
Both approaches inherit from “global history” the emphasis on 1)
polycentricity, 2) the importance of “margins” of political and cultural
realms as well as 3) a focus on global connections as driving force of
historical developments (coined “South-South links” or “global
entanglements”).

Since the late 2000s, the perspective of “global history” has been
more widely appropriated to religious studies (e.g. by Karénina
Kollmar-Paulenz, Adrian Hermann, Michael Bergunder, Giovanni
Maltese, and Julian Strube). Scholars interested in “global religious
history” started to debate about the adequate role of Christianity in the
discipline of religious studies and the relevance of Christianity to
specific aspects of a general history of religion(s). These debates and
research undertaken from the new perspective have changed
historically established divisions of labor between religious studies,
theology, and church history in European academia.

In Japan, the perspective of “global history” started to impact
historical studies in the early 2000s, but so far Japanese scholars of
religious studies largely neglected it. In the first step, this panel seeks
to understand why. Apart from substantial criticism of the perspective
itself, potential reasons such as 1) the different definition of and
delineation between academic disciplines relating to religion(s) in
Japan, 2) a latent aversion to so-called theological hermeneutics of
religion which is based on the historical connection between
Christianity and Western imperialism and Japan’s rejection thereof,
and 3) Japanese scholars’ tendency to deal with religious matters that
constitute a challenge in the present rather than focus on long-term
historical developments among others will be considered. In a second
step, the panel will look at research by Japanese scholars conducted
from the perspective of “global history” to evaluate the merits of its
implementation. Finally, the panel will try to envision how the
implementation of this perspective would change the outlook of
religious studies in Japan. Panelists are encouraged to add, if possible,
further theoretical and methodological issues to the discussion.

The abstracts of each panelist are as follow. The panel will be
conducted in a hybrid format.

Adrian Hermann: “World Christianity and the Global History of
Religion”

Current debates in Religious Studies concern, among other things, the
questions of what role the study of Christianity should play in the
discipline of religious studies and to which aspects of a general history
of religion(s) Christianity is relevant? This presentation will discuss
the role of Christianity in Anthropology, particularly in the “Global
History of Religion” or “Global Religious History” which focus on
the role of global entanglements. For example, early South—South
links in the history of World Christianity from the 16th to 19th

centuries are an important aspect of the “historical conditions” for the
emergence of a global and interconnected history of religion(s) in the
19th and 20th century. These links and transfers further point us to
sometimes surprising connections and exchanges predating the
entanglements between Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, and Islamic local
elites in different regions and across continents mid to late 19th
century as well as the impact of Protestant missions and Protestant
understandings of religions in the 19th century. Since ancient times the
Indian Ocean has been a space of transregional interactions and
entanglements between indigenous Christian actors from various
places, among them Indian St. Thomas Christian traders and other
East Syrian “Nestorian” travelers, later also Catholics from Goa and
Sri Lanka as well as from the Philippines and Mexico, who traveled
frequently to other regions within the Indian Ocean and Pacific World.
Another remarkable example is the transcontinental and global
reception of the “Japan martyrs” of 1597.

Odori Tomoji: “Religion and Global History in Studies on the
Reformation and Protestantism”

Previous studies on the Reformation and subsequent Protestant
movements have focused on developments in Europe and thus placed
much less emphasis on a global historical perspective than studies on
early modern Catholicism. However, amidst economic globalization
and the race for colonies, Protestant churches eventually encountered
the non-European world, where they experienced acceptance,
rejection, and transformation. Therefore, the perspective of global
history is indispensable for both historians and religious studies
scholars of Protestantism. The global history of the Reformation and
Protestantism, like other fields, aims to present a comprehensive
picture, which can only be achieved through the pooling and sharing
of individual research results achieved by scholars around the world.
Through this collaboration, we can grasp both the immutable and the
variable elements of the Protestant religion.

Takai-Heller Yuki: “Prospects and Constraints of ‘Global” Christian
History: Perspectives from East Asia”

The perspective of a global history, though originating from the West,
challenges the previously predominant Western-centric view of
history. Given that Christianity in Asia, particularly theological
education, has historically been heavily influenced by a Western-
centric perspective, the introduction of a global historical perspective
may seem advantageous. However, the difficulty in embracing the
notion of World Christianity in Asian countries like Japan and Taiwan
stems from the minority status of Christianity within the Asian context,
which historically relied for its survival on the Christianity in the
Christian West where it holds majority status. Although contextual
theologies initially aimed to move away from Western-centrism, their
development has been limited. Instead, the Christianity thriving in
Asia is notably influenced by American culture. After considering the
above issues, this presentation will examine the potential pathways
that Christianity in East Asia could pursue.

The panel moderator and commentator, Mira Sonntag, has introduced
the Munich School of World Christianity to the Japanese audience in
her book Christianity in “Global History "—Print Media and Network
Building in Modern Asia (Shinkyo Shuppansha, 2019).
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