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INTRODUCTION: WHY JUSTO
GONZALEZ MATTERS FOR
UNDERSTANDING CHURCH
HISTORY

When students, pastors, and serious lay
readers  first  encounter  church  history,
the sheer scope of two millennia can feel
overwhelming.  Names,  councils,
heresies, and political shifts blur into a
daunting  timeline.  For  decades,  one
resource has stood out as both a trusted
guide  and  a  refreshingly  different  lens:
the  works  of  Church  History  Justo
Gonzalez. But what makes his approach
so  enduring?  In  an  academic  field  often
dominated  by  European  or  North
American perspectives, Gonzalez brings
something unique—a desire to tell  the
story of the church from the underside of
history, from the global South, and from
the voices often left in the footnotes.
Justo L.  González is  a Cuban-American
theologian,  historian,  and  Methodist
minister  whose  two-volume  work  The
Story  of  Christianity  has  become  a
standard  textbook  in  seminaries  and
universities  worldwide.  Yet  his  influence
extends  far  beyond  that  single  set  of
books.  Through dozens  of  volumes  on
church  history,  theology,  and  biblical
interpretation,  Gonzalez  has  reshaped
how  we  think  about  the  past.  He
challenges  readers  to  see  that  church
history  is  not  a  smooth,  inevitable
progression of Western orthodoxy; it is a
messy,  contested,  and  beautifully

diverse  narrative.  This  article  explores
the life, key works, and enduring legacy
of  Church  History  Justo  Gonzalez,  and
explains why his perspective is essential
for  anyone  seeking  a  deeper,  more
inclusive understanding of the Christian
tradition.

THE MAN BEHIND THE HISTORY:
JUSTO L. GONZÁLEZ'S
BACKGROUND

To appreciate the uniqueness of Church
History  Justo  Gonzalez,  it  helps  to
know his personal story. Born in 1937 in
Havana,  Cuba,  González  grew up in  a
P r o t e s t a n t  m i n o r i t y  w i t h i n  a
predominantly  Catholic  culture.  This
circumstance  gave  him  an  early
awareness of what it means to be part of
a marginalized religious community. He
pursued  theological  studies  at  the
University  of  Havana,  then  earned
degrees  from Yale  Divinity  School  and
later  a  doctorate in  historical  theology
from Yale University.
González’s  Cuban  roots  and  Latin
American identity profoundly shape his
historical perspective. While many North
American church historians have written
from  within  a  context  of  cultural  and
political  dominance,  González  writes
from  the  memory  of  colonial ism,
revolution, and economic hardship. This
vantage  point  makes  him  acutely
sensitive  to  the  ways  power—whether
i m p e r i a l ,  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l ,  o r
economic—has  influenced  the  telling  of
church  history.  He  does  not  claim
objectivity;  instead,  he  candidly
acknowledges  his  own  standpoint,
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inviting  readers  to  consider  how  their
own location affects their  reading of  the
past.

From Seminary
Professor to
Global Voice
After teaching in various institutions in
the  United  States  and  Puerto  Rico,
including  Candler  School  of  Theology
and the Interdenominational Theological
Center  in  Atlanta,  González  became a
prolific author. His writings reflect a deep
commitment  to  making  historical
theology  accessible  without  sacrificing
academic  rigor.  He  is  also  a  founding
member  of  the  Hispanic  Theological
Initiative  and  has  mentored  countless
Latino/a  theologians.  Today,  his
influence  is  felt  across  the  globe,
particularly in Latin America, Africa, and
Asia,  where  his  work  resonates  with
Christians who have often been taught
church history from a purely European
point of view.

THE MASTERWORK: THE STORY
OF CHRISTIANITY

No discussion of Church History Justo
Gonzalez  would  be  complete  without
examining his most famous book. First
published  in  the  1980s,  The  Story  of
Christianity  is  a  two-volume  set  that
covers  the  entire  sweep  of  Christian
history from the apostolic age to the late
twentieth  century.  What  sets  it  apart
from  other  standard  textbooks?  Three
key  features:  narrative  flow,  global
scope,  and  social-justice  awareness.

Narrative Flow
and Readability
González  writes  like  a  storyteller.  He
does not simply list dates and decrees.
He introduces characters—some famous,
some  obscure—and  shows  how  their
lives intersected with larger movements.
Readers often remark that The Story of
Christianity reads more like a novel than
a textbook. This is intentional. González
believes that history is fundamentally a
story, not just a collection of data. He
uses vivid prose to bring the past to life,
making dense theological controversies
understandable  without  dumbing  them
down.
For  example,  his  account  of  the Arian
controversy does not merely explain the
difference  between  homoousios  and
homoiousios. He paints the political and
personal tensions that made the Council
of  Nicaea so  dramatic.  He shows how
emperors,  bishops,  and  ordinary
Christians all had stakes in the outcome.
By doing so, he helps readers see that
church history is never just about ideas;
it is always about people and power.

A Truly Global
Perspective
Traditional church histories often center
on Western Europe and North America,
with  Asia,  Africa,  and  Latin  America
mentioned  only  as  s ide  notes  or
missionary  fields.  Gonzalez  flips  that
script. He gives substantial attention to
the early churches in North Africa (such
as the Coptic and Ethiopian traditions),
the  Eastern  Orthodox  world,  and  the
spread of Christianity in the non-Western
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world  during  the  colonial  era  and
beyond.  He  also  devotes  significant
space  to  the  history  of  the  church  in
Latin  America,  including  the  role  of
indigenous  and  African  peoples  in
shaping  Christian  practice.
This global lens is not just a matter of
adding  more  names  and  places.  It
changes  the  narrative  arc  itself.  For
Gonzalez, the center of gravity in church
history  has  repeatedly  shifted—from
Jerusalem to the Mediterranean, then to
Europe, and now to the global South. He
argues that the church’s future vitality
will likely come from regions that have
been  historically  marginalized.  This
perspective  has  become  increasingly
influential  as  scholars  recognize  that
Christianity is now predominantly a non-
Western religion.

Social Justice and
the Underside of
History
Another hallmark of González’s work is
his attention to the poor, the oppressed,
and  the  dissenters.  He  does  not
romanticize  them,  but  he  insists  that
t h e i r  s t o r i e s  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  t o
understanding the church’s identity. He
h igh l ights  movements  l ike  the
Waldensians,  the  Anabaptists,  and  the
early  Franciscans  not  as  oddball
footnotes  but  as  prophetic  voices  that
challenged institutional complacency. He
also  examines  how  the  church  has
sometimes allied itself  with  oppressive
regimes, and he does not shy away from
criticism of the Constantinian synthesis
or the medieval Crusades.
In his treatment of slavery, colonialism,

and  racial  injustice,  Gonzalez  is  direct
yet measured. He shows how Christian
theology  was  both  used  to  justify
oppression  and  to  fuel  l iberation
movements.  His  own  theological
commitments  lean  toward  a  “theology
from the margins,” which has made his
work  especially  popular  in  seminaries
with  a  focus  on  social  justice  and
liberation theology.

OTHER SIGNIFICANT WORKS BY
JUSTO GONZÁLEZ

While The Story of Christianity remains
his most widely read book, González has
authored  many  other  influential  texts.
These works further expand the themes
found  in  h i s  magnum  opus  and
demonstrate  the  breadth  of  h is
scholarship.

Christian
Thought
Revisited and
Theological
Method
In  this  book,  González examines three
types of theology (based on the models
of Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyons, and
Or igen )  and  sugges t s  ways  to
appropriate  them  for  contemporary
reflection.  It  is  a  dense,  rewarding
volume  that  shows  his  ski l l  as  a
systematic  thinker.  He  argues  that
historical theology is not a museum of
dead ideas but a living conversation that
can inform current debates.
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A History of
Christian
Thought (Three
Volumes)
For  those  who  want  a  more  detailed,
t echn i ca l  i n t r oduc t i on  t o  t he
development  of  doctrine,  González’s
earlier  three-volume  A  History  of
Ch r i s t i an  Though t  p rov ides  a
comprehensive  survey.  While  less
narrative-driven  than  The  Story  of
Christianity,  it  remains  a  standard
reference  for  students  of  historical
theology.  It  covers  the  patristic,
medieval, and Reformation periods with
clarity and depth.

For the Healing
of the Nations:
The Book of
Revelation in an
Age of Cultural
Conflict
González has also written extensively on
biblical  interpretation.  This  particular
book  offers  a  reading  of  Revelation  that
focuses on its message of justice rather
than  on  date-setting  or  apocalyptic
speculation. He connects the apocalyptic
visions to the experiences of persecuted
Christians  past  and  present,  showing
how the book speaks to issues of empire

and resistance.

Acts: The Gospel
of the Holy Spirit
and Other
Biblical
Commentaries
His  commentaries  on  Acts,  Luke,  and
other  New  Testament  books  reflect  his
historical sensitivity and his concern for
the  church’s  mission.  He  consistently
reads Scripture with an eye toward how
the  early  Christ ian  communities
navigated  power,  ethnicity,  and  social
divisions—themes that remain pressing
today.

THE IMPACT OF CHURCH
HISTORY JUSTO GONZALEZ ON
THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION

Why  has  Church  History  Justo
Gonzalez become so central to modern
theological  education?  The answer  lies
partly in the changing demographics of
Christianity itself. As more students from
Africa,  Asia,  and  Latin  America  enter
seminaries,  they look for histories that
speak to  their  own contexts.  González
provides precisely that. He validates the
experiences  of  Christians  who  are  not
part  o f  the  t radi t ional  Western
mainstream and helps them claim their
place in the great tradition.
Furthermore, González’s work has been
embraced  by  many  who  seek  to
decolonize the curriculum. His insistence
that church history is not a triumphalist
story  of  Western  civilization  but  a
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complex,  often  painful  global  journey
challenges  students  to  rethink  their
assumptions.  Courses  that  use  his
textbooks  often  generate  l ively
discussions  about  race,  class,  gender,
and power.

Pedagogical
Strengths
González is also a gifted teacher on the
page. He uses clear, concrete language.
He defines his terms. He provides maps,
timelines,  and  study  questions  in  his
textbooks.  He never  assumes that  the
reader already knows the material. This
m a k e s  h i s  w o r k  a c c e s s i b l e  t o
undergraduates,  lay  church  members,
and  even  advanced  high  school
students,  while  still  being  challenging
enough for seminary students.
Many  professors  appreciate  that  The
Story of Christianity can be assigned in
sections  because  its  chapters  are
relatively short and self-contained. The
narrative structure also makes it easier
for  students  to  remember  key  events
and  figures.  Unlike  some textbooks  that
read  like  an  encyclopedia,  González’s
prose  invites  reflection  and  personal
engagement.

CRITIQUES AND CONVERSATIONS

No  scholar  is  without  critics,  and
González  is  no  exception.  Some
traditionalist  historians  argue  that  he
gives  too  much  weight  to  marginal
movements  at  the  expense  of  the
mainstream.  Others  contend  that  his
liberationist lens sometimes leads him to
read modern political concerns back into
earlier periods. Still, these critiques are
often  made  in  the  context  of  deep
respect  for  his  contributions.  His  work

has  generated  a  healthy  conversation
about  how  church  history  should  be
written and for whom.
González himself has responded to such
critiques with characteristic humility. He
acknowledges that every historian works
from  a  particular  perspective,  and  he
encourages readers to engage multiple
sources. He sees his own work not as the
final  word  but  as  one  voice  in  a  larger
dialogue. This openness is part of what
makes his writing so inviting.

HOW TO APPROACH READING
CHURCH HISTORY JUSTO
GONZALEZ FOR THE FIRST TIME

If  you  are  new to  his  work,  here  are
some suggestions. Start with volume 1
of The Story of Christianity, which covers
the early church through the dawn of the
Reformation. Read it slowly, letting the
characters  and  conflicts  sink  in.  Then
move  to  volume  2,  which  brings  the
story up to the late 20th century. After
that,  you  might  explore  Christian
Thought Revisited  for a more doctrinal
focus, or dip into his commentaries on
specific biblical books.
For  those  interested  in  the  impact  of
colonization on Christianity,  his  shorter
work  The  Changing  Shape  of  Church
History  (which  collects  essays)  offers
valuable insights. There is also a helpful
introductory  volume  called  Church
History:  An  Essential  Guide  that
condenses many of his key themes into
a brief, accessible format. This is ideal
for lay study groups.
As  you  read,  pay  attention  to  the
questions he raises. González often ends
chapters  or  sections  with  open-ended
reflections  that  invite  you  to  consider
how the past informs the present. He is
not interested in giving you a fixed set of
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facts to memorize; he wants you to think
historically and theologically.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF JUSTO
GONZÁLEZ’S HISTORICAL VISION

Church history is not a static record of

what happened long ago. It  is  a living
conversation  about  identity,  faith,  and
mission. Justo L. González has gifted the
church with a vision of that history that
is at once scholarly, compassionate, and
hopeful. He reminds us that the story of
Christianity is  far  bigger than any one
culture or era.


