
Evert Van De Poll

2 2 3Chapter 13

Chapter 13

Heritage of European Christianity

Christianity has shaped the cultural landscape of Europe. Idioms of speech, 
proverbs, topographical names and family names, architecture, music, literature 
and other art forms, educational institutions, health care and social aid structures, 
even infrastructure, all these bear the marks of prolonged Christian influence. 
Holidays and popular festivals have biblical roots, and many social customs are 
based on the teachings of the church throughout the ages. Even the preponderance 
of human rights in the political realm is inexplicable without acknowledging their 
roots in Christian ethics. Despite its decline, Christianity is still the major religion 
in all European countries, except one or two in the Balkans. Making an inventory 
of this heritage would need more books that any person is able to write. By way of 
summary we shall list a few elements that stand out.

13.1. Continued Existence of Churches and Communities 

However we think about the alliance between altar and crown, however we 
evaluate the methods used to spread the faith and to Christianize entire societies, 
we have to acknowledge that Christianity has been preserved in Europe, in 
contrast to other regions where it has become virtually extinct (Central Asia) or 
reduced to a minority (North Africa and the Middle East). Once upon a time, it 
flourished in those regions as well, but the pressure of local rulers proved too 
strong as they subordinated society to their religion. The military campaigns of 
Muslim caliphs and sultans depleted vast regions of their Christian populations.

For a long time, Europe was a bastion where the church could develop. 
Monasteries and cathedrals were built, as well as parish churches in every town 
and village. Liturgies and festivals, theological and spiritual traditions, doctrines 
and pastoral wisdom have been preserved and transmitted from generation 
to generation. We have libraries full of theological works; we have countless 
moving stories of evangelists, monks, mystics, pastors, Christian laymen and 
pioneers; we have an enormous treasury of hymnal and instrumental music. This 
is a rich heritage, a legacy to the global church and the world alike.

This heritage not only consists of what has been preserved from the past 
but also of an impressive number of church institutions and local communities 
today. All of them are tributary to centuries of European Christian tradition, the 
fruit of ongoing evangelisation. Standing on the shoulders of former generations, 
they are living witnesses to a long history of faith. They are part of the heritage 
of Europe and the Gospel.
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13.2. The Bible

When enumerating the heritage of European Christianity, special mention 
should be made of the Bible. It did not originate in the West but in the 
East. The oldest translations were made there as well. But Europe has been 
instrumental in preserving the text through a long of tradition of manuscripts 
being written by countless faithful copyists, both in the Latin and Greek parts 
of Christendom. 

When the printing press was invented in Europe, the Bible was among the first 
books to be printed in great numbers, and disseminated among the population.

Translations were made in all the vernacular languages of Europe; and these 
translations had a formative influence on the development of these languages. 
It is not an overstatement to say that Bible translation helped to emancipate the 
languages of the people. In so doing, it gave value to their cultures, stimulated 
their national identity, contributed to their literature, and fostered their spiritual 
development.

Through European colonists and missionaries, the Bible has been distributed 
in commercial stations, colonies and unexplored inland regions all over the 
world. And there, the same pattern repeated itself as the Bible was translated 
into local languages. Often, missionaries wrote grammars, taught people to 
read and write, so as to be able to read the Holy Book. This gave value to the 
indigenous language and culture, thus stimulating the ethnic identity of the 
people and contributing, in the long run, to their emancipation from European 
domination. 

13.3. Global Christianity

When considering the heritage of European Christianity we have to look beyond 
the continent as well.

Legacy of mission
The link between Europe and mission has for a long time been almost intrinsic. 
As the explorers opened trade routes and as European nations founded colonies 
in the East and West and South, the call to evangelise the ‘heathen’ was heard 
and heeded. Catholic missionary congregations took the lead in the sixteenth 
century; they planted the Church of Rome in their expanding colonies. It was at 
that time when the Latin word mission took on its particular meaning of planting 
churches in regions that were not yet Christianised. 

The kings of Spain and Portugal were commissioned by the pope to 
establish the church in their colonies, and to bring in the indigenous people. 
Franciscans, Dominicans and Jesuits were particularly zealous to carry out 
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this mission. Their model was the corpus christianum of Europe. But as they 
were confronted with other cultures, they realised that some measure of 
accommodation was necessary. This led to vehement discussions in the 
church whether or not the European liturgy should be fully implemented 
everywhere, or whether it should be adapted to indigenous language and 
culture. 

Protestants were slow to follow, but when they did, beginning in the 
eighteenth century, they deployed a missionary enterprise that could stand 
up to all comparisons with the missionary endeavours of the Catholics before 
them, in terms of personnel, zeal and sacrifice. Meanwhile, the Russian Orthodox 
Church spread Christianity to the outer limits of the vast empire of the tsars; to 
Central Asia and throughout Siberia, even to Alaska! 

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, North Americans joined the 
movement but Europe remained the leader of Christian mission – Catholic, 
Protestant and Orthodox combined – till the second half of the twentieth 
century. 

This missionary enterprise has left deep imprints on the minds of non-
Europeans. Many of them consider Christianity to be a European religion, and 
Europe as a Christian continent. Of course, this is no longer the reality, but 
ideas that have taken such a long time to develop do not easily change or 
disappear!

Of course, the way in which the Gospel was spread and churches were 
planted bore the marks of European culture. Certain elements of the missionary 
enterprise can be criticised and their negative influence should be acknowledged 
in all honesty: attitudes of superiority, contempt and rejection of local cultures, 
accepting the system of colonialism, serving the interest of European powers. 
But for all the negative aspects than can be enumerated, the impact as a whole 
remains an impressive one.

Churches have now been planted everywhere in the world, Christianity is the 
largest world religion in terms of church membership. This global spread is to 
a large extent the outcome of four centuries of uninterrupted and large-scale 
European mission. 

Institutional heritage
European missionaries also left a rich heritage of schools and hospitalsall over 
Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, Asia and Oceania. Many of them have 
developed into large institutions. They have generally come under government 
control, but their origins cannot be denied. It is a fact of history that many 
leading politicians in the former European colonies were educated in mission 
schools! In most developing countries, the basis of the educational and medical 
infrastructure has been laid by Europeans, for the largest part by mission 
congregations and organisations.
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13.4. Foundational Values in Society

The Biblical message has been transmitted by human beings who did not 
always live up to its ideals. But notwithstanding all the prejudices, mistakes and 
weaknesses of the church, the message has taken root. The Bible has become 
the most influential book in the making of the European mind.

When the Gospel spread through Europe, pagan cultures were offered a 
hopeful perspective. The cyclical cosmology of the pagans disintegrated and 
gave way to the idea that the world could change, that people should work 
to transform their living conditions, and that there was a future promised by 
prophets and apostles. Nature was disenchanted, no longer seen to be under 
the control of spiritual forces that kept people in thrall but was the work of the 
Creator, entrusted to the dominion of man. Man was given the unique position of 
being created in the image of God, called to work and live according to the moral 
values of the revealed Word of God. Relationships were renewed, monogamy 
became the norm, and the family assumed a central place. Political authority 
came to be reinterpreted as delegated authority under the supreme authority 
of the unique God who stood above creation. Biblical values of justice, liberty, 
human dignity, and personal responsibility, created a completely different 
culture. Wim Rietkerk comments: ‘This, I suspect, is what God had in mind with 
the rise of Europe.’161 

Christianity has made a lasting impact by developing values that have 
become foundational for European societies. These values are now secularised, 
or generalised if you like. They have become part and parcel of our culture, so we 
take them for granted. They serve as presuppositions for political decisions as 
well as personal decisions. But many people forget that they have been forged 
over a long period of time, in Christianised Europe.

Seven pillars
In an article summarising the impact of Christianity on European culture, Wim 
Rietkerk distinguishes seven values that have become foundational for the 
development of our societies. He calls them ‘the pillars on which the European 
house is built.’ 

• The importance of man’s calling – Man is called, not to escape the world, 
neither to adapt to the world, but to change it. Europeans do not believe 
that we should escape the material world as Eastern gurus preach, or that 
we should accept life as fate, as Muslims hold.

161 Wim Rietkerk, ‘God’s Experiment’. See bibliography for details [16 May 2010].
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• The meaning of labour – Man is called to cultivate the earth, to explore its 
potential and to develop communities. Work is meaningful. Our choices 
shape the world. Our actions have the potential to enrich lives and we 
should take responsibility to ensure that they do.

• The structures for inter-human relationships – Monogamy in European 
culture is a fruit of Christianity, as is the place of the family, the protection 
of marriage, structures for school, business, university, and finally civil 
government.

• Moral order – every non-Christian European will agree that it is wrong to 
cheat or to steal and that the highest value is to love your neighbour as 
yourself.

• Human rights – the socio-political values of solidarity with the poor, 
equality under the law and before the law, freedom of the individual, 
and so on. They are written in the marble of national constitutions and 
European treaties.

• The dignity of man – Every human being has a unique and intrinsic value, 
having been created in the image of God. That is a precious treasure of 
European culture. Rietkerk gives the following illustration:

All over Europe traffic stops when an ambulance passes. We hardly are aware of 
it, we do not watch it, but it is remarkable. All these strong and healthy people 
behind the wheel of their cars stop and wait for one weak, ill individual. That does 
not happen in India. Europeans understand that a person is not just a wheel in a 
machine. He or she is an original. That is a pillar that cannot be absent in the house 
of our culture. 162

It is tempting for us Christians to ‘annex’ all the values that are commonly held 
to be foundational in European societies. In so doing, we may overemphasize 
their Biblical origin, while overlooking the fact that some of these values can 
also be traced back to Greek and Roman philosophers. 

Swiss Archbishop Jean-Louis Bruguès recognizes this in his article about the 
Christian roots of Europe. He identifies six values that have determined our 
European identity, values that still determine our view of human life. These 
‘foundational basic laws’ are the dignity of man, the search for justice, the need 
to speak truth and the freedom to follow these principles even when they run 
contrary to social customs or to the will of political rulers.163

162 Wim Rietkerk, op. cit.
163 Jean-Louis Bruguès, ‘Die christlichen Wurzeln Europas,’ in Urs Altermatt (Hrsg.), 
Europa: Ein christliches Projekt?, p. 17.
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Other values are the need to cooperate for the common interest, the 
principle that we should treat our subordinates as we would like to be treated 
by our superiors. All of that was already taught by Greeks and Romans, 
although they only applied it to part of society. In their ‘democracy,’ slaves 
were excluded and women had inferior civil status. This would only change 
through the influence of the Biblical message, as we shall point out in the 
following paragraphs.

The unique value and natural rights of every human being
Jean-Louis Bruguès goes on to mention one value ‘that should be the most 
well-known of all but that is widely ignored because the Biblical heritage has 
become the blind spot of the secularised societies.’ What is this value?

Man is created in the image of God. With this basic law, which is based on the 
Judeo-Christian revelation, everything in ethics is said, or at least the most 
essential is said. Here all the other basic laws that we have collected in our 
journey through our history, find their source and their culmination, their 
justification and their explanation. Every human being is created in the image 
of God, unique, special, irreplaceable and indispensible. Evil can harm him and 
trials can discourage him, but he always remains greater than his guilt. Because 
he is created by the God who is the source of all truth, he is capable of learning 
this truth and of living accordingly….

Every man is a new image of God, and this gives him unique value. Every man 
enjoys the sanctity of being from the moment of his conception till the hour of 
his death. This value lends him certain natural rights that are linked to his person 
and that do not depend on laws of society or the recognition of the group. 164 

The list of these rights has lengthened as centuries passed, and is still not 
finished: the absolutely primal right to live, the right not to be hurt physically 
and morally, the right to marriage and to raise children in a family, the right 
to culture, the right to freedom of conscience and opinion, the right to the 
sharing of responsibility. Europe has become increasingly sensitive about 
these rights; it continually strives to formulate them more comprehensively 
and more profoundly. In this sense, Europe has never ceased to  
be Christian.’

Here is the principle to which the Biblical message has given birth in 
Europe: all men are born equal and are worthy therefore of respect, freedom 
and happiness. Today, Americans and Europeans and other ‘Westerners,’ 

164 Jean-Louis Bruguès, op. cit., p. 18.
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whether they are religious or non-religious, consider this value to be self-
evident and therefore universal. As it is written in the American Constitution; 
‘We consider it to be evident that all men are born equal.’ However, in many 
other parts of the world this is far from self-evident. Even in ancient Greece 
and Rome this was not self-evident. This is not the contribution of Athens 
or Rome. This is the unique contribution of Jerusalem, transmitted by the 
church.

Charity (neighbour love)
Closely linked to this principle is the Christian tradition of charity or agapé.’ 
According to this principle, we have to love God above all things and our 
neighbour as ourselves. This principle extends to every human being, in the 
first place to those who have material and spiritual needs, whatever their 
colour or creed. Granted, not all Christians have acted on this principle. But 
church history is full of examples of unrestricted and sacrificial love, examples 
that have inspired others to act similarly. They still speak to the hearts and 
minds of our modern secularised contemporaries. The Christian teaching of 
charity is one of the main sources of Western ethical values.

‘This principle has caused a re-evaluation of all values (Umwertung aller 
Werte) in the first centuries of our era,’ affirms Dutch philosopher Govert Buijs. 
‘Its consequences in the western world today are still visible in the aid offered 
by churches and Christian agencies.’165 And in secular humanitarian work, we 
would add. It is a typical European and Western reflex to immediately organize 
relief and rescue, food and shelter, whenever there is a natural disaster in 
the world, whenever refugees are fleeing zones of warfare, whenever famine 
breaks out in drought ridden areas. Virtually all NGOs in development work are 
western. You won’t find such a massive aid offered by China or Japan or Islamic 
countries, despite their accumulated wealth. It is a typical western thing, and it 
is due to the influence of the Christian principle of charity.

Human rights
Our inventory of Christian heritage also includes human rights. There is in 
Europe an almost absolute attachment to human rights. Surely, their formulation 
in modern, secular terms dates from the Enlightenment. It is often claimed that 
the Enlightenment did not take this notion from Greek philosophy, but this is 
impossible. Mariano Delgado explains:

165 Govert Buijs, ‘Tegenwind van Geest,’ in: Erik Borgman (e.a.), De werking van de Heilige 
Geest in de Europese cultuur en traditie, p. 21ff. 
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The idea and praxis of democracy in Antiquity were closely related to the 
presupposition of natural inequality. In ancient Greece, the citizens put themselves 
proudly over and above women, strangers and slaves. The idea that every man as 
such is a rationally acting being, who deserves an equal measure of freedom and 
respect, simply did not exist then.166

One had to wait for the seed of the Gospel to take root in Europe, before the 
idea of the fundamental unity of mankind could make way. When one comes to 
think about it, human rights are to a large extent secularised or universalised 
Christian ethical principles.

13.5. Cultural Heritage

Europe has an extremely rich Christian cultural heritage. Visit any museum and 
you will find paintings of Biblical scenes, sculptures of Biblical persons. In any 
concert hall you can hear Biblical texts and Christian beliefs sung by professional 
musicians. Composers have set the Gospel accounts of the passion of Christ to 
music and countless Europeans listen to a performance of Bach’s St. Matthew’s 
Passion , for example.

Cathedrals are crowded with tourists who admire the edifices that were 
constructed for the glory and adoration of the triune God. As guides explain to 
them the symbolism of the architecture and the meaning of the works of art, 
people are hearing the message of the Bible, everyone in his own language, and 
seeing it portrayed before their eyes. Church officials of Canterbury Cathedral 
tell us that tourists entering this famous sanctuary outnumber the people 
who attend worship services. This illustrates that the architectural heritage of 
Christianity is of great importance for society in general as much as it is to the 
Christian community. These are just some of the many elements of Christian 
cultural heritage. There are many more.

Think of the plethora of Biblical words and expressions that have become 
part and parcel of everyday language. Think of the personal names. Millions of 
Europeans bear a Biblical name. In countries dominated by a Roman Catholic 
tradition, it is even the majority of people! 

Think of the hundreds of thousands of towns and villages, streets, bridges, 
rivers, mountains and forests named after a Biblical person or a saintly Christian 
who has marked church history. 

166 Mariano Delgado, ‘Europa als christliches Projekt,’ in: Urs Altermatt, Europa: ein 
christliches Projekt, p. 53. Our translation from German.
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Think of the festivals that mark our calendar. Our holidays were originally 
Christian holy days. Most people participate in the popular customs during 
Christmas and Easter, but Christmas trees, Boxing Day presents, Easter eggs 
and the like originate in the Christian celebration of these festivals. And 
don’t forget the many, many local festivals that often have a link with the 
church.

Monasteries and abbeys throughout the continent developed agriculture, 
beer production, wine culture, culinary recipes and herbal medicine. 
Whenever you have a drink, remember that you might well be tasting a 
Christian heritage!

We could go on and on and on, but let us add to this short list just one 
element of immeasurable richness: the Biblical and traditional Christian 
imagery that is omnipresent today in books, films, children’s stories, theatre 
plays, publicity spots, advertisements, and popular music. 

13.6. Institutional Heritage 

Motivated by the Biblical message to be the salt of the earth and light to the 
world, churches and individual Christians have created many institutions: 
universities, schools, hospitals, social welfare centres, trade unions, political 
parties, sport clubs, and so on. European societies are literally filled with them. 
This is yet another important part of the Christian heritage.

General institutions of Christian origin
Many secular universities and schools, libraries, orphanages and rehabilitation 
centres today started as Christian, or church related institutions, many secular 
hospitals as Christian hospices. Today’s hotels have their predecessors in hostels 
for Christian pilgrims throughout the ages.

Quite a number of these institutions have been dissociated from their 
Christian origin and taken on a general character. But their existence today is no 
less a legacy of Europe and the Gospel. 

Some institutions have retained their Christian identity, but they serve and 
attract a much wider population than only the community of believers. They are 
outposts of Christianity outside the church. Here are two examples. 

Christian medical social service
Many non-Christians work in ‘Christian’ hospitals, care centres, rehabilitation 
centres and so on. These institutions were set up by concerned Christians. 
Their policy is still based on the confessional convictions of their founders, 
but their public is much larger. They are an important and indispensible part 
of the national health care systems in every European country.
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Christian schools
The same can be said of confessional Christian schools. In countries with a state 
school system, Protestant and Roman Catholic schools attract many pupils from 
non-Christian families. Even Muslim parents often prefer to send their children 
to a Christian school when there are no Muslim schools nearby, considering that 
they at least teach respect for the Creator. Catholic private schools in France 
and southern European countries enjoy a high reputation for the quality of 
education, the level of discipline and the attention paid to individual pupils. 
Many secularised parents send their children to these schools, accepting the 
religious instruction as part of the package.

13.7. Christian Political Presence

Although there is an official separation between church and state in virtually all 
European countries, Christianity is present on the political scene. Some individual 
politicians, while belonging to a secular political party, explicitly relate their action 
to the Christian faith. Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair is an example.

In several countries, there are ‘Christian’ political parties, sometimes closely 
linked to a particular denomination. They endeavour to apply Christian and 
Biblical principles to current political issues. Interestingly, these parties not 
only draw support from an identifiable Christian constituency but also from 
people who are not affiliated with any church. This wider electorate approves 
of the political program of such parties, or just the performance of their leader. 
Consequently, Christian politicians and parties can obtain election results that 
outweigh the number of potential Christian voters. Examples are the Christian 
democratic parties in several highly secularised countries. In some countries 
(Germany, Belgium, The Netherlands) they have at certain times even succeeded 
in obtaining the post of prime minister.

Again, this political presence today is the fruit of consistent Christian political 
involvement in the pluralistic democracies of Europe, throughout the preceding 
centuries. As such, it is part of the Christian heritage.

13.8. Implications for Christians

Besides formidable barriers, European societies also present us with typical 
bridges for the Gospel. As Christians we are in a privileged situation. The message 
we wish to communicate has been influencing our societies for many ages and 
left many traces. Elements of Christianity are present everywhere around us. 
They become bridges for communicating Biblical truth. Here are some venues of 
action and further reflection.
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Explain Christian heritage
There is a rich Christian heritage in every European country. It is there for 
everybody to see and hear and read and touch and visit. But who will be a guide? 
Many people visit cathedrals without understanding their symbolism. They 
enjoy sacred music and admire famous paintings of Biblical persons without 
understanding the real meaning. They use the benefits of hospitals and school 
that were once Christian institutions, but they have no idea why and how they 
came about. They give their children names of Christian saints while ignoring 
their history. 

Here we have a countless number of bridges for the Biblical message. We 
only have to explain, simply explain. Because we are familiar with the Bible, 
we have the key to unlock the meaning of this rich cultural heritage to our 
contemporaries. As Christians we are ideally equipped to explain European 
culture to our contemporaries who are ignorant of its background. 

Christian heritage centres have developed in several locations that organise 
lectures and heritage tours.’ The last thing is not difficult; every church can do it. 
Throughout Europe there are things that will interest a wider public. People are 
generally fond of discovering culture, ranging from local music to local cuisine 
and local customs, and also natural sites with a history, architecture, and so on. 
In most cases, there is a link with the history of the church. Find out about it and 
transmit it to others.

David Brown, General Secretary of the French Evangelical Student Movement, 
Groupes Bibliques Universitaires, and pastor of a new church community in Paris, 
has worked hard to set up an exhibition to show the unfolding story of salvation 
by using Christian cultural heritage. He has selected sixteen paintings of well 
known painters, from Leonardo da Vinci and Rembrandt to Goya and Van Gogh. 
Each painting represents a Biblical story. Placing them in a certain order tells 
the story of creation, the fall, and salvation, from Genesis to Revelation. In a 
very well done glossy brochure, he offers background information about the 
artists and the story of each particular painting. He also invites the visitor to try 
and place his personal history in this grand story. In so doing he uses Christian 
cultural heritage as a bridge to communicate the Gospel. He is wise enough to 
do this implicitly! Give visitors the freedom to look for themselves, and to ask 
further questions if they like.

Christian institutions – where the world meets the message
A second avenue to pursue is the presence of schools, universities, hospitals, 
nurseries, rehabilitation centres, libraries, holiday resorts, and so many other 
institutions all over Europe – even to a certain extent, albeit limited, in countries 
where communist rule has destroyed so much of this institutional heritage. 
These institutions have been created by Christians and still have a confessional 
base. Even sport clubs! That is where the world can meet the message, provided 
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we do not let the Christian identity be further diluted in larger structures that 
have a neutral character. 

Several European countries have trade unions and political parties with 
a confessional base. While they have been created to defend the position of 
Christians, they attract many people outside the visible church community. 
Christian views on social and political issues receive tremendous exposure 
through these organisations.

There is a growing awareness among politicians today that the state cannot 
and should not attend to everything that needs to be taken care of. There is a 
tendency to limit the scope of the welfare state, while keeping vital services 
intact. Politicians recognize the need for intermediate organisations to play a 
crucial role in providing education, welfare, medical care, and so on. This leaves 
more room for institutions with a Christian identity to serve a wider public. In so 
doing, they give credibility to the message of the church.


