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The four largest religions worldwide are:

Christianity	2.4 billion
	Catholic	1.4 billion
	Protestant	830 million
	Eastern Orthodox	250 million
Islam	2 billion
Hinduism	850 million
Buddhism	330 million
total:	5.58 billion

The world population is currently about 8.144 billion. (It reached 8 billion on 15 Nov. 2022, according to the United Nations’ estimate.) The four biggest religions leave about 2.6 billion unaccounted for. Some are Jews, but only 16 million (6 million died in the Holocaust): there are 7.5 in the United States and 7.4 in Israel. Others are Sikhs, Parsees (Zoroastrians), Confucianists, Taoists, adherents of indigenous (tribal) religions, atheists, agnostics, nones (no religious affiliation), etc.

Christianity

Christianity includes more than one fourth of the world’s population. Catholicism is 1.4 billion. Also, Islam is 1.1 billion; so Christianity and Islam are each about 1 out of 7 humans. Demographers project that Muslims will overtake Catholics around 2050, since the birth rate is higher among Muslims.

Catholics are the single largest religious group in America. They declined from about 22% of the country in 1990 to about 19% today. The sex-abuse scandal (pedophile priests) broke in 1984, so some of the decline may be due to that. But some of it is due to disaffiliation (conversions to other religions or to none).

Southern Baptists are the second largest religious group in America, at 4%. But they are declining: in 1980, 1 in 10 Americans was a Southern Baptist, but in 2018, 1 in 20.

Of course, if one puts all Protestants together, they are by far the largest religious group in America: 40%. But Protestants have declined more sharply than Catholics. Protestants were 51% of Americans in 2007 but only 40% in 2024.

The decline in Protestantism may have a bearing on the rise of the MAGA movement (Make America Great Again). MAGA adherents include evangelical Christians (23% of US adults).  81% of evangelicals voted for Donald Trump in 2016, and 82% voted for him in 2024. Perhaps as evangelicals have sensed their growing powerlessness, they have become more anxious and so more radical.

esotericism

Then there is the “Western esoteric tradition.” Just as Christianity has been the dominant exoteric (visible, public) tradition, so esotericism has been the dominant underground (hidden, secret) tradition. Esotericism is a catch-all term for minority religious or spiritual currents outside the Judeo-Christian mainstream or the religions mentioned above. It includes ancient currents (such as Hermeticism, Gnosticism, Neoplatonism, and kabbalah [Jewish mysticism]) and modern currents (such as Theosophy, Rosicrucianism, Freemasonry, occultism, anthroposophy, modern paganism [including wicca], and New Age).

Since Christianity’s triumph over paganism in the 300s CE, esotericism has been in the shadows. But in the last two centuries it has grown because of renewed interest in alternative religions. A surprisingly large number of TV shows and movies rely upon esotericism for their content: magic, devils, superheroes (a recrudescence of polytheism), etc. Presumably this is because mass media (including social media) compete for eyeballs, and hence tend to titillate with what seems dangerous or forbidden.

nones

A long-term trend in the populations of religions is the growth of nones (no religious affiliation). Worldwide, “for every adult [age 18 to 54] who says they joined a religion after having been raised without a religion, 3.2 moved in the other direction—they left religion altogether after having been raised in one.” (Hackett “Christian”)

Christianity has seen the largest amount of disaffiliation. From 2010-2020, Christianity is down in, for example:

Australia	20% (now less than half of the population)
Chile	18%
Uruguay	16%
Canada	14%
United States	14%
United Kingdom	13% (now less than half of the population)

Buddhists had 1.8 people leave for every 1 who joined. Religious switching is rare for Hindus (who are mostly in India) and Muslims (who are mostly in the “Islamic crescent”: North Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia). Perhaps that is largely because they live in more homogeneous societies, with less religious pluralism.

Some who disaffiliate from a childhood religion join another religion. But the growth of nones is undeniable. Why is the pace of its growth increasing? Social fragmentation? Globalization? Social media?

At any rate: here is the situation with religious populations today. (Hackett “How”)
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From 2010-2020, Christians grew by 121.6 million.
But the religiously unaffiliated (“nones”) grew by 270.1 million.
And Muslims grew by 346.8 million.
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Source: Pew Research Center estimates based on more than 2.700 consuses and surveys.
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