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“Aren’t all the most prominent theologians White and Western?” 

 

 

 

I grew up thinking all the most influential theologians were White 

or Western. I think part of this originated from my Anabaptist 

heritage. Anabaptists originated in Europe in the 1500s, so many of 

the "heroes" of the faith whose names and stories I grew up knowing 

were both White and Western. Even later in life, though, when I 

learned about Martin Luther, John Wycliffe, Amy Carmichael, David 

Livingstone, Hudson Taylor, George Mueller, and many others, the 

vast majority of the names and heritage of these giants of faith 

were White and Western. My family's collection of Christian books 

at home did include ones by Watchman Nee (a Chinese church leader 

and teacher), but most of the other authors were—you guessed it—

White and Western.   

 

I remember stories from a book of martyrs including early 

Christians, who in retrospect I imagine were probably not White or 

Western, but I pictured them that way. I think the lack of hearing 

other stories from followers of Jesus who were non-White and non-

Western and probably my own life experience of growing up 

predominantly surrounded by White people made me assume this was 

true. Even my family's spending 3 years in Zambia and 5 months in 

Honduras in my childhood did not shift this perspective, perhaps 

because I saw from my child's perspective that the White Western 

missionaries were the ones "helping" and "leading" the non-White, 

non-Western nationals. I think a lack of emphasis on early church 

history also contributed to this perspective--we never talked about 

the history of the early church or about theological development 

after the conclusion of the writing of the New Testament. And even 

had we done so, I imagine my picture of the significant names 

(Augustine, for example) would have still been White because I had 

seen paintings of them that depicted them that way. 
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The Household Names 
 

Augustine of Hippo (AD 354–430) 
Saint Augustine is typically the most prominent church father of which most Protestants are aware. His book 
Confessions is a best-seller (slightly more so than his magnum opus, City of God). He is well-known for a quote in the 
opening pages of Confessions: “Our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” Many also know Augustine’s theology 
as that which undergirds Calvinism’s explanation of humanity, sin, and salvation. 
 

Martin Luther (1483–1584) 
Martin Luther is considered by most to be the father of the Protestant Reformation. A loud, boisterous German 
monk, Luther is most famous for the 95 Theses against the Catholic Church he nailed to the castle door at 
Wittenberg on October 31, 1517. 
 

John Calvin (1509–1564) 
John Calvin is considered by many to be the most prominent intellectual of the Protestant Reformation. Famous for 
his massive systematic theology, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin is also the namesake for a large swath 
of reformed theology, especially related to doctrines of sin and salvation. 
 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 
Likely the most well-known North American theologian, Jonathan Edwards preached in New England during the 
Great Awakening. His most famous sermon was titled “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” He is remembered for 
his teachings about the need to love God more than the need to study him. Edwards served as an important 
influence in the theology and thought of John Piper (note the themes in Piper’s Desiring God: Meditations of a 
Christian Hedonist).  
 

John Wesley (1703–1791) 
John Wesley is famous twice over for his role in the founding of Methodism (born out of the Anglican church in 
England) and for his two-headed ministry with his hymn-writing brother, Charles Wesley. 
 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) 
A German pastor who spent considerable time in the US on the eastern seaboard, Dietrich Bonhoeffer is well-known 
for his role as a conspirator against Adolf Hitler, for his devotional classics The Cost of Discipleship and Life Together, 
and for his tragic death by hanging at the hands of the Nazis in 1945. 
 

Other Influential Christians 
C. S. Lewis 

Billy Graham 
John Piper 
Tim Keller 
Andy Stanley 
Matt Chandler 
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Medieval & Modern Theologians 
 

Gregory the Great (540–604) 
Rome 

 
Maximus the Confessor (580–662) 
Constantinople 
 

John of Damascus (675–753) 
Damascus; Jerusalem 
 

Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) 
Canterbury 
 

Peter Abelard (1079–1142) 
Paris 
 

Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) 
Clairvaux (France) 
 

Francis of Assisi (1181–1226) 
Italy 
 

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) 
Paris; Cologne; Naples; Rome 
 

John Duns Scotus (1266–1308) 
Scotland; France 
 

John Wycliff (1320–1384) 
England 
 

Catherine of Sienna (1347–1380) 
Rome 

 
Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536) 
Netherlands 
 

Martin Luther (1483–1584) 
Germany 
 

Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) 
Switzerland 
 

Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556) 
England 
 

William Tyndale (1494–1536) 
England 
 

John Calvin (1509–1564) 
France; Switzerland 
 

John Knox (1514–1572) 
Scotland 
 

Theodore Beza (1519–1605) 
France; Switzerland 
 

Jacobus Arminius (1559–1609) 
Netherlands 

 
Richard Baxter (1615–1691) 
England 
 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 
Connecticut; Massachusetts 
 

John Wesley (1703–1791) 
England 
 

Alexander Campbell (1788–1866) 
Scotland; Virginia; West Virginia 
 

Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) 
Denmark 
 

Karl Barth (1886–1968) 
Switzerland 
 

B. B. Warfield (1851–1921) 
New Jersey 
 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) 
Germany; New York; England
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Patristic Theologians & Pastors (think before the expansion of Islam) 
 

Clement of Rome (35–100) 
Likely an acquaintance (some even believe a disciple) of the Apostle Peter in Rome, Clement wrote two important 
letters, one to the Church in Corinth calling for repentance from their immoral practices and offering one of the 
earliest explanations of the Christian sacrament of baptism.  

 
Ignatius of Antioch (35–108) 
As the second Bishop of Antioch, Ignatius was the first Christian martyr after the writing of the New Testament. He 
wrote letters against those who wanted Christians to hold onto Jewish regulations (like Paul’s Galatians), as well as 
those who promoted Docetism, a heresy which denied the humanity of Jesus. Ignatius was executed in Rome for 
refusing to renounce his faith. 
 

Polycarp of Smyrna (69–155) 
Discipled by the Apostle John, Polycarp was a significant figure as the church transitioned beyond the ministries of 
Jesus’ disciples. He converted many away from Gnosticism in the region of Asia Minor (think Ephesus) and did much to 
confront the popular heresies of Marcion. Polycarp was burned alive at the stake in Rome. 
 

Papias (60–130) 
The Bishop of Hierapolis, Phrygia (modern-day Turkey), Papias is thought to have been an associate of the Apostle 
John’s. Though none of his writings remain, the church historian Eusebius records that Papias wrote and taught what 
he learned from John. The remaining fragments of Eusebius’ citations of Papias establish the early acceptance of 
John’s authorship of the Gospel bearing his name. 

 
Justin Martyr (100–165) 
Born in Flavia Neapolis (ancient Samaria), Justin was raised in a pagan household and trained in Stoicism. After his 
conversion, Justin used his philosophical training to argue in The Dialogue with Trypho for the supremacy of the New 
Covenant in Christ, that the Logos is the God of the Old Testament, and that the Church is the new Israel. A gifted 
apologist, Justin wrote treatises addressed to several Roman emperors, one of which was Marcus Aurelius. In 165, 
Justin and several of his followers were beheaded for their faith. 

 
Irenaeus of Lyons (120–202) 
The Bishop of Lugdunum in Gaul (modern-day Lyons, France), Irenaeus studied under Bishop Polycarp in Smyrna, who 
in turn had been a disciple of the Apostle John. After then studying under Justin Martyr, Irenaeus was installed as a 
bishop in Southern Gaul in 178. His major work Against Heresies refuted Gnosticism and defended Christian 
orthodoxy.  

 
Clement of Alexandria (150–215) 
Originally from Athens, Clement was converted to Christianity in Alexandria, Egypt. He preached against greed and 
ungodly motivations for accumulating wealth, as well as Gnosticism. He also advocated for the use of visual arts in 
worship (drawings of doves, fish, and a ship’s anchor) and wrote hymns, some of which are still sung today. 
 

Tertullian (150–225) 
Born to a pagan family in Carthage (North Africa), Tertullian eventually became known as one of Christianity’s most 
gifted apologists. Trained as an attorney in Rome, Tertullian put his learning to defend Christianity and to persuade 
those in power to halt their persecution of believers. Fluent in Greek and Latin, Tertullian began the tradition of 
publishing Christian literary works in Latin.  

 
Hippolytus (170–235) 
A leader in the church in Rome in the face of other rising heretical leadership, Hippolytus contended against 
fashionable modalist heresies and licentious living. After a series of heretical bishops were appointed, Hippolytus fled 
Rome to establish an alternative Christian enclave. He later died as a martyr.  
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Origen (185–254) 
A child prodigy raised in a Christian home in Alexandria, Origen was a strict ascetic and the most prolific Christian 
scholar of his age. Though some of his views were controversial, his main writing De Principiis was the first Christian 
systematic theology ever written. 

 
Eusebius of Caesarea (260–340) 
As the Bishop of Caesarea (in Palestine), Eusebius was considered the first official church historian in Christianity. 
Ecclesiastical History is a ten-volume work chronicling the time from Jesus’ ascension to the conversion of 
Constantine. 

 
Athanasius (296–373) 
The short, dark-skinned Egyptian Bishop of Alexandria was known as the “Black Dwarf” by his opponents. Athanasius 
was exiled five times by four Roman Emperors, spending 17 of his 45 years as Bishop in exile. In opposition to Arius’ 
heretical views of God the Son, Athanasius fought for the dual natures of Christ, and his treatise On the Incarnation 
laid the foundation for the orthodoxy of the Council of Nicaea. He also provided the earliest list of the 27 canonical 
books of the New Testament. 
 

Ephraim the Syrian (306–373) 
Refusing to be consecrated as a bishop in Syria (by acting insane, a la David), Ephraim lived as a monastic ascetic 
which afforded him the ability to produce a wealth of theological study and reflection. He is credited with more than 
1,000 individual writings, totally approximately 3,000,000 lines of text. He wrote numerous commentaries, and 
worked extensively on the Syriac-Greek version of the New Testament, the Diatessaron. He composed many hymns 
and poems, some of which were polemics against Arianism, while others taught about the eternity of each person in 
the Trinity, the Holy Spirit’s role in prayer, and the resurrection of all men. 
 

Cyril of Jerusalem (315–386) 
The Bishop of Jerusalem and a staunch opponent of Arianism, Cyril is well-known for promoting pilgrimages to the 
“holy city” as an act of great piety and value to one’s faith. His most valuable surviving work is a collection of 23 
sermons called St. Cyril’s Catechetical Lectures, in which the bishop teaches extensively on evangelism, conversion, 
catechesis, baptism, and the sacraments.  

 
Hilary of Poitiers (315–368) 
The Bishop of Poitiers (in modern France), Hilary fought to defend the orthodoxy of the Nicene Creed against Arianism 
and to support Athanasius against the Emperor Constantine. He contributed much to today’s understanding of the 
Trinity with his twelve-volume work, De Trinitate.  
 

Gregory of Nazianzus (325–389) 
One of the three “Cappadocian Fathers,” Gregory served as the Bishop of Nazianzus, and later as Bishop of 
Constantinople. His defense of the Trinity (God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) against Arianism in his Five Theological 
Orations laid the groundwork for much of how we understand the Trinity today. He also wrote extensively against the 
heresy of Apollinaris (who denied the existence of a human soul in Christ). 
 

Basil the Great (330–379) 
One of the three “Cappadocian Fathers” (with Nazianzus and Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa), Basil was trained in 
Constantinople and Athens. Upon the death of Eusebius, Basil was chosen to succeed him as Bishop of Caesarea. 
There he fervently fought against Arianism and Sabellianism (effectively, modalism). His lasting influence, however, is 
his appeal to the Bible and early Christian tradition to prove the divinity of the Holy Spirit in De Spiritu Sancto. Basil 
died relatively young due to illnesses related to an extreme ascetic lifestyle. 
 

Gregory of Nyssa (335–394) 
One of the three “Cappadocian Fathers” and the younger brother of Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa was a major 
figure at the Council of Antioch and at the 2nd Ecumenical Council at Constantinople, defending the Nicene Creed 
against the Arians at both. He contributed much to the doctrine of the Trinity, especially to the concept of God’s 
infinity, perfection, and immutability while simultaneously existing as three persons.  
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Ambrose of Milan (339–397) 
Considered the first Latin church father from a Christian family, Ambrose was appointed the Bishop of Milan. A skilled 
rhetor and a famous preacher, Ambrose preached against the Arian heresy. Ambrose also championed ascetic 
spiritual disciplines and was a major figure in the widespread adaptation of hymn singing in Western liturgy. He is 
most most-well known for evangelizing and baptizing Augustine of Hippo. 
 

John Chrysostom (349–407) 
John was considered one of the greatest preachers of the patristic age, famous for his eloquent and uncompromising 
preaching. He was nicknamed Chrysostomos—“golden mouth.” His sermons were what earned him repute and 
ultimately led to his death. He preached against abortion, prostitution, gluttony, and the dangers of public spectacle 
and gambling. John was forced into the role as Bishop of Constantinople, where he continued to preach against the 
abuses of wealth and power. He was exiled for his criticism of Emperor Arcadius, where he died of poor health.  

 
Jerome (347–420) 
Born in Dalmatia, Jerome is best known for moving to Jerusalem to learn Hebrew to translate the Bible into common 
Latin. His translation became known as the Vulgate, which was the primary textual work undergirding the production 
of the King James Bible in 1611. 
 

Augustine of Hippo (354–430) 
Raised in Thagaste by his Christian mother, Monica, Augustine lived a life of debauchery in his youth. After studying in 
Carthage, Augustine became a follower of Manichaeism and a teacher of rhetoric. He left for Rome to live as a 
professor, and was soon called to Milan to teach rhetoric. Augustine was there exposed to the preaching of Ambrose. 
During the Easter Vigil of 387, Ambrose baptized Augustine into the Christian faith. In 391 he returned to North Africa 
to set up a monastery in Hippo. Against his will, Augustine was consecrated as a priest, and in 393 he was installed as 
the Bishop of Hippo. He wrote extensively against the errors of Manichaeism (a Persian form of Platonic Dualism), 
Donatism, and Pelagianism. His magnum opus, The City of God defended Christianity against the charge that the 
religious movement caused the downfall of Rome’s empire. 
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The African Legacy of Christianity Today 

 
The Western University 

• The Library at Alexandria established the model for the European universities.  

• The first medieval universities (Padua, Italy; Paris, France; Salamanca, Spain; Oxford, England) followed 
methods of text examination, the development of curriculum, and the philosophical underpinnings that 
were refined in North Africa in the 2nd century. 

 

Interpreting the Bible 
• Origen, Didymus the Blind, Tyconius, Cyril of Alexandria, and Augustine of Hippo (each in North Africa) 

had profound influence on how interpreters in Asia Minor and in southern Europe understood the Bible. 

• Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa (all 4th century bishops) were crucial in 
defining early Christian thinking on God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. These 
Cappadocian fathers were decisively shaped by the interpretive methods coming out of Africa.  

 

Shaping Early Christian Doctrine 
• Gnosticism, Arianism, Montanism (a charismatic form of Gnosticism), Marcionism, and Manichaeism 

were all thoroughly argued as problems of biblical interpretation in Africa well before they were clearly 
worked out in Europe. What Irenaeus and Hippolytus of Rome learned about Gnosticism was learned 
largely from Africans such as Valentinus, Basilides, and the Sethians. 

• Athanasius’s readings of the Gospel of John against those of Arius (a Libyan) were altogether African in 
character, language, and spirit. His biblical interpretation and theology had a profound impact on the 
Nicene formula. 

Development of Ecumenical Church Councils 
• The earliest bishoprics in North Africa patterned their doctrinal decision–making processes after the 

Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15). They developed highly sophisticated protocols and procedures for drawing 
together Christian leaders in councils to reach agreement on conflicted questions. 

• These North African means and methods were adopted almost wholesale at the later ecumenical 
councils in Europe and Asia (Nicaea, Constantinople, etc...) 

 
Important Ancient Manuscripts 

• John Rylands Fragment: the oldest surviving NT manuscript from AD 125–175, and was purchased at an 
Egyptian market in 1920. 

• Chester Beatty Papyri (discovered in 1931): 2nd–4th century manuscripts from a Christian library in Fayyum, 
Egypt. 

• Codex Sinaiticus: one of the best-preserved NT manuscripts to have survived. Dated between AD 300–
400, it was discovered in a monastery at Mount Sinai. 

• Codex Alexandrinus is an important manuscript containing copies of 2 Peter and 1 John. Dated between 
AD 400–500, it is believed to have originated in Alexandria. 
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“The list [of African contributions to the formative years of the 

Church] could go on, and it should. It could show in more detail 

how Western penitential practice was profoundly shaped by Optatus 

of Milevis, and the teaching of justification by Marius Victorinus. 

It could track the influences of Africans like Minucius Felix on 

apologetics, of Lactantius on universal history, of Primasius on 

apocalyptic interpretation, of Athanasius on civil disobedience, 

of Cyprian on ecclesiology, of Tertullian on theological method, 

of African women like Perpetua and Felicitas on eschatological 

courage, and of Augustine on practically everything that would 

later be considered quintessentially European. The biographies of 

Evagrius, Cassian, Athanasius, Augustine, Origen, Pachomius and 

Benedict are part of this story of south-to-north transmission of 

tradition.”  

— Thomas Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind 

 
 
 

Now that we know… 
 

1. We can be grateful that our Christian heritage is richly shaped by a multitude of cultures, demonstrating 
God’s faithfulness to his promise to bless the nations. 
 

2. We can be humbled by our indebtedness to the many saints who have come before us. 
 

3. We can (and should!) look further into our “family tree” and learn more about the history of the church. 
 

4. We are blessed to witness the diversity—that already exists—in the Kingdom of God. 

 


