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This study has showm (a) the theoledend midec ne

ception of the modern missionary povinent, (b)Y the afriecans’®

theologicsl appropriation of the Chrictian faith to thyr

e

cultural znd religious heviiire in the context of the modern

missionary backgrounts and () the levels of coutenporary ffrican

ceritiques of Christianity tc which Afirican Christian theolcgical

reflection must respond. Tt has also shown (d) that at both the
cultural and ideational jevels the modern missionary enterpriss

introduced praclices and ideas which were new to African

culture and thought, but that in spite of the shortcemings of

the modern missionary process Christianity has becone

establishad among jirican individuasls and peoples.

The African responses of acceptance and rejection

of the Christian faith are clusely associated with the way in

which Christianity was jntroduced in East Africa through the

modern missionary movement that gained momentum in the nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries. The African understanding

of Ciwistianity was greatly influenced, in some cases positively

and in others pegatively, by the missionary enterprise through

whiczh Airican ipdriurats awd comwmitics Lecame exposed to

the Christian faith,

The modern missionary movement, in both its
Protestant and Catholie forms, based its major objective of

spreading Christianity from Eurnpe to countries abroad, on
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assumptions which are both historically and theolegically
questionable. Historically; the moviment was often, though not
always, in appesroent alliancc with the colonizl ad:iaistration,

to the extent that missionary organizutions and | .lividuals
operating in Africa sought ilc protecction of those colonizing
countrics from which they vere scnt. Soretimes the missionaries
from different col@nizing powcrs clached in the "mission ficld? ~
Africa -~ not only because ¢f doctrinal disagrecment, but also
because of their countries of origin. Thus the missionaries
working in Africa regarded themselves as not only Christian,

but also as English, Scotish; Irish, French, German, Italian

and so on., _Iheir missionary activity consisted not only in
teaching Africans the essential proclamation of the Christian

faith, but also in imparting their respective cultwres to

African peoples, thereby destructively undermining the African
cultural and religious heritage.

This historical development thrived on a theological
assumption which was scripturally erroneous = that Hestern culture
was parteand=parcel of Christianity, and that therefore the
spreading of the Christian faith to nen-European peoples
autsiatically seant 2180 Zupac ting destern ®civilization® to
them. That assumption was strengthened by the belief in
'progress® which at that time was anchored in the advances of

modern science and in the developments of modern national ism

in the western world.
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That theslogical assumpticon was a deviation frea the
theological insight agreed upon at the Council of Jerusalenm
(Acts ch. 15, Galatians che 2), which became the cornerstene
of missionary principles during the first three centuries of
Church history = until Constantine. That insight, vhich
St. Paul often repeated (Romans chs. 2-3; 1 Corinthians ch. 9;
Galatians chs. 2-3; Colossians ch. 3:5-11) was that in Christian—
ity there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised,
barbarian, Scythiuan, slave, freeman, but Christ is all, and
in all (Col. 3:)1). It is jronical that this insight was compietely
overlooked by most missionaries who introduced and worled to
establish Christianity in East Africa, in spite of their
pietistic orientation and sustained insistence on scriptural
justifications for their missionary calling. Rather than follow
this insight, they maintained the attitude of superiority
which was dominant in the western world during the ninecteenth

century, that African peoples were culturally fprimitive®

and religiously depraved,

The Council of Jerusalem recommended that Christian
missionary activity should be comnstructively critical of,
ratysyr than destrourivaly proaudiccd againzt, the cultural and
religious heritage of the peoples to whom Christianity was to
be introduced., Following the approach endorsed at that Council,
Christianity became readily and critically adapted to the cultural,
Pe}igious and philosophical setting of the Graeco-Roman world

within the first three centuries of Church history. Hence
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the Genzral Cooovils of the Churceh i theaet period, wvhich met
from time to time to distinguish between heresy and catholicity
of Christian daectlrines, In cvontrast, in Fast Africa and indced
in othar parts of Africa scuth of the Sihimra most: Christian
missjionaries opcrated foltlouing the approach of rasi-cultuiral
prosclytization; in which they demanded of their African
converts to denounce and abandon totally, the African heritage
and adopt the culture of the missionary nasters as a pre-
condition of conversion. Such was the approach of the Judaisers
in the early Church, who deianded that Gentiles must undergo

circumcision and other OlLd Testament customs as a pre-condition

of admission into the Church. This approach of proselytization

was rejected at the Council of Jerusalem.

The legacy of *Christendom' which developed in the
medieval pcriod still lingered on after the Reformation, and
became pronounced among both Protestants and Catholics during
the modern missionary movement. Some African Christians accepted
its erronecus theological assumptions, but they did not, as
their missionary masters expected and demanded, complctely

detach themselves from the basic elements of African culture,
religiovs beliefs and intellectual “~::= ~f »aference. oo
they theoretically amd outwardly accepted and echoed the Church
discipline established by their missionary teachers, while
internally and practically they retained their African cultural
and religious identity. Such African converts remained faithful

adherents of the Churches that grew directly within the activities

of the various denominational missionary societies.



Oth'-_', .P.fl icnn (.I:'.'.i‘:'tiarls {""_““1 }r challcnqed tlle

theologicul & viiplion that an Afirican wmusce first abzandom or

disclaim his curinral hermitrec and adept the westarn way of

1ife =5 a pre—vonlivion ci conversion to Christianity., They

did rot considrr acculturation as a pio-rcquisite of conversion
o

Having the Bible (cr parts of it) as the basis of their

interpretative authority, they established their own Churches,

which the missionory authorrities did not at first respect.

Most missinnaries considered such Churches as ignorant-distor-

tions of the Christian faith. But those Afiricans vwho joined

them could also sece the cpen rivalrics in the intéYpretation

of the Christian fajth among ihe various wvestern derominations,

and could nrot therefore accept the validity of such
criticism. Thesc Africam=tlcd and African~-founded Churches
represent another African perupective of Christianity, which

adds to the depominational proliferation and complexity in

East Africa, espccially in Kenya.

still other Africans outrightly rejected thec missionary
imposition of a new culture and a new religion, especially when
such imposition was clearly strengthening colonial domination.
This African perspective of Chirisvasaniiy was ba-ad un The
ﬁrgment that if Christianity was a religion which supported
human degradation, political oppression, cultural domination and
economic exploitation, then it was not a religion worthy for

an African to follow, unless he wanted to &ndorse his own

dehumanization. 1t was because of the initial erroneous
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theological assumntion, and the nissionary suproaches following

from it, that this resentment developed zwong Africans.

Howucvev, their negative responsc to the modern missionary
enterprise was not a rcjcction of the Christian faith zs such

iy y
but of that particular presentation oi it., Yor, if Christianity

tGood News® that comes 80 that man might *have life and

(Jobin 10:10), it could nol essentially

is the

have it abundantly?

be in favour of anything that delmmanizes the human individual

or community.

African Christian theologians are beginning to.s%%,)

iculate academically, the relevance am

analyse and art
ns of the Christian faith i
African Christian theology has

implicatio n the context of contempo-

rary Africao The quest for an

becomc a significant trend of Christian theological thinking,
especially during the sccond half of the twentieth century.

ment of a theolegical tradition is a long process,

The develop

most parts of Afric
been established there for only about a

and in a this process has only just begun,
Christianity having
century. It js therefore too early to determine definitely,
nstitute the di

Al cait be 4oL aind kas been done in one

what will co rection of African Christian theolo-

§ =y leatilne

gic=

chapter of this study
African theologians have found to be of

, is to identify some of the major

concerns which
n the context of the
Such concerns may form the foundations

jmportance i ir contemporary experience,

training and interests.
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of what might lzter be catenorized and studied as the African

Christian theolosical tradition.

At the rame Line, academic critiques of Christianity

have bzen articulated and portrayed especially in creative

writing = in novels, plays and poetry. This study has shown

that such critiques could be considered as raising two levels

of criticism - cultural-historical and intellectual-~
philosophica1. At the culturzl-historical level Christianity
in Africa is criticised in the context of the modern missionary

enterprise, because during the colonial period many missionaries

were not outspoken in fayvour of the African resistance to
colonial rule and cultural domination. By their acquiescence

acilitated the development of colonialism and made the

they f
impression that Christianity vas the religion of the oppressors =
which was in fact a wrong and unfortunate association. At the

intellectual-philOSOPhiCal level the Christian faith has been

trayed as having been incompatible with the religious ideas

por
jentation of African peoples. African

and jntellectual or
eologians will in the £

s of criticism, if they are to

Christian th uture need to address

es to these two level

themsely
to Africans Christianity is intellect-

guccecs in showing that

socially relevant, practically effective,

IJBJ-]-}’ sat jsfyings
y adaptable and doctrinally

culturally flexible, historicall

consistente.
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PREFACE

Objective

The objective of this interpretative study is to
examine the missionary background of the introduction of
Christianity into East African cultural and religious contexts,
and the African expressions of Christianity resulting from
that background. The study consists of an introduction, six

chaptera and a conclusion.

Ihe Study

In the Introduction a consideration is made of the
corcept of Mission in the New Testament as a response to the
tgreat commissior'e An Autliné is then made of the implementation
of Christian missiOn in the Graeco-Romun world, noting some
contrasts between early missionary activity and the modern
missionary movement of the nineteenth and iwentieth centuries,

through which Christianity reached the interior of East Africa.

The first chapter proceeds with a study of the modern
missionary background which gave momentum to the introduction
‘of the Christian faith in East Africa, It examines the

missionaries' interpretation of the 'great commission',



their policies, objectives and approaches in their missionary
work. The lag of almost twenty centuries between the beginning

of the Church and the arrival of Christianity in East Africa

is also examined.

Having provided this missionary background in the
first chapter, the second one examines the teachings of this
rew religion in relation to the African cultural heritage,
presenting some aspects of Christian life as they were introduced
by various missionary societies, and considering how those asvects
were interpreted by African Christians in the contexts of their
traditional culture. The third chapter continues this consideration
with regard to some Christian beliefs as they were understood
by African converts in the context of traditioral African
¥hat was new in the beliafs which Christianity

religious life.
introduced? How were these beliefs accommcdated into the

religious thinking of African converts?

The fourth chapter outlines the various strands of
Christianity which have resulted from miszionary efforts
in East Africa. A consideration is made of both the African
Churches which grew directly through the modern missionary
movement following denominational traditions that originated
in Europe and ﬁorth America, and the 'Independent‘ Churches

which are another form of African response to, and expression

of, Christianity.
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In the fifth chapter a study is nade of the quest
for an African Christian theology, presenting some emerging
themes in modern African Christian theological reflection.

The sixth chapter examines modern African criticism of Christie
ﬁnity, and the impact of that criticism on Christian missionary
assumptions and approaches through which Christianity was
introduced and established in East Africa. These six chapters

are followed by a brief conclusion,
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INTROUCTION

In the New Testament miasion is understood as
fgoing out' to all the worlds The Church's missionary
#ctivities derived motivation from the ’grecat commission?
of Jesus Christ to all his followvers, té go out and proclainm
his Cospel (Mark 16:15). The Gospel message was that the
Kingdom (reign) of God was within the reach of everyone who
would begin to live in accordance with the new insights
which Jesus had taught and exemplified in his ministry, death
and resurrection. The new life in the Kingdom of God would

come through faith and repentance on the part of the believer,

and forgiveness on the part of God.

Transmitting the Gospel from one culture to another
raised many challenges. For example, duwring tha apostolic
period there arose basic guestions regarding the relationship
between the 0ld Testament customs end traditions on the one
hand, and the Gospel on the other. There were also questions
as to what should be the relationship between the Gospel
“~and the cultural and religious heritage of ithe Graeco-Roman
peoples. Saint Paul spent muck time and effort elaborating

these relationships, and his epistles in the New Testament

exemplify his contributions to the discussions on those issues.
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In response to the 'great commission® missionary
activity in the early Church sﬁread Christianit} as a new
religion apart from Judaism - a religion which spread
beyond Palestine to the whole Graeco-Roman world, with
converts among both Jews and Gentiles. Paul emphasised
the universality of the Christian faith: in Christ there
should be "neither Jew nor Greekese.y neither male nor
fema]e...,-neither slave nor free...' (Gal. 3:27-29),
Instead of proselytization as practi;ed in Judaism (in
which the Gentiles wishing to be converted to Judaism had
to adopt the Jewish culture), evangelization became the
Christian approach to win converts. Every Christiasn convert
was challenged to become an apostle of Jesus Christ, and

live as a loving brother or sister of all others,

Some of the people who had become converted from

Judaism to Christianity were not quick to realize the

discontimnity between their former religious life and the
 new Christian faith. For example, they thought that in

order for Gentiles to be admitted in the Christian Church

it was necessary first to be initiated into the Jewish

traditions and customs, such as the rite of circumcision

which all Jews practised aqq_§11 proselytes into Judaism had

to adopt. Others, such as Paul and Barnabas, considered that



faith in Jesus Christ was adequate for all Christians.

The polarization of these views was expressed by Paul in his
epistle to the Galatians, in which he insisted that it was
unnecessary for the Gentile converts to undergo the Jewish
rite of circumcision since faith in Jesus Christ had set
everyone free from the Old Testament law. He criticized
Peter and James for demanding that Gentiles should adopt
Jewish cultural practices, and for segregating themselves

as Jews, from the Gentiles (Gal., 2:11-21).

This debate on the relationship between Christianity
and Judaism was settled in the Council of Jerusalem (Acts
ch. 15) which was attended by such missionary leaders as
Paul, Barnabas, Peter, James, Silas and Judas (Barsabbas).
Phul's-view prevailed at the council. In suppoft of it, Peter
convincingly expressed the conviction that in the Christian
mission to the Graeco-Roman world, the Holy Spirit was
active among the Gentiles just as he was among the Jews,
and therefore there should be no boasting within the Church
(Acts 15:6-11). The view that it was inappropriate to
subject non-Jewish converts to Jewish culture, did not imply
that the Church should be uncritical of Graeco-Roman cultures
and religions. Rather, it meant that the Gospel should
challenge the shartcomings of all people and their cultures,

both Jewish and Gentile. Hence Christians became unpopular

among; and were persecuted by. both the Jewish and Graeco-
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Roman traditionalists. The martyrdem of Stephen (Acts
ch. 6-7) and the unpopularity of Paul and his missionary

team in various cities (far example, Acts ch, 17-18),

illustrate this fact.

The missionary enterprise of the ninetecn*h

century which introduced Christiauity to the interior of

Fast Africa faced a similar problem, For example, it had

to deal with the relationship between Christianity and the

African cultural and religious heritage. It had also to

deal with the relationship between the nissionary sccioties

and the African Christian Churches which became established.

In view of the New Testament concept of mission as response

to the tgreat commission' and considering the insights

drawn from the missionary activity of the early Church as

shown, for example, by the resolution of the Council of

Jerusalem discussed above, remarkable conirasts are observabie

between the setting and approach of the missionary movement
"7 of the early Church on the one hand, and that of the mine~

teenth century missionary movement through which Christianity

reached East Africa on the other. & fey such contrasts

are outlined below, as a prologue to the study which follows.1

o s —y———— et o

The spreading of Christianity in the Graeco-

Roman world was carried out by people who had Lecome accul-



turated into the Graeco-Roman culture. Many of them, such as
Saint Paul, were Jews who had accepted Christianity. Others
were Gentiles who, prior to their acceptance of Christianity,
were acquainted with Judaism, through proselytization or
other contacts in the Graeco-Roman cities. For example,
Timothy was the son of a Greek father and a Jewish mother,
and was circumcised according to Jewish custom (Acts 16:
1-3). Hence missionary activity among the Greek and Roman
peoples had a familiar cultural background. In contrast,
Christianity was introduced into East Africa by missionaries
who were sent from other continents, mainly Europe and America,
to cultural and religious enviroments to which they were
totally new and unfamiliar. On arrival the missionaries

had to begin by acquainting themselves with the new cultures,

religions and languages of the African peoples whom they had

come to evangelize,

puring the first century the Christian Gospel

... _was first proclaimed in synagogues to Jews and prosclytes
who, being familiar with the 0ld Testament messianic prophecy,
were expected by the evangelists to acknowledge Jesus of
Nazareth as Christ, the Messiah, to accept his teaching and
become his followerse. The modern missionary movement in

‘East Afrjca did not have such a familiar religious starting

point. African religious heritage was not written in
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scriptures to which the foreign missionaries might refer,

and the missionaries saw no connection between the Gospcl and

the religious backgrounds of the peoples to whom they hud come.
Hence Christianity was introduced as an entircly new faitk and
way of life, discontinuous with the African cultural and religious
heritage. African converts acknowledged the novelty of Christ-
ianity, but they did not abandon completely their traditional
hasic beliefs and cultural values. This point is elaborated

in chapters two and three below.

For the first four centuries of its existence in
the Roman empire, the Church was a persecuted minority,
Christians had to meet in secret in private houses, and evangelize
at the risk of martyrdom. In contrast with this missicnary
situation in the early Church, Christian missionary activity in
East Africa had the protection of colonial powers, although
the objectives of missionary societies and those of colonial
authorities did not always coincide. For example, missionarics
~"and colonial authorities claimed to have a common objective
as far as 'civilizing' African peoples was concerned, but
beyond thaé, missionaﬁiés were also interested in spreading
the message of‘Salvation', which was not a concern of colonial
administration. Miasiona;ies hoped to prepare their African -
converts for the individualist 'salvation' of 'souls'! in heaven,

to Bave®' them from damnation in hell, 'I‘hé colénial administration,
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was primarily interestod in entvoirching colopial politiecal

power abrocd; and hew ¢y facili'.ting exploiiciion of the reso=-

urces in the colonics £ov the b nefitv of the colonial poucrs

at howne. Thus the colonial adminiotration provided protection

for Christian missionay activity, as long as that activity
was seen to be a factcr furthering; rather than hindering,
the fulfilment of that primary colonial interest.3 From the
beginning of missionary activity in Ezst Africa, schools,
churches and mission stations were built, and Alrican

conversion to Christianity was not as threatenzd by colonial

administrators who played the role of protectors, as Christians

were persecuted by _.Roman authorities in the early Church.

It may be added that, it is questionable whether
in fact colonialism was based on a genuine interest on the
part of the colonizers, to ‘civilize’ African peoples, although

this objective was widely claimed. For instance, Placide

els, in Bantu Philosophy (1945, Eng. ed., 1959) wrote : It

Temp
has been said that our civilizing mission alone can justify our

occupation of the lands of uncivilized peoples. All owr
writdngey lectures and broadcasts repeat...our wish to
civilize the African peOpleS---3a In that reference,
Tenpels argued that western powers had concentrated too much

on technical progress, and on amelioration of material conditions,

but they had neglected *progress in human personality®, which
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he copsidercd to be the highest aspcet of civilization. 1In

his view, industrializaticn, introduction of an European

economy, permanent raising of production — »11 “hat was not

necessarily a measure of civilizaticn. On the contrary, it might
le2d to the destruction of civilization, unless sufficient

account was taken of man, of human personality. ile concludeds:

tje see more clearly every day that the Iuropean civilization
imported to the Bantu iz a mere superficial garb which has no

. b
deep impact upon their SOulEq§ George W. Carpenter in his

book The Way in Africa (1959) commented: *Despite high—

sounding talk about “the white man®s burden" few Furopeans

had any interest in Africons as people. To a great many
government officials they (Africans) were subjects to be

dealt with en masscj to company officers they were "hands"

to be put to work®.

Bernard DEIfgaau“, in TWEthieth Centuz:y Hlilosow,

(1969), explained this background as follows:

The predominant idea of the nineteenth century...
continued Lo & that tl~0y and practice should be
kept distinct from each other, Man understood in
philosophy and science. but he acted in the social
and political forms which he gave to the world.
The leading circles in Purope imposed their own
forms on Furopean society and went on to impose

them on the whole of the yor-ld. Imperialism and
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colonializm did not look for any theoretical
justification for their actions - although they
trr_d somctimes to justify them afterwards in
bad faith — and they vere generally accepied as

a matter of course simply because the superiority

of Western man was taken for granted.3d

Thus the motives of exploiting the resources in
the colonies and establishing political prestige by expanding
enpires, were the primary driving interests of colonialism,.
The supremacy of European powers over colonized peoples was

presupposed, hence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries the leading circles in Europe did not concentrate

their attention on theoretical {or theological) justifications

Such justifications followed, rather than
3e

for colonialism.
preceded, the development of colonialism and imperialism.

The missionary situation changed in the Roman
empire after A.D. 313 when, following the conversion of
emperor Constantine, Christianity became the popular religion
of sto cmpire. The Church then assumed authority, to the

extent that heretics and *pagans® were very harshly treated

ag the Church entrenched its position. Conformity with the
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expectations of the established Church became common practice.
In East Africa, Christianity never became established to such
Furthermore, the organization of missionary

a degree.

activity through numerous missionary societies with different

denominatio ~ponecrships, did not facilitate the develop-
ment of such vified ecclesiastical authority as was

possible in the Graeco—-Roman world from the fifth century

onwards.

Missionary activity in the Graeco-Roman world

was an urban phenomenon. The book of the Acts of the Apostles

in the New Testament narrates missionary journeys from town

1's epistles were written to Christian

conmunities in towns, for example, Rome, Corinth, Ephesus,

Thessalonica and Colossea. Evangelization in East Africa was

mainly a rural phenomenone. Most of the African population

js still rural and the majority of Christians live in rural

areas. In Kenya for example, more than ninety percent of

the population is rural, and most Christians are rural duellers.5

Whereas Latin and Greek sufficed in the urbanized Graeco—Roman

world, in Fast Africa many languages are spoken, and the
translation of the Bible into these African languages became
ant aspect of missionary activity in Africa.
Out of about one thousand African languages, the Bible has
been translated, partly or in full, into about six hundred

versions. The work of translation and revision of older
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versions, is still in processe

In the Graeco-Roaan world, Christianity was the
only religioa that made a vnique claim to universality,
with missionary proclamation centred on the belief that in
Jesus Christ God had made his will krpown to mankind once
and for zll. In the East African context, Christianity
is not the only religion which has been introduced claiming
universality. Islam, which also holds this claim, has been
established in somc parts of Africa, including East Africa,
for many centuries. The Baha'i faith also holds this claim,

and has at least thirty thousand adherents in Kenya.

Missionary activity in the early Church was
carried out in a setting where there was only one recognized
imperial authority, with the Roman emperor as its head. In
Africa, especially after the Berlin Conference (1884-5),
Christian missionary activity was organized under competing

European imperial powers.

Although there were such remarkable contrasts
betucen the missionary situaticn in he Grovoo-aanan world
and that of nineteenth century East Africa, the faith which

Christian missionary activity was proclaiming in both s&ituations
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was one, centred in Jesus Christ and motivated by his 'great
commission' for all his followers to proclaim the comiﬁg of

the 'Kingdom of God'.

Within the first century of the Christian era the
Church spread rapidly from Jerusalem to other towns in the
Roman empire, becoming a reiigion mainly of non-Jews. In
the Centile setting it became necessary for the Church to
show the relevance and link between the Gospel and

hellenistic thought. The foliowing are two examples of in which

this was domne.

The writer of the gospel according to Saint John
opened his ﬁortrayal of Jesus Christ by establishing a 1ink
between the Greek philosdphical concept of LSEEE and the
Hebrew belief in YHWH as‘the Creator of the world. The cosmos,
according to an important trend in Greek metaphysics; was
held together into one coherent system by a rational principle,

l,"

Logos. The author of that gospel identified this principlé”,
¥
YHWH, who in Judaism was believed to be the originator of
11 things (John 1:1-5). AU the same time, the author
proclaimed Jésus to be the Wrd of God, in the sense that
through the Incarnation God in Jesus Christ had come to dwell
" with mankind, so that through him, mankind might have eternal
life (John 1:9-18), (John 3:16-21). 1In the hellenistic

settiné, Jesus was portrayed as Christ and Lord, and in the
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Hebrew setting, as Messiuh and great Rabbi. Thus from the

bepinning of micsionary activity in the Graeco—-Roman world
H

efforts werc made to estallish criticrlly, 4 positive

relevance of Christianity to its Hebrew background, and to

hellenistic thought.

Paul in his missionary journeys through various

parts of the Roman cmpire, related the new teaching of
Christianity to wvhat his audience knew, thought, believed
and cxperienced. For exampled, at Athens he debated with
Stoics and Epicureans, and even defended his faith at the
Areopagus (Acts 17:18-21). To the Jews he began with the
Hebrew prophetic tradition and related it to the Gospel

(for example, Acks 22:1-22),

This approach of relating the Gospel to the religious,
philosophical and cultural backgrounds of the peoples being
evangelized, was generally not followed in the ninetcenth
century missionary movement which introduced Christianity
to the East African interior. Early missionaries to
East Africa presented Christianity as a religion and way
of 1ife having no link or relevance to traditional African
thought and life.7a Whereas Christian missionary activity

in the early Church sought to show, critically, the relevance

of the Gospel to the thought and culture of the peoples being
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evangelizcd, most early Christian missionary teaching in
East Africa followed the prejudiced approach of proclaiming
the irrelevance of the African philosophical, religious and
cultural backgrounds, to the Christian faith and to western
civilization of which the missionaries were propagators,
Hence the derogatory and prejudiced view propounded by some
Furopean writers, such as J.C. Carothers, that traditional
African thought was the product of retarded consciousness,

which made African adults think and act like childrene8

q"

In spite of the failure of early Christian missionaries

to relate the Gospel positively to the African background,
Christianity was accepted by some African converts, who made
their own interpretations of what they saw, read and heard in
the process of missionary activity. The process of defining
and articulating this positive Africaﬁ response to Christianity
has 2lready begun, and some of the emerging themes of

African Christian theological reflection are elaborated im

- chapter five below. At the same time however, there was
continuous African resistance to the missionary presentation
of Christianity, which portrayed Christianity as part-and-
parcel of western civilization. In the African resistance
against colonialism, the missionary brands of Christianity
‘were perceived as one of those aspects of western civilization
which had been imposed on African peoples, and which must be

rejected along with the political, economic and cultural
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aspects of colonial domination. It should be noted that this .
African response to the experience of colonialism did not
necessarily imply African rejection of Christianity as such.
This observation is attested, for example, by the establish-
ment of African Clwristian Churches independent from missjionary
control in various parts of Africa.g From this historical
background, some African criticism of the missionary
presentations of Christian faith bhas continued, While within
the African Churches there is a growing trend towards the
development of an African Christian theology, outside the
Church there is also a corresponding development of modern

African criticism of Christianity. This is elaborated in

chapter six.

The attempt to divide the early Church, for
instance, between the Jewish Christians and the Gextile converts,
was rejected, as early as in the Council of Jerusalem, and
Paul emphasised the concept gf the Church as.the indivisible
';;df of Christ' (Eph. 2:11=-22, Rom. 12:3~21, 1 Cor. ch., 12). |
ih the nineteenéh century missionary activity, distinction
was made, with pre judice, between the missionaries from
abroad. who believed themselves to be *civilized' and
'christjan?, and therefore, materially and spiritually
superior, and the African peoples whom they considered
‘uncivilized®, *primitive®, 'heathen®, and therefore

materially »nd spiritually depraved, This prejudiced and
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unappreciative approach was a failure, on the part of the
modern missionary movement, to follow the missionary insights
of the early Church.10 It is from the fact of this failure
that this study proceeds, by first examining the coming of
Christianity to East Africa, and the missionaries! objectives

and approaches as they worked to introduce the neﬁ faith.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE COMING OF CHRISTIANITY TO EAST AFRICA

AND THE MISSTONARY UNDERSTANDING OF MISSION

1.1 THE MISSION LAG

Although the 'Great Commission® was a basic
scriptural motivation of the missionary oﬁtreach of the
Church during the first three centuries, Christianily did

not reach the interior of East Africa till the nineteenth

century. There was a 'mission lag' from the beginning of

the fourth to the end of the eighteenth centuries. During

that period the Church became established and integrated in

the life of the continent of Burope, but its expansion in

er continents waited until the rise of the modern missionary

oth
movement.  There were several factors contributing tec this
lag in missionary outreach, some of which are pointed out

below.

The conversion of emperor Constantine to Christianity

of Milan in A.De 313, made Caristianity a

and the edict
fashionable religion in the-Roman empire, Christianity was -
ated and accepted, and this tended to slow

officially toler
activity in the Church. Nominal

down the pace of missionary



Christianity became a feature of the Church, in the sense
that many people considered it fashionable and respectable

to be regarded as Christians. During the first three
centuries Christianity was a persecuted religion, and tended
to be accepted only by those vho became fully committed to
the Gospel and were willing to persevere the derisions,
persecutions and martyrdom. In the pre—Constantine period
the Church was a persecuted minority conscious of its calling
as a missionary community. Fashionable, nomimal Christianity
in the post-Constantine period raised numbers in Church
membership, but reduced the ecarlier missionary fervour of
the Church, The monastic movement ,2 rather than missionary

outreach, uas'the significant response to that development.3

There was some micsionary activity during the medieval
period, but this was carried out by a few individuals who took
Ciristianity to the ends of the Roman wo::-lt\l.,z'L The Church

during the first century was characterized by missionary

‘movement, whereas in the medieval period it was more involved

in consolidating its position. It was during this period, that

the concept of 'Christendom’' developed, as Christianity
5

became integrated and entrenched in the cultures of Furope.

In view of the development ©f the missionary process outlined

in the introduction Christians of this period thought more

about consolidation than about expansion as .illustirated below.



The Church was greatly challenged by doctrinal
controversies especially during the fourth and fifth centuries,
during which time its great creeds were settled upon in the
great ecumenical councils.6 Those doctrinal controversies
tended to reduce the missiOnafy outreach of the Church, in the
sense that the Church's efforts were spent mainly in resolving
the controversies and-establishing the catholic faith over and
against the various heresies. Thus the persecution of heretics

became a remarkable feature of the Church during the medieval

period,

Furthermore from fhgéighth century oniiards Islam
became a new challenge to the Church especially in southern
Europe. Hence the Church's efforts were directed to the
defence of the Christian_faith against the spread of this

new religion. The Crusades were a culmination of that

£

{ endeavour, which cost many lives and much bitterness, The

( preoccupation of the Church at that time with the consolidation
" and defence of its faith also contributed to the reductijon of
its missionary fervour. Christianity in nerth Africa survived
those trying times, but did not have missionary outreach to

other parts of the continent. However, it had links with

the Church in Ethiopia, whose foundation is traced to the

fourth century.
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Geographical factors also contributed to this
missionary lag. For example, it was difficult to tecavel
from north Africa southwards, owing to the cataracts on the
Nile, and although there were trade routes across the Sahara

Desert to western iAfrica, fuch a link with East Africa was

established much 1ater.1O

Thus Christianity reached East Africa through the
sea route rbund the southern cape, which Vasco da Gama had
pioneered in his search for a sea passage to the far East.
It is noted that although the Portuguese voyages in the
fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries had Christian crews
and called at ports along the African coast, Christianity
did not become established among the pepples around such

parts.ll Effective evangelization waited until a 1ater

period.

One of the reasons for the failure to achieve effect-

i;;ieva;églization during that period of discovery and
mercantilism, was that missionaries went out with the chief
aim of 'saving' souls, and not establishing local Christian
communities. Hence they baptized large numbers of people,
. without train?ng local clergy to minister to them. On this

view of mission, A. Hastings has remarked:
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The traditional missionary motivation was most
commonly a fairly simple onc - to go overseas to
pagan pcoples to bring 'salvation® to those who
would otherwise inevitably, or almost incvitably,
be daried. Salvation was above all something
for tsouls?, it was related to the next worid
and it required as a minimum baptism, some
degrece of faith and conversion of heart
expressed through acceptance of the formulas

and instruction of the catechism, some provision

for subsequent penitence and arrival at a holy

death, 12

Consequently, large numbers of people were baptized, but for

leadership they had to depend on priests, bishops and other

missionary personnel from gbroad. Thus the contact between

East Africa and Portugal did not leave a lasting local
Christian community, although in 1564 an Augustinian monastery

& established at Mombasa, and in 1597 the Augustinian friars

wa
12a
claimed six hundred converts there.

The Renaissance included, among other things,
the new dimensions in scientific and philosophical thought.
Philosophy and science challenged the presuppositions which
the Church had hitherto held to be unquestionable. .For example,
Descartes emphasised the importance of ratjonal reflection
as the centre of existence, in contrast with Christian
tradition which had emphasised faith and aecclesiastical

authority, as the bases of individual and social life.
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Copernicus, Galileo, Newton and others in
their scientific investigations and experiments challenged

the presuppositions of Christian teaching of the time. For

the view that the earth was flat was challenged by
13

example,

the new scientific understanding of the solar system.

Hence the Church at that time was faced with the crisis of

responding to the new jdeas which had come with the Renaissance,

and the Reformation. Faced with thoce challenges, it could

not concentrate its attention on missionary outreach, which

was teft to the initiatives of interested individuals. But

the Church was on the brink of a new period, sparked by the

Reformation, which became the background of the modern
missionary movements

E OF THE MODERN MISSICNARY MOVEMENT

1.2 THE RI

The Reformation brought a new crisis in the life of

the Church. The Reformers called for a new questioning
ahout the meaning of the Church in the world with regard
to its basic doctriness ecclesial structures, and its
authority in the context of the new ideas which had come with
] 14
the Rcnaissances
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The invention and development of printing, and
the revived intercst in Biblical studies, meant that the

15

Gospel was more widely read than at any other time previously,.

Later, industrialization and urbanization
resulting from the new scientific developments, and other
factors such as non-conformism, meant that some Christians
felt greatly uncomfortable. The colonies, especially in
America, provided an outlet for some Christian groups, who

sailed abroad and settled there. Thus Christianity began

again to sprcad.1

The evangelical revival in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries was an impartant factor contributing
to the rise of the modern missionary movement. Within it
there was a revival of mission as a response to the 'Creat
Commission', and many evangelists sailed abroad to p;oclaim
the Gospel; Towards the end of the eighteenth century
" several missionary societies were founded, and these sent

missionaries to various parts of the World.l?

One of the presuppositions underlying this urge
for missionary activity was that outside the Church there was
no salvation. It was a non—orthodox view (see Romans che 2

and 3), and yet very widely sprecad. Contacts with the peoples



of Asia, America and Africa had led to a greater awareness

of religions other than Christianity; which offered different
interpretations of the world, man, his nature and dectiny.
The prevailing attitude towards these peoples, their cultures
and religions; added fervour to the missionary movement.

For example, John Calvin had expressed the view that outside
the Christian .faith there was no salvation, since the
revelation of the true God was recorded in the Bible ancd
proclaimed by the Church. He had set out his view from the
assumption that naturally, the human mind has a sense of
divinity, snd God had minifested Himself in the world He
created. Howevar, in spite of the clarity of this natural
revelation, man in his insensibility bad failed to worship

the true God, inventing other gods instead. Wan could reach
full knowledge. of the true God oniy through God®s own seli-
disclosure in Jesus Christ, and this would be péssibae only
within the Church, which was vested with the responsibility

of proclaiming the Cospel. In the context of East Africa, this
point has been raised by F.B. Welbourn in his book, East
African Christian, in which.he has contrasted the gods of

African religions with the Christian GOd.lB

Evolutionism in the nineteenth century strengthened
this attitude; in the sense that those peoples to whom Christian

Mission was directed, were regarded as not only outside of
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God's salvation, but also in the primitive stages of cultural
and religious evolution. lence missionary activity aimed

at not only bringing the ‘'heathen' peoples individually to
the fold of salvation, bué also uélifting them from

‘primitivity! to ‘civilization',

Furthermore, the evangelicals experienced frustra—
tion in their oun culture owing to the decline of pietism in
the wake of scientific success, and in missionary activity

they sought to preserve abroad, what they were losing at

home.

Except for a few interdenominational and non-
denominational missionary societies such as the Africa
Inland Mission and the Gospel missionary Society, the modern
missionary movement was organized denominationally, The
main Protestant denominations sponsored each its own society.lg
In the Catholic Church there were several societies, some of
which had been founded before the modern missionary movement
gained momentum. All the missionary societies of the Catholic

Church were co-ordinated in Rome and therefore, though they

were separately organized, could be regarded as representing

20
one missionary effort.
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The multiplicity of Christian denominations since
the Reformation was reflected in the multiplicity of
migsionary societies, each of which strove for the expansion
of its sponsoring denomination. Hence Christianity came to
East Africa via a large number of missionary societies and
the resultant Church had many denominational strands,Z}

This point is considered further in chapter four below,

l.3 MISSIONARIES* UNDERSTANDING OF MISSION

Although the 'Great Commission' formed the
theological catchword of-the modern nissiénary movement in
the implementation of its obligation each missionary society
had its own policies and objectives, Just as the varijous
denominaticns had each its own doctrinal emphasis, so in
their missionary activity did the societies have each its
understanding of how the Great Commission should be carried
out, in the interests of the respective sponsoring denomina=-

Some of the main expectations in the missionary

activity are outlined below.

One of the main expectations in both Protestant

-- ..and Catholic missionary activity, was to convert the peoples ..

of the mission fields from *heathenism' to Christianity. It

has been noted that one of the dominant presuppositions of the



missionary movement was that outside of the Church there
would be no salvation for anyone. Hence the peoples to
whom missionary activity was directed, were presumed to be
damned and doomed to hell, unless they were converted to
Christianity. Conversion was the only way, accordine to

this view, which would assure these peoples of eternal life.

Alec Vidler considered this evangelical concern
to have been the main motive of missions in the nineteenth
century, in both Protestant and Catholic societies., Their
main aim; ~ccording to him, was that of *rescuing as ﬁany
of the heathen as possible from the everiasting damnation
which otherwise awaited them. The grand object was to save

as many souls as possible for eternal life in the next

uorld,.22

With regard to missionary activity in East Africa,

this understanding of mission was held, far example, by

777 Dr. Krapf, whose hope was to evangelize the Galla people,

and who later envisaged a chain of mission stations stretching
from Mombasa to the west African coast. The pioneer
missionaries at Rabai, beginning with Krapf and Rebmann,
understood mission in this way. For them, the preaching of
Ithe Gospel uaé the primary objective to which all other

activity was to be subjected. Doctors and craftsmen could



become engaged in mission, provided that they would regard
their skills as necessary aids to that main task of
proclaiming the Gospel for the salvation of the heathen

from sin, to eternal life.23

Mission was also understood in terms of 'civilizing!
those peoples vwho were considered to be in primitivé stages -
of development. It was taken for granted that the western
world represented the highest form of civilization, and
that this civilization was a Christian one. Some missionariss
therefore considered it their primary responsibility'to

extend this high civilization to the peoples with loyw

cultures or none, i

b
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According to this understanding of Christian
mission, evangelization and civilization were inseparable,
and conversion to Christianity would involve not only an
acceptance of the Gospel, but also the adopting of the culture.
which such missionaries endeavoured to introduce. The converis
would be expected to abandon their traditipna} wvays of life,
and pattern their new Christian existence in accordance with

norms which they would learn from the mission station,

This view was held, for example, by Placide
Tempels, who considered the main objective of Christian

wmissionary activity to be the civilization of Africans
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according to Christian Principles.zA To achieve this
objective, he thoughi it necessary for the missionaries

to understand African philosophical thought, as a prerequisite
in the civilizing mission. In his view, Africans were incapable
of articulating their philosophy and culture, snd it was the
missionary's responsibility to articulate it for them.

Having doné so, the missionary could then proceed to lead

+hem towards the higher civilization which he represented.25

Another view of mission was as an endeavour to
imprave the economic life of African pecples, in the process
of teaching them about Christianity. It was thought that
Christianity would not take root until the people learned
pew methods of trade, agriculture and industrial skills,
The slave trade, for instance, was considered by the
missionaries to be a great hinderance to the propagation of

Christianity; and also as a very inhuman practice.

T T David Livingstone for example, strongly supported
this view of mission, and urged that both commerce and
Christianity should be introduced to Africa as an integrated
endeavour. He recommended that the converts should be taught

"' ~fbetter?® principles of life, which would include a replacement

of the slave trade with 'legitimate! trade, and modern farming

to produce more food for consumption and for sale, In his



view, convercion was the direct result of missions, and the
Yyide diffusion of better principles® the indirect. Tie
indirect result was much more importaﬁt than direct cchversinns,
and he emphasised that aspect of missionary activity,

although he was aware that it would take a much longer time

to achieve.z

The presupposition underlying this view of mission
was that if the African peoples were trained in new methods
of trade and agriculture they would find it easier to accept
the Cospel, having experienced the alleviation of some of
their major material handicaps. The acceptance or rejection
of the Gospel was considered to be deﬁendent on the possibility

of the mew way of life to improve the material welfare of the

prospective converts.

Still another view of mission closely related to

that of conversion, was to teach the people in the mission

field about God. This was a later development of the earliecr

concern for converting the 'heathen' to Christianity.
Towards the end of the'ninefeenth céntury there developed in
Europe a great interest in the study of African religions
__and cultures. The previous view that African peoples did

not have any religion or culture was modified in that develop—

‘ment, so that early in the twentieth century the. popular

wiew was that African peoples had their own religions and knew
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something about God. lowever, these religions were considered
to be in the primitive stages of evciution, and the objective
of Christian missionary activity would be to erase the reli-
gious understanding of those peoples and replace it with

the highest religion vhich was thought to have been attained

in Christianity.

In support of this view, some anthropologists
such as Edward Tylor at the end of the nineteenth century
described African religions as animism, thinking that the
characterictilc feature of these religions was the worship
of spirits which were believed to inhabit the whole environ-
ment.27 The main task of Christian missions was therefore

considered to be to teach African peoples about God of whom

they were supposed to be vaguely aware.

A later and modified version of this view, waz

that African pecples had some ideas about God, but that African

‘religions regarded God to be too remote to be intepegtfnéh_

in human affairs. Christian mission would therefore be under—
stood in terms of replacing this belief, which was thought

to be mistaken. African peoples would be taught of the
immanence of God as understood in Christianity. This view
was held by missionaries such as Edwin Snith, who thought

that God in African religious belief was not only remote,

but also almost unknoun.28 Thus Christianity was considered
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in this view as the religion which would enlighten the
African mind about the God whom African peoples had been

seeking to know without success,

Missionary activity was also supported with the
understanding that it was aimed at helping African peoples
who vere suffering. Prosperous philanthropists were prepared
to contribute to the missionary societies not merely because
of their evangelical interest, but also because they thought

of missions.as agencies which would extend philanthropic

services abroad.

Roland Oliver has noted that prior to the appeal
of Ir. Livingstone for the help of the victims of the East
African slave trade, missionmary activity had been understocd
mainly in terms of the conversion of the heathen., After
that appeal, the emphasis changed, and the objecctive of

29

missions was directed to rescuing and caring for the slaves.

The carrying out of missicnary activity following
this objective, led to the establishment of several mission
stations whose major concern was the rehabilitation of freed

slaves. Such stations were located, for example, at Frere

"Town and. at Bagamoyo.
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Livingstone considered the African peoples to be
in pitiable condition because not only of the threat of bring
captured as slaves, but also because of their poverty.
He therefore appealed to the public at home to extend their
concerns to the problems he had witnessed, The appeal was
not heard by missionaries only. Hence the concern to end
the slave trade, was followed up by Christians. and also by
other groups who had other interests in Africa. Livingstone's
view of mission as the endeavour to diffuse commerce and .
Christianity, for example, was followed up with the establish-
ment of mission stations as well as trading facilitiesfand the

T

latter were not always or necessarily controlled by the
missionary societies.31 Nevertheless, whatever the ulterior
motives of the philanthropists may have been, they supported
missionary activity as an endeavour to rescue the Ferishing

and care for the dying, in response to the appeals they had

received.

VARIETY OF MISSTONARY APPROACHES

Just as there were several missionary objectives,

80 were thefe various approaches and methods of misajonary

.. activity to achieve. those objectives, The main ones are _

outlined below.



Forr those among whom the ‘Great Commission! was
interpreted primarily as the proclamation of the Word of God,
preaching was a basic approachs One of the prerequisites
of tlLis approach was the compétent mastery of the language
of the people to whom the Ward wes to be proclaimed. lhis
was not an easy endeavour, especially because many
western Christian concepts and beliefs were new to African
religious thought and life. For example, the distinction

between flesh and spirit, and the preference of the "fruits

of the spirit? over the 'lust of the flesh', was a new
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teaching about man and his relatiorship with the divine.

The work of preaching was carried out more by the
local evangéligr§ than by the missionaries themselves. The
first groups of converts would be sent out to win more
converts, and the process of conversion would continue
spreading outwards from the mission station where the
missionary would be based. The understanding of the Gospel
by the prospective converts depended very much on that of the

local evangelist, who in turn would have received instruction

either f a missionary or from another evangelist or
catechiste Intensive and long theological training was not
considered as important as the full acceptanée of the Goépel

and the willingness to respond to the 'great commission'.

Preaching in the first phase of missiomary activity would



be conducted by itinerant evangelists, but later on, as
the congregation of converts grew in number, a church would
be constructed in which regular preaching would be done as

part of recgular Sunday uorship.3h

The Bible was a basic necessity for the evange-~
lists, and one of the first tasks of the missionaries was
to make the scriptures available in the language which the
people could understand. The work of translation was also
very challenging, demanding a thorough understanding of both
the language structure ard the whole background of the peoplets
religious and philosophical thought. It is remarkable that |
sections of the Bible were translated often within a few
years after a missionary arrived in an area. However, it
may be added that the hurry in which the work of translatiom
was done in the pioneer period. sometimes did not allow

adequate time for the translatars to learn and understand

—————

the conceptual background of the new language.35

Translating the Bible ugs facilitated greatly by
the f;rmation and development of Bible sccieties, These
societies worked in co-operation with the missionary societies,
having as their objective, the providing of the Bible in
languages which all peoples could understand, and at p;ices

which they could afford.36



In facilitating the translation and printing of
the Bible, the Bible societies continued to support the work
of the missicnary sccieties, and their role continucs to
be valucd by the Church in cowordinating revisions and
;uppovting the translation and publication of the Scriptures
in new languages and versions. This point was emphasiscd
by J.M. Mbogori, in a contribution entitled "How the Bible is used

in Africa®, in African Challenr:,e.BEa

In addition to the proclamation of the Gospel,
missionary activity also included the instruction of
prospective converts, to guide them towards understanding
the basic doctrines of the Church. Catechetical instruction
was demoninational, in the sense that each denominational
missionary society organized the instruction of the converts

according to its sponsoring denomination,

Courses of catechetical instruction were translated
also, and became the handbooks for the local evangelists

and catechists.B? The catechism was the frame of reference

for preparing the possible corizriz for haptiem and
confirmation. They would also be taught new hymns and the

order of liturgy for the respective denominations.
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African catechists contributed a great deal to
é this missionary approach. Having received their initial
1 instruction at the mission station, they would go back to their
home areas and begin classes for the instruction of new
convarts. This would sometimes be the beginning of a new

school , sinée the learncrs would need to be literate in order
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to read the catechism for themselves,

This approach in the missionary process continues
in the Church, being one of the ways in which new converts
are prepared and guided towards the understanding of what

it means to become a Christian and belong to a particular

Chul."ch .

One of the most important aspects of missionary

activity was the establishment of schools in which literacy
was taughte Basic learning in the schools included reading,

writing, arithmetic and Christian instruction,

The basis of this approach was the view that

ce Christianity was a scriptural religion, it would help

rts very much if they would learn to

sin
the prospective conve

read the scriptures for themselves. The knowledge and

skills 6f 1itéracy became very useful in terms both of the

evangelical purpose and the possibilities for employment in

secular organizations.
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As in preaching and catechetical instruction, the
teaching in schools was carried out mostly by African teachers
who received initial instruction in the mission stations.

The schools provided trzining facilities for pPossible future

tecachers, and as the demaund for literracy increased, the

missionary societies continued to boost this aspect of
missionpary activity. Hence, during the colonial period, most
of the primary schools were under the nanagement of the
various missionary societies which considered this approach

to be useful for achieving their objectives.ho

Industrial training was an approach very much
linked with the understanding of mission as a civilizing
endeavour. It was based on the presupposition that in
addition to the Gospel message the Africam converts

needed to be equipped with new skills which would enable them

to begin an entirely new life inspired by Christian principles.

The phrase 'industrial training' in the context of
early missionary activity inciuded all the.basic skills
which converts would acquire at the mission-station, such
as carpentry, masonry, agriculture. Some mission stations
followi;é up Livingstonels understanding of missionary objectives,
developed farms on which such skills might be learnt and

tried. Not only new methods of fgzgigg_nnre learnt, but also
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. 1
new crops were lntrOduced.&

~ The mission stations where these skills were
learnt, became new centres for the diffusion of the new

culture., Literacy was a basic necessity for skills such as

carpentry and masonry, and the centre would therefore include

this aspect of missionary work in its programme. The
trainees, in the process of acquiring the skills, were expected

to contribute their labour to keep the centres running.

Hence some of the converts would settle at the centres,

Roland Oliver has noted that missionary approaches did not
differ in character before and after the partition of East

Africa.hz The same approaches were used, but after the

partition more stations and centres were opened. Industrial

training which had initially been provided to the victims

of the slave trade was extended to communities further into

the interior, even after the abolition, although the

industrial approach was often unsuccessful owing to lack of

adequate funds. This point is discussed by W.B. Anderson in

his essay, 'A History of the Church in Kénya'.hza

Another significant aspect of missionary activity
was that of medical services. Some missionaries were medical
doctors who came to apply their knouwledge and skill in Africa,

in the context of the missionary societies. The importance
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of medical care for missionary work could be seen from both
the missionary and the African points of view. Irom the
missionary perspeclive, missionary societies in their pioneer
period hud nst scveral missionaries whose death was caused
by tropical diseascs suchi as ma}aria.hB It was necessary
{herefore for medical precautions to be taken to reduce

such lossess The fruits of medical research in tropical
diseases beccame useful not only for the missionaries coming
to Africa but also for Africans in the mission fiecld.
However, it is worithwhile to note a comment by Naomi Mitchison
(1970) regarding this pointt 'Public health is comparatively
it is certain that if.it had not becen for the

recent;

necessity of keeping Europeans healthy, most of the early

work on malaria, yellow fever,...would not have been doneee«e.

Later doctors and scientists have tackled the African

acial angle but out*of a universal
43a

problems not from a r

concern and, increasingly with African colleagues®,
From the African perspective, the new methods of

treatment and the drugs which doctors and their assistants

umed were all a new experience. The effectiveness of

this new treatment at the mission dispensary or hospital,

became a means of attracting possible converts., For example,

this was the case at Kigari, Embu.h3b
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This appreoach was linked with several others
discusscd above. FFor example, those who came to provide
medical cw-e were at the same time furtheri..; christian
witness in the arcas where they worked. Some were evangelists
at the samne time. Their medical work was also seen in terms

of civilization, in the sense that the new wmethods of treat-

ment wera presented as being superior to the traditional

methods of healingohh

In another approach, some missionary organizations
identified some special needs within African society, and
then developed projccts to meet those needs. One early
examplc of this approach was the rehabilitation of freed
elaves. Later, more such services were provided, for example,

in caring for the blind, the deaf, the physically handicapped,

establishing special villages for lepers.,

The Salvation Army, for instance, has been running
sehools and technical institutions for the blind, and several
students have ;assed chrough those facilities to become
usefully employed. Some such students have become teachers,

while olhers have been trained to become experts in leather-

craft.AS A significant example of this approach is the
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Thika School for the Blind, Kenya.

In this approach Christian Mission was understood
as service ~ caring and providing for the needy. The
contiibution made by missionary activity in this service to

society is remarkable and highly commendable.

In terms of evangelization this approach may not
have won many converts, but the dedication of those who committed
and devoted themselves to that service in the name of the
Gospel, highlighted a dimension of Christianity which might
otherwise have not been made clear in any other way: that
Christianity is concerned with the physical and spiritual

welfare of all people in society, be they normal or

handicappcde

The presence of a missionary resident at a mission
station had an impartant impact on the prospective converis.
Apart from following his teaching, they would also observe
how he himself applied the Gospel in his daily life. Thus the
observable character of the missionary, evangelist, catechist
or pastor was always very impartant in determining how

46

Christianity would be received in a particular area.
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For thosc to whon mission meant the introduetion of
a totally new way of life, the presence of missionaries at
the miszsion station would be considered as g great neccessity,

to provide the culiural guidance which the converts were

supposed to nced.

Even those who thought of mission in terms of winning
converts through evanglism, considered their presence at their
mission station as a necessity, to lead their local assistants
in their training for evangelical work. Clement Scott exerted

46a

such an influence around Kikuyu.

Looking at the introduction of Christianity in East
Africa from the porspectives of African Christians, the pioneer
missionary in an area was greatly respected as the bringer
of the new faith and way of life., At the mission station he
would be a *jack of all trades', and this would further increase
the reverence his converts would have towards him.47 Though
the converts would not imitate everything that he did, they

would mould their new character on the basis of what they

learned and observed,.

Although these various approaches have been outlined

Separately in this chapter, most missionary societies followed



a combination of several approaches, s0 that a mission station
became a complex in which several activities were conducted.
For example, R. Macpherson (1970) described the carly develop-

ment of the Church of Scotland Mission station at Kikuyu,

as follows:

By May (1908) detailed estimates had been drawn

tp for the ensuing three years for iikuyu and a
contemplated new station to be opened in the Mt.
Kenya area, regular Presbyterian services of vorship
had been begun in Nairobi, (conducted by Hemry
Scott, who cycled there on Sunday afternoons after
completing his rota of services at Kikuyu), preparations
for the building of St. Andrew's Church were going
ahead, language regulations for missionarics had
been worked out in detail and plans laid for an
inter-mission language brcard tc establish standards
of translation, the lines of future policy had been
determined -~ including the rationalisation of

the agricultural development programme, the institue
tion of an apprentice system for masons, carpenters,
gardeners, teachers and hospital dressers, and

e - agreement had been reached with other missions

regarding expansion.

Thus the mission stations became ceutres for teaching
Africans the new culture and religion which the missionaries had
" lrought, generating influences which contributed greatly to
the continuing changes in the social and religious life of

African peoples., Further consideration of this point is

continued in the next two chapters,
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CHAPTER TWO

CHRISTIANITY AND THE AFRICAN CULTURAL HERTTAGE

2.1 CHRISTIANITY Ail CuLTURE

Christianity is a religion which, from its beginning,
sought to transcend particular cultures, in the sense that
the Gospel, though related to the 0ld Testament background,

was not tied to the Hebrew cultural heritage. Jesus called
for a new way of life in which all social barriers would

be transcended, so that all people would regard each other

as brothers and sisters. and treat each other as such

(e.g. Mark 3331-35; Luke 8:19-213 Matt. 25:31~46). This

teaching was, and is, universally relevant.

At the same time, however, Christianity throughout

its history has been accepted and expressed within the cultural
heritage of its followers in various parts of the world. In

chapter one above, it has been noted that as early as the

medieval period Christianity became so ‘integrated in the

e that the cancept of *Christendom®

Furopean cultural heritag

developed.

The modern missionary movement of the nineteenth

and twentieth centuries, which intr: uced Christianity to
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the interior of East Africa, grew within that background in
which the Christian religion and the western culture were
incorporated to form a 'Christian civ:i.l:i.Zat:i.on'.2 Thus when
Christianity reached East Africa the distinction was not
obrious, both to missionaries and their converts, between
the Gospel as a message with a universal challenge, and the

particularly European cultural response to that challenge.

This chapter considers - Christianity as it reached
East Africa rooted in the European cultural heritage, and
examines the ways in which African converts responded to the
Gospel and Christian theology in the context of their own
cultural background. In the establishﬁent of Christianity
there hare been at least three significant aspects worth
noting. The first is the Gospel message. whose care is
the teaching of Jesus Christ as recorded in the gospels and
passed on in the tradition of the Church. The second is
western culture, in which the Gospel was expressed for a long
time before the rise of the modern missionary movement, and
the spreading of which, formed part of missionary activity
in Africa. The third aépect is the African heritage, in the
totality of which the African converts lived before their
encounter with Christianity. —This third aspect includes the

African religious beliefs, which embodied the African traditional

understanding of physical and metaphysical reality. This third



aspect is dealt with in chapter three below. This chapter
is more concerned with the first two aspects as they relate
to the missionary spreading of Christianity among African

communities.,

The term ‘culture' is used in its broadest sense,
referring to 'that part of the total repertoire of human
action and ité products, which is socially, as opposed to geneti-
cally, transmitted'.3 Only some aspects of culture are

considered below.

2.2 EDUCATION

Christianity is a scriptural religion. The Bible
is central as the basis of Christian docirine. Reading it
and interpreting its message are central aspects of Christian
worship. In the introduction of the faith to Africa, it
became necessary to teach the converts to read and write, so
that they might be able to read the Bibie for themselves. The
liturgies were also written, and the converts needed to be

able to follow them in worship. Hence literary education became

a very important aspect of missionary activity in Africa.

Schools were built in which prospective converts
were taught to read and write, and having acquired these skills

they would be introduced to the Bible, From these schools the
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first generation of catechists, teachers, pastors and
evangelists were trained. In these schools also. basic skills
were taught which would enable the converts to become

carpenters, masons, better farmers, dressers and so on.s

This form of education was characteristically
different from traditional Africar education.6 The school
became an institution to which interested Africans went in
order to acquire literacy and the new skills which had becone
necessary in the new situation. At first the school did not
attract much interest. because it was seen as a distractiom
from the traditionasl way of life, As it became more clear

that the traditional life could not go on unchanged, the schocl

became more and more popular.

Traditionally there had been no institution equiva-

i
“éyff lent to the school. Children would receive their basic

f."']'
@9{’;3

instruction and tra1n1ngat home from their parents, grand-

_-.———-"

‘gﬁ}-ﬂﬁﬁ' parents and other relatives. At puberty they would be given

S

o

further social education in the process of the ceremonies

which they would undeP86 in connection with initiation.

yddx 1s of eld
5* wAfter marriage the councils of elders would provide means by

oY ¥
W : . . .
‘Q{V’ ufﬂﬁ3uhich men and women would increase their wisdom and experience,

\ 1"
e

- by
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while participating in the decision-waking processes for the

welfare of their community.



Often the school preceded ' the Church-building.
Classrooms would be used as initial meeting places for worship,
until the congregation was large enough to necessitate the
consftruction of a larger and more special place of worshp.
Hence the school became a very important institution for the

recruitment of converts during the early part of missionary

e
activity.”

This development led to the impression, among
Africans; that becoming a Christian was synonymous with
acquiring the skills of literacy.lo This was the casc to begin
with. Later on, however, the need for literacy grey beyond
the urge for conversion to Chtistianity. It was soon realized
that the new employment opportunities needed basic literacy
skills. These could be acquired in the school, and most of
the schools were provided and managed by the missionary

societies. in their programmes of evangelization.

The interests of the dencminational school and
those of the school-goer or his parents were not necessarily
congruent. For example, as far as the missionary societies
which managed the schools were concerned, the school was an
institution for both Christiam instruction and the preparation
" of African pupils for new employment opportunities. The main

interest of the school-goer, or his parents, was to obtain
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the latter. This point is illustratcd for example by the
fact that as the demand for school education grew, Africans
did not mind to which denpminationai school they or their
children went, provided that they would receive effective
tuition to enable them to pass examinations which would qualify
them for better—paid jobs. Hence it was not unusual for
Protestant parents to take their children to Catholic
gchools if they were convinced that better tuition was
available there. On the other hand, every pupil was expected
4o follow, at least outwardly, the denominational traditions
of the school to which he went, irrespective of his previous
religious background. The pupil baving tuition, the passing
of examinations and employment as his friorities, would have
to follow these traditions and give a good impression to the

missionary managers, even though he might not Le religiously

committed to them. .

The African catechists and evangelists, who occupied
" a central role in the early development of education in
denominational schools, served the respective missionary
society responsible. If a catechist or evangelist were
dismissed from the services of one denomination, he could
transfer his allegiance and services to another, taking advantage

of the competitive attitude which was a main feature of early

missionary activity.



These two points illustrate thut from the view of
African converts, denominational persuasion was not of para-
mount importance as far as school education was concerned.
What mattered most was good tuition and training as means
to a good job. For the missionaries what mattered beyond
general tuition and training was 'good' Christian
instruction to increase the number of converts to their

respective denominations.

Reading and writing were not part of the cultural
heritage of the peoples in the interior of East Africa. The

introduction of Christianity was accompanied by the introduction

of literacy.

/" The African cultwral and religious heritage were
passed on oz"ally from generation to generation, and the
wisdom of the ancestors was conserved not in written books,
but in songs and oral traditions.ll Hence the coming of
Christianity as a 'Religion of the Book' was both a new

religious experience, as well as a new cultural innovation.

The skills of reading and writing which were learned
at the mission station and the mission school became useful
not only for the new religious purposes, but also for the
general adaptation to the new cultural situation which had

developed. Although not everyonc could read and write, tie
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the literate Africans were able to learn from books other than

the Bible, especially when they had become proficient in

knowledge, in addition to that which they had received in
their traditional upbringing, enrabled them to beccone lcaders

in the cultural changes that were already taking placc.l2

Literacy has continued to be an important felt

need in Africa, as one of the basic tools that are necessary for
development, In view of this fact 1literacy, though it came

with Christianity and was at first provided mainly by

missionary societies as a means of evangelization, became

a distinct factor worth to be considered on its own with regard

to cultural change in Africa. Those who could read the Bible
and the catechism could ‘also read other books. Those who

could write sermons could also write other things, and those

who could count the number of converts they had made, could

also utilize their arithmetical knowledge in other spheres of

life.

2.3 CHURCH AND FAMILY

Christianity came with the teaching that the Church

is to be understood as a new family whose head and centre

is Jesus Christ. This new family is not based on kinship,
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clans or cthnic identity. Neither is it based on racial origins
or social status, Primarily, it is founded upon faith in

Jesus Christ, and its cohesion is maintained within the Church.
whose individual members are expected to live according to

-
the new relationships as procluimed Ly the Gospel,” -

The early missionaries first recruited to the mission
station young unmarried individuals and instructed them
according to the traditional missionary emphasis of the
individual salvation of souls. A problem arose when these
umnarried converts felt a need to get married. If they could
not get Christian spouses, what were they to do? The most
feasible solution was for the missionaries to develop tlhe
concept of the 'Christian home'. and urge the converts to urge

their spouses to become Christians if they were not already

14

converted.

Marriage was, and contimues to be. regarded as a
§e;;.;mportant aspect in the development of the Church, in
the sense that the socialization of children in the life cf
the Church would begin at home. Hénce the concept of a
'‘Christian home' became a new idea in the African cultural
1ife, Christian homes were to become the nuclei of the new -

wider family, the Church. This did not always work, because

the children of the converts would have to chobsé when they
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grew up. whether or not to follow the faith of their parents,
Marriage in Christianity came to be understood as neo-local,
60 that the wedded couple would set up a new home, leaving

17

the household of their parents. The basic family unit

5ecame the husband, his one wife, and their children if any

were born.

In the Africar cultural heritage, the marriage
between tuolindividuals was understood as a means of
initiating or cementing the union of the households and
clans from which the couple belonged. Hence the individual
man and woman intending to marry needed the approval or their
respective parents. and relatives. The established family
sanctions regarding marriage had to be observed. if a marriage
was to be allowed to take place. For example, no man or
woman belonging to an exogamous clan would be allowed to marry
within his own clan, no matter how distant the blood-relation-

ship might be, and no matter how strong the affection

might be.18

The transactions of marriage were carried out at
two levels, first between the couple, and then between the
households. Relatives and agemates wanted to feel that they
were participating at the second level of the marriage

transactions. Moreover, marriage was understood as a process.
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which would take many years to complete. The relationship
between the man's household and that of his wife or wives was
expected to continue without end in normal circumstances

which included the birth of children.19

Among African Christians, the two concepts of
*family' are maintained. At one level they belong to the
ecclesial family which cuts across kinship ties and
unites people of varied backgrounds in one faith and common
ecclesial life., At another level and at the same time, they
belong to their kinship groups, although the social links in
the extended family may not be as sirong
as they used to be., Kinship ties if they are known, are
acknowledged drrespective of whether the relatives are

Thus it is recognized that kinship

. 0
relations are a social fact2

Christians or not,

out of which a person cannot
opt, whereas one becomes a member of the ecclesial family

through his option to become a Christian,

The concept of monogamous Christian homes as the
nuclei of the ecclesiai family raised significant challenges
for African Churches. Although not all marriages were poly-
gamous, the-Churches had to decide whether or not the men and -
women living in polygamous union would be allowed to become

members of the Church. The common rule was that the husband
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should abandon all wives except the first one. This would
mean that the future welfare of the wives and children that
might be abandoned would be shaken. Therc was no easy
solution to this problem. This issue has continued to be
discussed in the Churches, as an important pastoral challenge.
It should be noted, however, that the question of admitting
jnto Church membership converts living in polygamous families,
is a distinct issue from the suggestion that polygamy be an

acceptable general principle.

2.4 RITES OF PASSAGE

2.4.,1 Birth

The rites of passage were the communal ceremonies
that were performed as an individual passed from one stage
to another: at birth, adolescence, adulthood and at death.
They wererfxprﬂSSions of the understanding and expectations

6f African communities, regarding the role of the individual

in society.

In the African heritage there were .rituals of

thanks-piving and welcoming the new-born child. The child

"would ' . amed according to the eatablished custom of the

commun For example, a child might be named after an
important event that had taken place around the time of its

birth, after the season or time of the day in which it was

21
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born. Also, a child might be named after a relative in the
family of its father or mother. Among the communities in
which the latter custom was followed, there were some guide—
lines to indicate which of the relatives would be nzmed, and

in what order the children would be given the names of such

relatives.zz

The birth of a child was a great joy to the whole
family and the whole clan. Relatives and friends would come
to visit the mother and child for many months after delivery,
and there would be much feasting to express that joy,
congratulate the mother and help to restore her health by

Lrringing food and drinks, and temporarily relieving her of

the work at home.23

The traditional rituals concerning the birth of a
child were culturally different from those which came with
Christianity. Prayers of thanksgiving, for example, would

iﬁinnlude reference to the deity, spirits and ancestors,
) L'The ancestors would be beseeched to keep the child healthy
I ﬁ énd remove any-curses which might negatively affect his

? life. They would be requested to bless the child and guide

him to érow in wisdom, courage, generosity, and in any other

values which were cherished by the community,
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Christianity introduced new rituals concerning the
growth of the individual in the context of the Church, from

birth to death. With regard to birth, Christian parents

would be expected to take their new-born child to the Church
for thanksgiving.24 The ceremony of thanksgiving was an
expression of appreciation to God for the gift of the child,
for its safe delivery and the healthy condition of jits mother,
In the ceremony the child and its parents would be committed
to GCod's care and guidance. Prayers would be made that the
child might grow up to be a faithful Christian who would
become an active member of the Church. Unlike the traditional
thanksgiving which was spontaneous and extempore, the Christian
liturgy would be normally written and the parents would be
guided through it by the priest. Their responses during

the service would be indicated in the liturgy. This ceremony
contimies to be an aspect of the life of the Church and in

some denominations it is linked with the practice of infant

baptism .

Infant baptism is practised as an expression of
the wish of the parents of the child that he will grow unp
within the setting of the Church. A 'god-parent' jis chosen,
who becomes the sponsor of the child at the ceremony, and
takes the vows of initiation into the Church on the child's

behalf. The *god-parent® is expected to ensure that the child
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whom he has sponsored for baptism will be brought up in
Christian instruction, and that when the child grows up he
will learn the catechism of the Church and be confirmed

as a full member. Baptism as a Chriastian sacrament is more
than what has been étated above. According to the Anglican ;
catechism for example;, the god-parents make three promises

to God on behalf of the infant being baptized: that while
growing up the child will renounce the devil and fight against
evil; that he will believe and hold fast the Christian faith
and put his whole trust in Christ as Lord and Saviour; and
that he will obediently keep God's commandments and serve

Him faithfully,all the days of tﬁe child®'s life, At
confirmation, the child is expected to eépress that same

ready acceptance publicly before the Church.25

This ceremony of infant baptism is also associated
with the giving of new names. In the beginning, the names
given at baptism were normally those of Biblical characters
and saints such as Moses, Joshuah, Elijaﬁ, Peter, Paul,
Augustine, Anthony, Anselm. The idea behind this practice
was that those who were baptiéed would be frequently reminded
to order their lives in a Christian way, following the example

of the characters whose names they had been given, Later on,

however, this principle of choosing such names was not rigidly

followed, and normally European names were allowed... The popular
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consequence of this practice has been that baptism is often
understood more as a re—naming ceremony than as a central

sacrament of the Church. The concept of 'Christian Names®

seems to have added to the overshadowing of the sacramental
significance of bapticwm in the scrnue that the aequirition

of a noticeably new name came to be popularly undersiood

26

as a mark of becoming a Christian.

Some of the customs concerning birth have continued
as part of the life of African Christians. The naming of
children. as discussed above is an illustrative example of
such continuation. A child born of Christian parents may
have two names one of which will have been chosen according

to the traditional custom, and the second given at baptism.

2.4.2 Initiation

Adolescence, marked outwardly by the physical
;h;ﬁées of puberty, was another stage at which a rite of
passage would be performed. The community would prepare
the adolescent socially, psychologically and religiously

for the next stage of growth in the life of the community -

In the initiation into adulthood, the adolescent

would be guided. through a series of experiences contrived



for that purpcse, to learn the implications of the puberty
changes. He was expected by the community to conduct himself

responsibly, without degrading himself and his family.

The rite would include a physical ordeal. through
which the adolescent was expected to go courageously. as
proof of his readiness to leave childhood behind and enter
adulthood with maturity. In some communities, for example,

circumscision was practised as part of the initiation rite,2’

The fundamental significance of initiation for the
total African cultural life was not fully realized by early
missionaries, For some of them, these.practices were
considered to be unnecessary ordeals, causing great suffering
to the adolescents. In African traditional life. however, the
education and training which was given at this stage was
vital for the community?s maintenance of its self-understanding,

and for providing every individual with the opportunity to
28 o .

learn what the community expected of him,

Initiation was understood differently in Christianity,

in the sense that the admission into full membership of the

Church did not involve any physical ardeals. altl«. !, there .. . . --.

were catechetical procedures for the preparation . - snverts

towards maturity in the Christian faith. The test tur



readiness for confirmation in the Church was the extent to
which the converts understood the doctrines outlined in the
catechism, and their willingness to conduct themselves
according to the expectations of the Church. Thus, whereas
jnitiation in the African cultural hovitage was am inevitnble
stage in the social development of the individual, in
Christianity it would be undergone only by those who in the
opinion of the catechist and the priest were doctrinally
prepared. The preparation in Christianity involved mainly

the recitation of the doctrines stated in the catechism,

Adult baptism and confirmation came to be the Christian
rituzls through which the convert would be progressively
jnitiated into the full membership of the Church.29 In the main
orotestant denominations, only after confirmgtion would the
convert be welcome to participate in the Holy Commurion. The
principle behind this rule was that only after going through the
catechetical instructions of baptism and confirmation would the
converts #;;; the possibility-af comprehending the meaning of
the Eucharist ~ the mystery of the suffering of Jesus Christ for

the salvation of mankind and the benefits accruiﬁg from it.

In traditional life initiation was a long process

involving the whole community and lasting, at least, several

weeks, It was an integral part of the life of the community.



The youth of a particular age group would be initiated into
adulthood together. Although this traditional process of
initiation was not adopted into the life of African Churches,
African Christians have continued to appreciate the importance
of preparing their children for responsible and mature
adulthood, However, social change and the development of modern
education in which parents can be with their school children

far only a quarter of a year during the school holidays, are
factors that make the counselling of adolescents, both in school

and at home, a great challenge.30 This is elaborated in

chapter five below,

20&-.30 Marriage

In the African cultural heritage marriage was
one of the most important marks of social adulthood. A man
or woman would not be socially recognized as a grown~up
without being married, no matter how old he or she might be
chronologically.31 As mentioned above, marriage was a social

-~ -concern in which the kin of the two bonding families were

fully involved.

The process of marriage was characterized by rites

and transactions through wvhich the marrying individuals

were welcomed into sooial adulthood. Tokens in kind (dowry) —

y were exchanged as part of these marriage transactions, to
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cement the social relationships and seal the union. Such

goods were at first mistakenly considered by some missionaries

and anthropologists to be 'bride-price', implying that African
marriage involved the 'buying' of individuals, Marriage in
African tradition was very different from slavery. The importance

of marriage as a rite of passage supports this statement.32

Procreatién was very important in the African concept
of marriage. A marriage in which children were not born was
considered to be problematic, and sometimes a bride might be
returned to her parents for such a reason. Polygamy was
potentially allowed by custom, especially if earlier marriage
did not produce children, or if the children born in earliei
marriage were only girls. The birth of boys was considered to be
very important, both for inheritance, and for the defence of the
community. It was also i@portant as the means to perpetuate and

expand family and clan.33 Sometimes polygamy was practised

simply because a man could afford it.

Christianity came with a ney understanding of
marriage, There were three main purposes of marriage
according to Christian teaching. Procreation was one of them.
Secondly, marriage was understood as the accepted means of
establishing basic companionship between adults of the two

sexes, Basing this teaching on the account of Creation
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in the book of Genesis (chapters one and two), Christianity
emphasized that in the begioning God created man and woman

to be companions and helpers of one another, and to avoid

loneliness. Thirdly, marriage was understood in Christianity
as a means of avoiding sin. Adultery was forbidden in
Christian teaching, and to make provision for the avoidance

34

of this sin, monogamous marriage was instituted.

The first purpose of marriage mentioned above,
that is, procreation, was considered to be subsidiary to the
other two according to Christian teaching. Thus childlessness
was not considered to be a ground for dissolving a marriage,
nor was polygamy allowed on the ground of an earlier marriage
being childless. In contrast, the African cultural heritage

placed great importance to children, and this was an

important factar on which the success of a marriage would

depend.

The Christian wedding was introduced as a new
experience in African cultural and religious life. It was

performed in the Church, following a liturgy that was new to

In the Catholic Church matrimony
35

was understood as one of the seven sacraments of the Church.

African religious practice.
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African Christians accepted the Christian teaching
about marriage and celebrated Christian weddings as the
climax of the social marriage rite. At the same time,
hovwever, they did not entirely abandon the traditional
understanding of marriage. There were some reasons for
this, a few of which are pointed out below. A Christian
convert who wanted to zZet married to a woman or man belonging
to a non-Christian family, would be expected to go thrcugh
all the traditional process of marriage transactions. For
example, a man would be expected to contribute goods in kind
(dowry) such as honey and livestock to seal the marriage.

If he was determined to marry, he would have no option but
to comply with the custam, although his Christian insiruction
might have taught him that such customs were heathen.36
Furthermore, African Christians, though recognizing themselves
as members of the Church, did not, and could not, entirely
sever their ties with their kin. Considering that not all

the kith and kin of African Christians embraced Christianity,
a Christian wanting to get married peacefully needed to gain

the approval of his relatives as well as that of the Church.

Consequently, the Christian wedding came to be
only ane aspect of the African marriage rite. The second
aspect was the traditional one, in which the kith and kin
of the marrying couple would celebrate the inaugurated

relationship. irrespective of whether or not the wedding



Christians would participate in this aspect of the wedding.

This dual celebration of the marriage rite jis an
illustrative instance of the African Christians! adaptation
of their understanding of the Cospel to their cultural heritage.
In this way they realize their double faithfulness — to their
kith and kin, and to the unity of mankind as embodied in

Christianity - in the Church centred on Jesus Christ,

Consummation after the Christian wedding was taught
to be the completion of the marriage contract. A marriage
that had not been consummated could be nullified, but once
consummation had taken place, divorce wﬁs not possible, since
such an allowance; according to Christian teaching, would
reduce the couple to fornicators, or to adulterers if any
of them chose to marry again.37 Moreover, the Christian
wedding came as a new cultural experience:. in which the bridal
party wore new clothes indicative of the new culture, and new

foods and drinks were served at the celebration, such as

wedding cakes (and baked bread), rice, tea.

On the basis of the observations made above
regarding the marriage rite, it follows that even without
the contemporary emphasis on the indigenization of Christianity.3
African Christians had already initiated ways of dealing with

the problem of accepting the new religion in the context of
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their culture, Christian doctrines and worship were accepted,
but at the same time, some of the aspects of African culture

which African Christians considered necessary were maintained

in their new way of life,

2e4e4 Death

Both in Christianity and in the African cultural
heritage the death of an individual causes great concern to
the community of which he has been a member. and in which he
has been living. This is especially so if the deceased
had favourable relationships with the members of his community,

Rituals are organized for the expression of this concern.

In the African tradition the death of an elderly
popular individual was felt to be a great loss to the community.
Funeral rituals expressed this feeling of sorrow and loss and

emphasized that the physical death was not the end of the

deceascd's existence. It was believed that the dead person
would continue to influence the lives of hig living relatives.
In accordance with this belief, it was considered essential
that those who were physically alive should continue to conduct
??emselves in such a way as to maintain peaceful and healthy

relationships with one another and with the departed ones.

The latter relationship would be maintained by observing



strictly the established customs of the community, pouring
libation in remembrance of the departed, singing praises

to them and naming children after them. The departed would

be consulted occasionally, through the elders and the diviners,
to find out their will for the living community. It was
feared that any offence to the departed would bring suffering

and misfortune to the relatives and to the community as
39

a whole.

If a deceased person had many children and had
been living according to the established customs of the
community, there was also an expression of joy because he
had not departed without leaving some descendants. The
continuation of the family lineage was felt to be very
necessary, hencc marriage and procreation were a primary
responsibility which must be fulfilled before a person reached
The death of an unmarried person was not regarded

old age.
to be as great a loss as that of one who had fulfilled this

obligation. | B . - -l

Thus the rituals concerned with the death of
accepted members of the community were a mixture of sorrow

and joy - sorrow that the community would miss physically

'one of its members, and joy that the deceascd had fulfilled

his obligations to the community according : custom.
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Christianity came with new rituals for the burial
of Christians. The liturgy for burial reflected the Christian
beliefs in eternal life, resurrection and the communion of
saints, as stated in the Apostles' Creed. The Christian
funeral was a new cultural experiénce in Africa in which
texts from the Bible were read snd new hymns sung. .. now -
theological understanding of the destiny of man_and articu~ &T'k?
lated:'expressing the conviction that after physical death a
faithful Christian would enter the Kingdom of God to live
with Him eternally while the unfaithful would be condemned.

to eternal suffering in hell.

In African Christian life there is an overlap of
the African cultural heritage and Christian teaching. The
death of a Christian is felt to be a loss to the Church,
and the congregation expresscs this feeling at the Christian
funeral., There is also the affirmation of the Christian
belief that physical death is not the end of man's existence,
since God in Jesus Christ has promised eternal life to mankind.
At the same time, however, the relatives of the deceased
and the community of which he has been a member, feel the
loss caused by the death. They feel it both as Christians and
a8 members of his family and community. Although rome African

Christians may not conduct the traditional death rituals, such

as ritual cleansing atl continue to feel the presence



of the deceased long after physical death.

2.5 CHRISTIAN AND AFRICAN SYMBOLISM

Christianity came with bpeuw symbalsal which
embodied its basic donctrines and theology. In this section
several of these are considered, in the light of their
theological significance in Christianity, and what they may mean

in the context of the Church in Africa.

2.5.1. The Cross

This is one of the most significant Chriatian
symbols in the life of the Church, being a visible sign to
remind Christians and other people, of the suffering, death
and resurrection ot Jesus Christ for the salvation of humanity.AZ
This symbol embodies the Christian belief that God became
incarpate in Jesus Christ, so that through Him the estranged
rei;tionship between God and man might be restored., God
took the initiative to rewestablish that relationship which
man through the sin of disobedience, had broken. The cross
is also a constant reminder that Jesus conquered death, and
in the resurrection, mankind became assured of eternal life

for all those who believe the Gospel and become followers

of its way, as exemplified by Jesus Christ,



The cross embodies also the Christian belief in Cod's
gracious forgiveness, which is freely extended to 211 those who
repent and believe the Gospel. The Kingdom of God, as a present
experience and an eternal promisé, is open to all those who choose °
to follow the way of the cross. Since the apostolic pericd
Christians have been called people of the Way = of the Cross -

(Mark 8:34-38; Acts 9:2, 19:9, 24:14).

Thus the cross is a very loaded theological symbol
in the life of the Churchs It embodies the Christian belief
in the triune God, whose presence is experienced by the

believer through the inspirgation of the Holy Spirit.,
-—-—'_'-'-'-F-._\-

For many centuries, it has been a Christian
fradition to place a cross on Church buildings, at the altar,
at the pulpit and other conspicuous places, In many deno-
minations it is part of the clerical dress. Hence it is one

of the most common symbols in all the various strands of

Christianity.

—— " Before the coming of Christianity the cross .was

not a religiously significant symbol among African communities.h3

Hence the widespread use of it in the Church made the cross
one of the most visible distinguishing characteristics of
the presence of Christianity in Africa. Wherever the Church
has been established, one may notice its presence without

necessarily being told about it, by observing the use of this
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symbol on Ckurch buildings, clerical dress and on Christian

graves,

The cross continues to be a mark of identity for
Christian Churches all ovsr the vorld:. Although its cultural
origin was not in Africa, it has come to be accepted by

African Christians for the deep thevlogical meaning which it

embodies.

245:2 DBread and Wine

The Eucharist is ore of the central sacraments
of the Cht.u"t::h..[*l'L In it the Christian community enacts the
Last Supper vhich Jesus Christ had with His disciples just
before His imminent crucifixion. During that occasion Jesus,
pointing to His death and resurrectioq, offered Himself
as the DBread of Life. The bkread in that neal signified Ilis
body \.whith was tortured and brokem for the salvation of
ﬁankind. The wine signified His blood which was shed for the
Same purpose. He comman@ed His disciples to enact that event
as the central ritual of the Christian ccmmunity.45 Hence the
Bucharist came to signify and embody the new Copgnant which
inaugurated a new era of faith and life, unified in Jesus
Christ, Thus hread.and wine which were elements basic to the

subsistence of the people in Palestine at that time, came to

have a special symbolic significance for the early Christian
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community, and for the Church through its history to the

present time.

This sacrament (sometimes called the Lord's
Supper, the Last Supper, Holy Communion) also reminded
Christians that animal sacrifices ar any other offerings to
God were no longer necessary for the restoration of estranged
relations between God and man, since Jesus Christ had offered
Himself for that purpose, once and for all. In His crucifixion
followed by his resurrection, humanity had received freely the

gift of salvation, and become reunited with (Z;c'd.l*6

For the Churches that give prominence to apostolic
tradition, the Eucharist ie the centre of Christian worship,
expressing the experienced reality of the Incarnation, and

constantly reminding Christians of God's immanent presence

among His people. It is the climax of the Church's corporate

life,

The use of bread and wine in the Eucharist came
as a new cultural and religious experience among African
peoples, In their traditional life, Africans made animal
sacrifices and other offerings to the deity, spirits and
ancestors. There was no_ teaching about g personal saviour,

nor was there a belief in personal salvation such as taught in

Christianity.47
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African Christians in the Churches that grew
directly out of the modern missionary movement accepted
the teaching about the Bucharist, and adopted bread and wine
as the elements with which to enact the central sacrament
of the Church., Whereas in the apostolic period bread and
wine were a common diet, in African Christianity these
elements came as a new cultural experience so that sSome

Christians would taste bread and wine only at Holy Communion.

205.3 Water

The ritual of baptism was another new cultural
and religious experience in Africa. Baptism as conducted
by John the Baptist and by the apostles in the early Church
was by total immersion, It was a very significant ritual,
symbolizing publicly the ceremonial washing of the penitent
sinner in the clean water of the river Jordan which, rising
in the lofty mountains of Lebanon, drained in the Dead Sea.
As the river flowed to that sea without outlet, its water
would symbolically wash the old life out of those being

baptized, and then they would begin to live according to

8
the new teaching.h

Jesus was baptized by John in that river, and from

that example His followers continued the practice of baptisme.
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He advised Nicodemus that unless a person was "horn again' with

water and the spirit he could ndt enter the Kiﬁgdom of God.49

As the Church continued to mould its theology,
baptism became a central sacrament, and the ritual by which
converts would be initinted into the life and membership of
the Church. Some Churches today practise the baptism of total
immersion as in the early Church, while others sprinkle water
over the head of the convert and then declare him baptized in
the iname of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
Khatever procedure of1baptism is followed, water is an

important symbol in the life of the Church.

~«In traditional African life there was ritual washing in
which water, was sccorded ritual significance. For example, a
person who touched a corpse would have to be ritually cleansed before
he could rejoin the normal life of the cOmmunity.So Hater was
considered to be a very important element essential to the life
of the individual and the community, and also for the life of the

It was pgainst custom to deny a thirsty person some
51

livestock,

water to drink.

African Christians, especially during the early period of
missionary activity, understood baptism to be very significant in
their lives. They were prepared to go through several years of cate-

chetical instruction in order to be baptized, and become members of

the Church.52
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This ritual was also linked with the giving of new names,

especially those of biblical characters and of saints,

Thus water was accorded a new symbolic significance
vhen Christianity was introduccd in Africa. The ritugzl of
baptism was considered to be so dramatic that.a baptizead
convert was expected to be washed oi all his old existence,
and therefore to abandon many of the traditional customs of his
community. It has been noted, however, that this missionary
espectation was not fully realized because African Christians
continued to hold some of the traditional ideas although they

would not publicly participate in traditional ritua1.53

2.5.4 Bloocd

According to the teaching of Christianity, the
blood of Jesus Christ was shed in the only one and final
sacrifice for the salvation of all sinners. The coming of
' Christianity to East Africa thus brought a new way of re=
establishing relationshiptbetﬂeen God and man. An illustrative
exampie of the acceptance of this new teaching by African

Christians is a chorus which is very popular within the East

African Revival movement. The chorus expresses the joy of a _
: : 54
Christian when he has been cleansed by the blood of Jesus Christ.



In the New Testament, Jesus was referred to as
the 'Laml%iho takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29~30)°.
His blood became the 'Blood of the new covenant (Matt. 26:28,
Mark 14:24, Luke 22:20)'. In the Old Testament, the blood of
the sacrificial lamb symbo{ifigg_fhc 0id Covenant batveen
God and His people, ard this understanding remained central to
the 0ld Testament religion since the exodus from Egypt. The
Incarnation became the New Covenant. in which animal, human

or any other forms of sacrifice became no longer neccessary.

¢ To Africans, the practice of offering sacrifices was

nof new; what was new was the teaching that Jesus had shed

his own blood making tihe iast and only necessary sacrifice

for man’s salvation.

2.6 CONVERSION AND ACCULTURATION

In view of the observations made in this chapter,
thé establishment of Christianity in the interior of East
Africa can be considered to have been a double-sided process.
On the one hand there was conversion in which some individuals,
having encountered Christianity, chose to follow its new
teaching and adopt a new way of life. Catechetical instruction
was the main means by which the converts were prepared for

initiation into the fellowship of the new faith. They were
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taught new doctrines, and after being tested to ensure that
they could at least recite them, the converts would be admitted
into the full membership of the Church, In this sense they

were converted from their African religious heritage to

Christianity.

On the other hand, the acceptance of the new
doctrines in conversion implied the adoption of a new way of
life, which would correspond to these beliefs. The translation
of Christian teaching into practical living could not be done
without cultural reference, and cultural interaction. It has
been observed above that while African Christians accepted
the basic Christian teachings almost without debate,55 they
did not necessarily abandon their basic traditional values and
ideas. Although they may publicly have detached themselves
from the traditional rituals and practices, the positive values
and ideas embodied in those expressions remained part of the
African Christian experience. The establishment of Christianity
in East Africa was also a process of acculturation56 in the
sense that African Christians, through encounter and interaction
with the new religion which was already expressed in terms of

another culture, acquired and developed a new way of life which

. was distinct from, but also related to, both the old and the

new cultural backgrounds,
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This custom prevailed in many cultures, even non-
African ones. Fcr example, Jesus referred to it in
His teaching, Matt. 25:135.

For example, the Akamba Christians, in Mbiti,

OpoCi.to’ PP 108—113.
J.V. Taylor, The Primal Vision, London, S.C.M. Press,

1963, Po 2l|..
One version of that chorus in English has the

following words: "“Glory, Glory alleluyia, Glory,
Glory to the Lambj Oh the cleansing blood of Jesusj;
Glory, Glory to the Lamb", This is sung in many

East African Languages.

Contrasting the modern missionary movement's
activity in Africa with the spreading of Cﬁristianity

in the Graeco-Roman world (see Introduction), the
establishment of the Church in the 19th and 20th

centuries was characterized by cultural, rather than
theological and philosophical controversies in East Africa.
Acculturation is used in this section as "the process
whereby an individual or group acquires the cultural
characteristics of another through direct contuct

and interaction®. A.H. Richmond, ¢Acculturation®

in G.D. Mitchell, op.cit., 1968. The problem of
Conversion and acculturation in the Context of the

East African Cultural and Religious Heritage, is
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satirically portrayed by Okot p'Bitek, in Song

of Lawino and Song of ©col, Nairobi, East African

RPiblizhing House, 1965 and 1967,
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CHAPTER THREE

CHRISTIANITY AND AFRICAN RELIGICUS RELIEFS

3.1 WORLD VIEWS

Prior to the coming of Christianity and wectern
ideas, African peoples lived and understood their existence
mainly in terms of the beliefs and idecas of the communities
to which each belonged. Although each ethnic community had
its own beliefs about humanity and the world around it,
anthropological and ethnological studies have made it possible
to make some general remarks about those ideas and beliefs,
thus pointing out what may be called the African world views

A few of such general remarks are outlined below,

In traditional African thought and belief, the world
was flat., The sun rev91ved round the earth, in a regular
rhythm which was unchangeable. As the sun rose in the east
and set in the west, time was marked in days and nights, In
this unchangeable rhythn-daily time was reckoned according to
the common daily activities -of the community, such as waking
up in the morning, taking the livestock out for grazing in

mid-morning, resting at mid-day, return of the livestock to

graze in the mid afternoon, milking in the evening, dusk at



the beginning of night, The woon marked the lunar months,
and the seasons were reckoned in terms of the rainy and dry
periods. The months would be named according to the common

activities of the community, such as cultivation, planting,

weeding, harvesting.

The world was thought and believed to be one,
consisting of the earth on which humanity lived, and the
sky from which the moon and stars shone at night and ‘across Which
the sun passed each day. There was no commonly held belief

3

that this world would ever change or come o an end.

Furthermore, the world was believed to be inhabited
by beings botk visible and invisible, and by inanimate
objects all of which existed in a balance of relationships
within the context of the natural rhythm and cycle of life
as outlined above. Among the living visible beings and things
were human beings, animals both domestic and wild, and plants
both valuable for human life and dangerous (poisonous).

Among the inanimate objects were significant mountains, rocks,
caves, rivers, and 50 OR. The living invisible bei;gs

included the deity, spirits, ancestors and the children

about to be born.h = o —

1f the cycle of the seasons and the rhythm of life

in the community was interrupted by such occurences as
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prolonged rain or drought, epidemics or earthquakes, it was
believed that someone in the community had caused a reak-
down of the balance of relationships, thereby offending the
deity, ancestors or the spirits. Diviners would therefore
be consulted to investigate who among the members of the
community had caused this breakdown, and how it had been
caused. The diviners would also be expected to indicate
what remedies the community would have to conduct in order

to restore the balance of relationships and resume the normal

cycle and rhythm.

Appropriate offerings and sacrifices would have
to be made according to the adrice of the diviners, to
please the offended spirits. The diviners also gave advice

on what punishments would be imposed an those people responsible

for the lreakdown of relationships.5

To African peoples in traditional life the world
was a religious reality, to the extent that no aspect of
existence could be considered without reference to the
comprehensive balance of relationships outlined above. It

is in this sense thal religion has been said to permeate all

spheres of traditional African life.6

By the time Christianity reached the interior of



East Africa towards the end of the nineteenth century, the
accepted western world-view that came with Christianity was
that the earth was spherical, and revolved round the sun as
part of the solar system.- This view had been established in
the west less than three centuries before, and with great
difficulty when Copernicus made public his discovery that

in spite of all the achievements of western civilization,
the previous view that the earth was flat and that the sun

revolved round the earth, was a distorted one.7

In the mission schools the progpective African
converts to Christianity learnt this new world-view in
Geography lessons, and a new method of feckoning time was
introduced, A day according to the new method of reckoning
time bf#gan in the middle of the night at midnight, so that
by dawn six hours of the day would have already passed.
Although the concept of minutes and hours as units of reckoning
time became part of African thirking, for most pecple in

- Fast Africa the day is still considered to begin at dawn rather

8
than at midnight.

The world-view that came with Christianity was a
three—~fold one, in .which there was the present world, a
'heaven® for those who would accept Christianity, and a

'hell® for those who were damned for their lack of salvation
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in Christianity. It has been pointed out in chapter one

above that one of the motivations of some missionaries was

the conviction that African peoples were destined to hell

unless they were brought to the °light' of the Gospel. This
new world-view stressed that the-preseﬁt human existence was
transitory, in expectation of annother existence in heaven.

The belief was expressed for example in a Christian song whose
first wprds weret 'This world is not my home, Y am just passing

through®., This was a new idea introduced into the African

: Q
understanding of the world.”

Christian teaching, drawing authority from the
account of Creation in the book of Genesis, further stressed
that man was the highest of 211 God®s creatures, and had becn
given power to subdue and manage thé rest of creation., Hence
the early missionaries considered as superstition the tradi-
tional African view that the world and all therein, being a

religious reality, could not be hapharzardly tampered uith.lo

3.2 THE USE OF LANGUAGE IN RELIGION AND THEOLOGY

In chapter two above it has been observed that
new symbolism came with Christianity. Symbols are bound up with
the cultures in which they have been produced and given meaning.

Likewise, language is a cultural product, and is
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developed for the communication and expression of the

experiences of the culture that has produced it.

The term * religion® in this section is used with
reference to the totality of tﬁat aspect of individual and
corporate life in human society, which expresses in words
and actions, that society's beliefs about thc origin,
meaning and destiny of existence in this world, in relation
to the society?!s concepts of transcendent reality. The
term 'theology;is used with reference to the systematic
reflection and the discourse foilowing from that reflection,
about the perfect (and imperfect) relationships between man

as a social being and the transcendent reality, as contained

in the beliefs of a particular religion.

Within any culture, language is used in religion
and theology in a special analogical way ~ similar to the way
in which symbols are useds The ordinary vocabularly in a
language is accorded special religious meaning in order to
express a people’s thoughts about, and experiences of, weta-
physieél reality; Hence religious language, like symbolism,

is bound up with the culture in which it has been produced

and developed.11

It follows, therefore, that the translation of
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religious idcas and beliefs developed in one culture into
the language developed in another culture, is a very proble-
matic endeavour, and requires not only a thorough knowél?ge
of the new language, but also a comprehensive understanding
of the culture that has produced that language. Attempts
to conduct such translations without first meeting these
basic requirements may lead to a mutual misunderstanding

which would be difficult to reconc:i.le.12

The coming of Christianity to Africa required such
a translation, noting that the culture and yorld-view of
the missionaries were different from those of the African
peoples whom they had come to evangelize and civilize., As
pointed out in the Introduction, missionary activity in the
early Church had the major advantage that there were a
common language and a common culture with which most peoples
of the (raeco-Roman world were familiar. Even among the
Jewish community which had conserved its identity for many
éenturies and survived possible extinction by several powerful
empires, there were, during the apos&alic period, Hellenists
who had assimilated Greek culture and become proficient in the
Greek language. At the same time, there were many Gentiles
who had become atiracted to the Jewish cultural and religious
'identity, to the extent of becoming proselytes into Judaism.

The Hellenists and proselytes provided a possible starting point
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for missionary activity in the apostolic period, Such an

advantage was not available for the modern missionary

movement in Africa.

The rect of this chopter considers a few religious
concepts, to examine how they were presented in the process
of Christian missionary activity, how the concepts were
understood in traditional African religious thought and
belief, and then, how African Christians accommodated the

new faith within the context cf their religious background,

Before entering into a consideration of particular
concepts, if is worth noting that the method of articulating
theology which came with Christianity, was oharacteristically
different from the one that African peoples had developed
and passed on orally in their heritage. The Christian
theologian in the western Church tradition was in most
cases an academic. who would draw on the literary resources of
former theologians like him, criticizing, praising, or amplifying,
what they had said, on the basis of his understanding of the
Christian Scriptures. and his experience - in the life of the
Church, Christian theolgical discourse was preserved and
Icarried on in treatises and handbooks which later preachers

and theologians could use for reference in their work and

meditation.
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In contrast, theology in the African heritage was
articulzted not in trcatises and manuals, but in descriptive
names and phrases, myths of origin, blessinz: wnd curscs,
greetings and expressions of gratitude, rituals, prayers,
informal religious sayings, and in ordinary comments and
explanations.13 Oral tradition was the basic m;ans of
transmitting ideas from generation to generat}on. It iz no
surprise; therefore; that some early missionaries should
have got the impression that African peoples had no religion
and no theology. It is no surprise, either, that some later
missionarics, such as Flacide Tempels, should have maintained
that African peoples were incapable of articulating their
religious beliefs and philosophical ideas, and that therefore
the missionary should articulate these beliefs and ideas on
behalf of Africans.14 Nevertheless, African peoples, as
indicated above, had their own method of articulating their

[~
theological and philosophical insights.l“

3.3 GoD

This verm and iis translations in various European
languages has been the subject of theological and philosophical
reflection throughout the history of the Church. From the
apostolic period to the present time Christian theologians

and philosophers have continued to reflect and argue



~105-

on the meaning of this term. It has been a subject of concern
among both theists and atheists; empiricists and mefaphysicians,
gnostics and Christians. Among western thinkers there is so
far no agreed concensus on the meaning of the term 'God!. None
of the various views is commonly agreed to be satisfactory, &0
that any one school of thought emphasises aspects which are
rejected by others, and no school is comprehensive.l6 This
section is concerned with the term as it has been used in

Christianity, and applied in relation to the African concepts

of deity.

In view of the foregoing paragraph, the term
*God? in this section is used with reference to the personal
&eitf who is belicved to be the originator (creator) and
sustainer of mankind and all its enviromment, as understocd
in Christianity. In the various African translations of the
term God; this Christian concept was introduced into African
thinking and merged with traditional African concepts of
deity. African peoples had each its name for deity, and

sometimes one community had several descriptive names and

phrases expressing the various qualities that were attributed

to the deity.17

Although the name for deity used in any one African
ethnic community was normally part of the vocabulary of that

community, a common traditional African belief was that such

names referred to a being whose power ex tended beyond any
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ethnic territory to the whole world. Thus it was possible for
Africans from different ethnic communities to understand one
another as far as basic religious beliefs were concerned, To
this extent Thncere was a basic generality in traditional African

religious thought, in spite of the particularities of cultural—

religious identity among various African peoples. For instance,

the deity in whom Africans of a particular ethnic community
believed, was conceived by that community to be the same deity
whom other peoples believed in, although the name by which he
was called :differed from one people to another (Okot p'Bitek

in Religion of the Central Luo Chapter 3 maintains that the

concept of monotheism was alien to Acoli religious thought
and was introduced there through Christian missionary
influence. If this is true, the Acoli were an exception to

the observations made abov'e).l8

A common name for deity might be used by two or more
neighbouring communities. However, the particular details
of the concept to which that common name referred in each
community, were an integral part of the cultural and religious
heritage of that community. The question as to which community
adopted a name for deity from its neighbowr is not basic here.
Wh;t is basic, is the observation that in adopting a word from
one language, new meanings are added to that word when it

becomes part of the vocabulary of the language into which the

word has been adopted.
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Such ; process took place when Christianity was
introduced among African peoples. The first generation of
missionarics; ignorant of the cultural and religious background
of the communities they had come to evangelize, formed the
superficial impression that African peoples had no concept
of deity. That impression was propounded by such anthropo-
logists as LEdward Tylor, who theorised about African religious
beliefs without any field experience among African peoples.19
The second generation of missionaries, notably Edwin Snith,
corrected the earlier impression through their field experience
as they carried out their missionary work, and proposed that
African peoples had vague notions of deity, but God was too
remote to be interested and involved in the affairs of man.
Christianity therefore, according to this view, had come to
teach the African peoples that God was knowable, and immanent.

In the Incarnation God had come to dwell with men.20

While Christianity continued to spread, inter—~
ethnic contacts among African converts and among missionaries
working in different parts of Africa: (such as the symposium

published in African Ideas of God, 1950), confirmed the

view that many religious ideas were common among African peoples.
Some missionaries thought that African concepts of deity fell
far short of the Christian doctrines of God, Nevertheless,

in translating the Bible, liturgical literature and Christian
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teaching, such missionaries had to adopt the traditional

African names of deity, in order to communicate the ney

ideas to African pe0p1es.21

In a symposium on African ideas of God, Fdwin
Snith indexed the names of deity of as many African peoples
as he could get information about, and proposed that the best
argument for convincing Africans abou* the value of
Christianity, was that the new religion had come to introduce
them to the knowledge of the God who was loving, immanent, and
concerned with the welfareof man, in conirast with the

traditional view which, he thought, was short of these attributes.22

Recent studies by African scholars have rejected
both the ."earlier view which considered African religious
beliefs as 'animism?', and the later one which considered
them to be fague, déficient or incomplete. In a study of -
nearly three hundred ethnic communities in Africa, Professor
J.S. Mbiti found that it was possible to make some general
remarks about the African ideas of deity. African peoples,
he found, believed God t6 be both transcendent and immanent,

omnipresent, omniscient, omnipotent. His use of these terms

of Greek origin was with the awareness of the difficulty

discussed above - that of translating religious ideas developed

and expressed in one cultural and linguistic background, into
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another language, without distorting the ideas and beliefs

24
being translateds ° In that study he showed that African
religious beliefs gcould not rightly be described as animism,

-
and that the African religious heritage included beliefs in

and worship of Godl,

In another study on °"The Kikuyu concept of God,
its contimuity into the Christian era and the question it
raises for the Christian idea of Revelation? ,25 Dr. S.G.
Kibicho found that among the community he had studied there
was certairly a set of concepts of deity, and that those in that
community who became Christians carried forward the basic
traditional concepts into their new faith. The same word they
had used for deity in traditional religious belief was the
same one they continued to use with reference to God in
Christianity. Hence many people; he found, believed that the

God they worshipped in Christianity was the same God who had

been known and worshipped traditionally.

In a third study on the relationship between God
and the sun in the religious beliefs of the Meru of Tanzania,
Ir. Raimo l-l’arjula26 disproved the early missionaries and
anthropologists who thought that the Meru worshipped the sun,
because the name for the sun was the same as that of the deitys

to whom the Meru addressed their worship, He showed that
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although the name was the same, when used in reference to the
deity it was a personal proper noun, whereas it was a common
noun for an object when it was used with reference to the sun.
Hence he concluded that the Meru were not sun—-worshippers.

In his study he corelated the concept of deity among the Meru
with those of other communiiics which had been studicd in
connection with this aspect of religious beliefs, He 6Antioned
against incorrect sueeping generalizations, such as

that "East African communities ueﬁe sun—worshippers®,

In the rest of this section the term *'Cod' is used
for both the African and the Christian concepts éf déity,
following from the observation made above, that African
Christians used traditional names with reference to the

concepts of deity in both these raligious backgrounds.

According to traditional African belief; God was

conceived as a person concerned and interested in the affairs
. _of man., He was conceived as a spirit, whose will could be

known by ordinary members of the community mainly through diviaers.

Sometimes He might make His will known through the ancestors,

who would be offended if any member of the community failed

to conduct his life according to the will of God. African
- peoples accorded God the highest rank of authority and wisdom,

and believed that He was not to be bothered as long as things

jn the community went on smoothly. This attitude was



-11]-

consistent with African social life. For example, in ordinary
life a highly respected elder was not to be bothered with
petty and unimportant matters, although the community felt

free to consult him for advice in cases of any serious diffi-

culticsoz

It has been noted at the beginning of this chapter

ithat African peoples believed the world to be inhabited by
beings both visible and invisible, who must‘live in a

peaceful balance of relationships. There was therefore no
contradiction or paradox in the concept of God as a person,
and as invisible. The strong belief in the maintenznce
of the balance of relationships, also implied that any action
leading to the breakdown of harmony - between God and man,
spirits and man, ancestors and man, and between man and man
within the physically living community — was considered to
be at the same time an offence against all those beings who

formed this network of relationships.

There was no equivalent of Satan in African religious
belief.28 If anything went wrong in the comaunity or the
individual to the extent that misfortune was experienced,
the members of the community did not attribute such calamities
to such a being aé Satan. Rather, they would investigate,

through the diviners, who within the community had offended
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God, the spirits, or the ancestors, by breaking the established

customs and prohibitions of the family and the community as

a whole.

Furthermore, there was no expectation of a Judge-
ment Day when all wrong-doers would be punished and all right-
doers rewarded. Rather, people were punished and rewarded
within the continual rhythm of life as outlined at the beginning
of this chapter.2) It can be deduced from African traditional
belief. that man was thought to be essentially good. Even in
the myths that explained the finitude of man and the origin of
life and death, it was not man's sin or wickedness that led to
his mortal nature, but rather,.becausé of the slowness or dull-
wittedness of some other creatures - such as chameleon,
tortoise, hyena - which failed to convey the quality of

smmortality from God to man.>C

Christianity came with the emphasis that all men

" have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Romans
3:23). Man must therefore repent in order to come back to
God's glory. To enablé man to do this, God in His merciful—
ness had become incarnate in Jesus Christ so that through Him
man might be saveds The Christian doctrine of salvation

understood in this sense was a new teaching in Africa.
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Moreover, in Christianity God was presented as the
eternal Judge who on Doomsday would condemn all those who
failed to do His will and reward the faithful with eternal
glory, so that they might dwell with Him for ever. Hence
good conduct was to be observed in order to win God's
favour, attain eternal life, and avoid condemnation‘to hell
on the judgement day. Since man was a fallen creature, God's
forgiveress was possible .only because of His grace. He had

freely offered Himself to save man, His creature.31

Without elaborating further the pietistic emphasis
of early missionary teaching, it may be noted that African
Christians received this aspect of the missionary message,
and this is attested. for example by the strorz emphasis on

32

salvation, and on futurist eschatology. At the same time,

however, they did not lose their traditional beliefs about

God and the world. Rather; these served as the héﬁkgnn“miiﬂl.hdbrtﬁ

which they received the new faith. The new teachings were

" superimposed upon the old, with the result that African
Christians found a new identity in Christianity, establishing
fellowships of faith which were distinct from both the

traditional African community and the missionary society, but

related to both.

Therefore, the situation that developed in which
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the 'lIoreign Mission' became distinct and separate from the
YAfrican Church*, could be attributed to the fact that both

the African Churches and the missionary societies experienced
that separation and took it for granted. From the point

of view of the missionary societies, this was the result of

a distorted concept of mission which had deviated from the
apostnlic understanding of the Great Commission as outlined

in the introductory chapter. They thought the separation to

be normal, also in accordance with the prevalent attitude during
the period, that African peoples, being ‘primitive®, had to

be civilized and taught to be responsible before fhey could

be fully accepted as mature brothers and partners even in

the Church. From the perspective of African Christians, the
separation was experienced and challenged. Although
Christianity did not detach them completely from their
traditional beliefs and community life and although they
responded to the missionaries as people from a different culture
which had been presented as superior to the African heritage,

~---they saw no reason for missionaries to assume superiority.

The availability of the Bible in African languages was
an important factor which contributed to the African challenge
of the relationship between African Churches and the missionary

societies. This challenge led to African initiatives to

correct the relationships both within and out of the mission-

33

founded Churches.
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3.4 SPIRITS /7' AKGELS
According to traditional African religious belief,

the world was Lelieved to be inhabited by spirituzl beings

with whom peaceful and harmonious relationship must be main~

tained at all times. These beings were believed to affect
the daily life of the comwmunity positively or negatively,

depending on whether or not the members of the community had

managed to observe that obligation.

The details of the beliefs in spirits varied from
community to community. For example among some peoples
especially in west Africa there were pantheons of divinities
and large numbers of spirits. Within the category of spirits
in general were included those that were once human (ancestral
spirits) and those that were never human. Beliefs in the

former are dealt with in the next section of this chapter,

This section considers the beliefs in spirits in general.

A spirit might enter the life of an individual,
causing him or her to behave in an extra-ordinary or abnormal

canrere IF such bihorviour néwe rnoticed, the suffering
jndividual would be taken to a diviner tc have the suffering
diagnosed. The diviner might advise that the patient was
possessed by a certain spirit, and for recovery to be regained
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the spirit would have to come out. The diviner might

attribute the spirit-possession to the failure on the part of
the patient or his relatives, to maintain a harmonious
relationship between the living and the dead. To restore health,

]

the vicious circle would have to be lLroken by restoring the

|
damaged relationships.

Among communitics in which belief in spirit
possession was strong, there was an established cult of
spirit-mediumship, which spccialized in the removal of,
and communication with, thec spirits. Such a cult has been
reported, for example, among the Banyoro, Segeju, Lugbara,
Sukuma, Alur, Ankole.35 The cult of spirit-mediumship was
a central feature of social life among communitices in which it
was practised. A medium would enter into an intimate relation-
ship with the patient or his representative through ecstatic
experiences, and then, with dancing and participation of the
relatives and the neighbours the ceremony of driving out the

spirit would be conducted in some cases lasting several days.

Among the Segeju, for example it would last for seven days.36

Spirits were believed to be potentially harmful
to the life of the community unless the members kept them
happy and at peace. Although God was believed to be invisi—

ble, there was a distinction between Him and other spirits,
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Into this general background Christianity came with

a new teachi.y about spirits. The rest of this section will

consider the beliefs in spirits as they came with the new

religion, and some of the ways in which African Christians

responded to those beliefs in view of that background.

Christianity came with the teaching that 'God is

spirit, and those who vorship him must worship him in spirit
37 beginni of Hi ini .
and truth'. At the beginning is ministry, Jesus Christ

quoted from the prophecy of Isaiah, affirming that the 'Spirit

of the Lard! was upon Him to proclaim the Gospel (Isaiah 61:1;

Luke 4:18).

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit in Christian

Trinitarian theology was a new teaching which, though it

1.4 its background in the Old Testament, was developed in
the carly Church within the Graeco—Roman intellectual setting.

For example, Neo—Flatonism had a great influence in the early

development of Christian theology in genera1.38 As pointed

out earlier in this study, Christian missionary activity in

Africa did not have the advantage of such a link, and many,
(though not all) missionaries had to devise ways of introducing
the new teaching with the presupposition that this new teaching

had no common starting point with African religious beliefs.
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Since Trinitarian theology was introduced as an

entirely new way of thinking and believing in God, the concept
of Holy Spirit was difficult to translate into East A7rican

Among many of them the Kiswahili word 'Roho' was

3

languages.

adopted to represent this concept. Another reason Was.éhat

African words which could have been adopted were associated
with =vil., Hence African Christians did not readily associate
the concept of the Holy Spirit with the concept of spiriis in

their own traditional backgrounds. Spirits as believed in
within the African religious heritage were considered in Christ-—
ianity as evil, and missionary teaching expected African converts
to Christianity to abandon all beliefs concerning those spirits.
This is one of the aspects of religious belief in which there
was complete discontinuvity between Christian teaching and
African concepts.

The widespread emphasis on neossesciop by the Holy
Spirit in African expressions of the Christian faith may
therefore be attributed largely to the fact that the traditional
beliefs in spirits were completely replaced by fhe new
Christian doctrine of the Holy Spirit. This emphasis is
found within the Churches that grew direétly through the modern
missionary movment, within those that grew indirectly from it,
and also within the more recently established Pentecostal
Churches. = In the first strand of Christianity the emphasis is
expressed in the Eaat African Revival movement in which
conversion and salvation mean that a convert accepts Jesus

Christ as his or her personal Saviour, Having thus acoepted
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Him, the convert®s life is ordered by the Holy Spirit, and

his activitics become the fruits of the Spirit. In the movement

the Spir.t is contrasted with the Flesh; and the former is

preferred to the latter.ho

In the second strand of Christianity, the emphasis
of the Holy Spirit is a main concern of the Independent Church
movement., The emphasis is expressed in terms of faith

healing in which the Holy Spirit works through the faith of

the believing community, the faith healer and the patient,

for the restoration of health. The Holy Spirit is believed

to be dynamically present in the worshipping life of most of

these Churches, to the extent that spontaneity in worship

41

is one of their most common features.

In addition to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit,

another teaéhing that came with Christianity was the belief

in angfels. Although this belief was not explicitly included
in the Apostles' Creed, the New Testament indicates that
angels had a roie in the divine i'evelation of God to ma.n-zl'z
In the nativity of Jesus Christ for example, an 'angel of
the Lord! spoke to Joseph (Matt. 1:203 2:13, 19)-and to the
ehepherds (Luke 219). The birth of Jesus Christ was hailed
by 'a multitude of the heavenly hosti (Luke 2:113=-15). When

the apostles were arrested and put in the common prison,
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'an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors and brought
them out® (Acts 5:19). An angel also spoke to Philip (Acts
8:26), Thus in Christianity, heaven, the abode of God, was
presented as being inhabited by angels. The Christmas carols
which were translated into African languages included
reference to this belief.43 Since in the African religious

heritage there was no belief in angels, the Kiswahili word

was adopted in some African translations of the

L

*malaika’

Bible and hymns.

In this section it has becen observed that both in

Christianity and African religious tradition there were

beliefs in spirits, but that the Christian teaching concerning

the Holy Spirit and angels was new to African thinkirg.

3.5 ANCESTORS AND SAINTS

In the traditional African world-view, ancestors

were another category of beings who were believed to inhabit

the world. Physical death was not the end of existence. After

death a person changed his mode of existence and became a

spirit (ghost). It was believed that the spirits of people

who had physically died continued to influence the life of the

community, positively or negatively, depending on the conduct

of those in the community who were physically alive. For
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example, failure to observe any of the established "taboos!
might arouse the wrath of the ancestors, causing thém to
punish individuals or the community as a whole by inflicting

illness, childlessness and sometimes even death,

If anything went wrong in the community, the diviner
would be consulted, and if he attributed the misfortune to
a breach of positive relations between the community and the
ancestors, offerings would have to be made to appease and
please them. Relations with the ancestors were maintained
through such practises as pouring libation and offering
some food at the beginning of meals, referring to them during
all rituals and naming newborn children after the ancestors

according to establishcd customs.

Any offence against the ancestors was at the same
time an offence against God since, as observed earlier in
this chapter, the network of relations was totally integrated.
Breaking relations within the physically living community

would offend the ancestors, and offending the ancestors would

arouse the wrath of God.

In the New Testament, especially in the epistles,

- Abraham was referred to as the father of the Hebrew people,

and of 0ld Testament religion. The point stressed in this
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refcrence was that Christianity had fulfilled and transcended
the precepts of the Old Testament law and prophetic teaching.
According to one of the gospels, Jesus had said: ?*Before
Abrahas was, I am® (John 8:58). Paul argued with his fellow
Jews that although Abraham was their ancestor, his significance
in Jewish religion was mainly because he had been faithful and
obedient to God. Therefore; the true fchildren of God' were
those who would live according to His will, as exemplified

by Jesus Clhrist.

The term *saint?® in Church tradition was used with
reference to those whom the Church recognized as °the faithful'.45
With the understanding of the Church as a family or household of
faith, the term 'father’ was used with reference to the leaders
of the early Church. This tradition has continued to the present
time in the Catholic and Orthodox strands of Christianity, so

that a priest is referred to as lFathert_h5a

In the Apostles' Creed belief in the communion of
saints is included. This credal statement expresses the
Curistian expectation of the resurrection, when all the faithful

will experience the consummation of the Kingdom of God.
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In chapter two above it has been observed that
the Church was from its beginning understcod as a family,
whose identity was based not on biological relations, but
on faith in Jesus Christ. In the epistles of Saint Paul,
for example,'the Church was described as 'the household of
God?, Ephesians 2:19; °the household of faith', Galatians
6:16; and believers uefe described as adopted-sons, Romans
8:15-17. Hence in Christianity, Jesus Christ is the head
of the Church in a very different.sense from that in which
the ancestors of traditional African communities are heads
of such communities. It was observed in the previous
chapter. also that African Christians, while accepting
Christianity, did not necessarily forget their ancestral
However, the role of ancestors in religious life

descent.

was diminished. so believers looked to Jesus Christ for

all their needs in worship and prayer.46

There was no reference to African ancestors in
Christian worship, partly because early missionary teaching
- did not recognize the religious heritage of African peoples,
and partly because African Christians themselves found in

Jesus Christ, someone much greater than and incomparable

L7

with the ancestors.

The widely held African belief in ancestors as
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mediators between God and man, and between man and man, was
replaced in the African expression of Christianity, by

faith in Jesus Christ, by belief in the communion of saints,
and by belief in the power of the Holy Spirit. In Christianity,
the communion of saints was believed to consist of all those
who belonged to the Christian household of faith, and this
*household! was a universal communion stretching across and

48

beyond racial, and national backgrounds.

Canonization of saints was not one of the practices in
the Protestant strand of Christianity, although Protestant
theology recognized some aspects of the pre-Reformation Church
traditions, notably the Trinitarian doctrine. In the Catholic
Church, however, some African Christians were canonized into

‘sainthood! as recently as 1964, for their strong commitment

49 The

fo the Christian faith to the point of martyrdom.
criteria for determining as to who should be called a saint is
not the concern of this study. The relevant point here is

that Christianity introduced a new concept of relations

between the living and the 'departed®.

Christianity, with its doctrine of Resurrection,

maintains that physical death is not the end of human existence.
However, the relationship between 'departed! saints and the

Christians who are physically alive, is distinct from that
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between African ancestors and their living descendants.

For example, one important distinction is that ancestors are
biological progenitors of African communities, and they occupy
an elevated status in the network of social relationships.

An elder in African tradition progresses through the rites of
passage into the spiritual mode of existence, following those
who have gone before him in the lineage of his family. 1In
the lineage, a son is jupior to his father, and that father,
in turn, is junior to his father, and this relationship is
traced through the lineage to the first ancestor of the clan
or ethnic cornmunity.s1 In Christianity, all the saints form
a communion as the thildrezn of God'. In the Christian
expectation of the resurrection an& consunmation of the Kingdom
of God, all the faithful will rejoice in the glory of Gecd.
There will be neither male nor female, neither husband nor

wife — all the social categories of the earthly existence

will be transcended in the 'New Creation’'.

Thus the coming of Christianity introduced a new
concept of existence after death, in which the belief in the
communion of saints was superimposed upon the traditional

veneration of ancestors. Rituals of ancestor veneration were

replaced by the centrality of Jesus Christ in Christian

worship. The early missionary attitude of underrating.the

importance ¢ -estors in African traditional life aroused

some uneasin.-. among some Africans with regard to the brand of
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Christianity that had been introduced to them, and the failure
to appreciate the African cultural and religious heritage has
been noted as one of the explanations for the rise of the

® Independent Church® movement. However, many Churches that
grew within that mévement have expanded memberskip beyond
their ethnic origins, and the belief in the communion of

saints is part of their doctrines.

3.6 SYNCRETISM AND SYNTHESIS OF RELIGOUS BFLITFS

Syncretism is a dirty word in Christian theclogy,
when it is understood as the mixing up of basiec Christian
doctrines with *pagan' ideas.53 Throughout the history of the
Church there haé been a tension between conservatism and change.
In the Introduction it was observed that the apostolic Church
had to deal with this kind of tension, when Christianity began
to spread from Palestine into the Graeco-Roman world. Some
Jewish Christians thought that purity of the Christian faith
would be maintained only if the Gentile Christians adopted the
Jewish cultural heritage. Others, such as Saint Paul,

maintained that the Gospel transcended all cultures, and should

challenge every cultural heritage including the Jewish one.

Chapters one, two and three of this study have

shown that the same kind of tension developed when Christianity
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reached the interior of East Africa. On one hand the missionaries
felt committed to spread the Christian faith as they understood
it without dilution, even if it meant that the African converts
would have to abandon their own cultural and religious heritage.
On the other hand, African Christians, while accepting the
Christian faifh, could not, and did not detach themselves
entirely from their cultural and religious hackground. For
Christianity to make sense and be relevant to the African

converts, it had to be viewed in the context of that background.

African Christians accepted Christianity because
they realized in it a new way of life which, in their under-
standing, was gualitatively better than their traditional
existence (for example, their hope for eternal life, new forms
of worship, literacy)e From the study in Chapters two and three,
it can be concluded that although African converts to Christianity
thought of themselves as people who had become followers of an
entirely new way of life, in practice they were participants
jn two cultural traditions — their own heritage, and that which
had been introduced by the missionary enterprise. Their acceptancs of
the Gospel was a synthesis between Christianity as they had
learnt it from missionary agencies and the Scriptures on the
one hand, and their traditional existence on the other.
Whatever may have been the assessment of missionaries regarding

the quality of Christian life among African converts, African
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Christians consciously or subconsciously have continued to
consider their new faith in reclation to their past existence,
as individuals in contemporary society and as corporate

members of their ethnic communities.

Furthermore, the establishment of Christianity in
East Africa was largely the 1result of the initiatives of
African converts, although the role of the missionary societies
in introducing Christianity is not O\rerlt::aoked.szF In their
initiatives; some African Christians emphasised the relationship
between Christianity and their cultural and religious heritage
more than others did. The overt emphasis on this relationship
partly contributed to the formation of 'Independent Churches?.
However, even within the Churches that grew directly through

the agency of the missionary societies, there were initiatives

to synthesize some aspects of the African heritage with African

understanding of Christianity.>+®

It may be added that syncretism is a danger to
Christianity, if that term is used to mean a process and way
of thinking in which the essential message of the Gospel is so
mixed up with other ideas that the teaching of Jesus Christ is

no longer centra1.55 Thus the Church will continue in its

Y
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mission to face the great challenge of allowing cultural
syntheses to take place, without losing its identity and fervour

in syncretism. The analogy of the roots and branches given to

Roman Christians (Romans 11:13-24) is relevant here. No one

hae suy reason to bonciy Fat tlhose whio have acceptusd the Gospel,

irrespective of their background, are challenged to remain

steadfast in their faith.
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CHAPTER THREE

REFERENCE NOTES

It is noted that some African scholars emphasise
the danger oi making swecping generalizarious about

the religion and philosophy of African peoples:

for example, Okot p'Bitek, African Religions in

Western Scholarship, Nairobi, East African Literature

Bureau, 1970, pp. 98-100, Interview with him, 4th

and Sth Feb, 1976.

On African world-view, J.S. Mbiti, African Religions

and Philosophy, pp. 15-28, J.V., Taylor, The Primal
Vision, passim; -

Mbiti, cp.cit., p. 24,

ibid., p. 16.

ibido’ Pe 177‘

ibides ppe 1=2, Also in "African Concept of Time',

Africa Theological Journal, Makumira, No. 1,

Feb. 1968, p. 8.

J. Pronowski and Bruce Mazlish, The Western Intellectual

Tradition, Pelican, 1963, 1970, pp. 130-423 Giorgio

Santillana, The Age of Adventure, New York, New

American Library, 1956, pp. 157-66,
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For example, the first howr of the day in Kiswahili
corresponds to the seventh in English (i.e., seven
otclock). In English the day is divided into A.M,
and P.M.;, in African reckoning it is divided simply
into day and night,

This idea was expressed in John Bunyan's M'
fro__gg_gg, which was translated into sonﬁe African
languages. The over-emphasis’ that this world was
transitory and the anticipation of a better warld
in heaven led some converts to ignore the necessity
to improve this world: J.S. Mbiti, *African Concept

of Time', in Africa Theological Journal, No. 1,

Feb; 1968, p. 20. This point haﬁ been portrayed,
for example, by Ngugi wa Thion'go in his books,

especially, The Black Hermit, Heinemann, 1968, A

Grain of Wheat, Heinemann, 1967, Homecoming, Heinemann,

1972, pe 33; Interview with him, 4th Nov. 1975.

Welbourn, op.cit., pp. 37=41l.

This point is discussed, for example, by I.T. Ramsay,

Religious Languape, S.Ced., 1957.

For example, in the translation of the Bible into

Acholi: Okot p®Bitek, ope.cit., pp. 59-60. Also

in Religion of the Central Luo, Nairobi, East

African Literature Burean, 1971, ch. 3.
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16
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Raimo Har jula, God and the Sun in Meru Thought,

Helsinki, The Finnish Society for Missiology and
Ecumenics » 1969 9 PPs 16—21; J+S. Mbiti » African

Relipions and Philosophy, p. 29.

This was his main objective in writing Bantu Philosophv.

Paris, Presence Africaine, Eng. Trans. 1959,

See for example, Joseph Mawinza, The Human Soul:.

Life and Soul Concept in an East African Mentality,

Based on Luguru, Rome, 1963, A Dissertation presented

to the Faculty of Philosophy, Pontifical Urbanian
University.

For some views concerning the discussions about God
in the western world, see for example, David Jerkins,

Guide to thc Debate about God, Londrn, Lutterworth, 1966.

The difficulty of tramslating and interpreting the

concepts of African deities has been discussed by

Okot p*Bitek, in Religion of the Central Luo, 1971,
pp. 41-57.
See, for example, Okot p°*Bitek, op.cit., ch. 3,

African Religions in Western Schc arship. pp. 74-70,

Alsc in the Index of names of Afr can deities in

J.S. Mbiti, Concepts of God in Africa, London,

SeP.CoKoy 1970, Edwin Smith, ed., African Jdeas of

God, London, 1961, Index of African deities.
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Edmund Leach has observed that social anthropologists
are of two types: those who theorized about what they
called, primitive' peoples, without conducting field
researchtand being-achainted with such peoples, such
as James Frazer and E. Tylori; and those who spent
much time in the field émong such peoples collecting
data which furmed the basis of their theories.
Malinowski and Claude Levi-Strauss belong to the
second tradition. See E. Leach, levi-Strauss, Fontana
Modern Masters, 1970, p. 7; also, Joan Brothers,

Religious Institutions, London, Longman, 1971, ch. 1,

Jj. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, ch. 2,
The views of Edwin Smith have been studied by

M. MoVeigh, God in Africa: Conceptions of God in

African Traditional Religion and Christianity,

Cape Cod, Mass., Claude Stark, 1974. See also,

E., Snith, ed., African Ideas ¢ God, London,

Edinburgh House Press, 3rd ed. pp. 33, 133.

This was the most realistic wa- of dealing with the
problem: introduction of new vocabulary would have
been even more confusing, as olserved by Okot p'Bitek,
opecitey PPe 60, 62.

See reference note 20 above.

J.S., Mbiti, Concepts of God in Africa, London,

S.P.C.K., 1970, African Religions and PhilosophYs

ch. 4o This view is criticized by Okot p°*Bitek, €-8.

op.cit. 9 Po 88.
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Mbiti, Concepts of God in Africa, pp, Xivexv,

interview with him, 5th to 6th Dec. 1975.

S.G. Kibicho, Ph.D. Dicsertation, Vanderbilt
University, 1972. Also int 'The Interaction of te
the Kikuyu Concept of God with the Biblical Concept’,

in Cahiers des Religions AfriCaine,-Vbl. 2 No. &4,

June-July 1963, pp. 223-37, ‘African Traditional

Religion and Christianity’, in A New Look at

Christianity in Africa, Geneva, W.S.C.F. Boocks,

Bol. II, No. 2, 1972, pp. 14-21.

Raimo Har jula, God and the Sun in Meru Thought,
. Harjula obtained data

Helsinki, 1969, p. 76.
through field research by students of Makumira

Theological College and somc African evangelists
(op.cite, PP 14-16), and therefore, though he is
not an African, his publication could be considered

in the context of this chapter,

Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, pp. 71-74,

Okot p'Bitek, op.cite, ppe 112--13, Keith Russell,

Men Without God?, London, 1967, p. 20,

Hence Satan, as the personification of Evil, was a

new concept introduced into traditional African

Religious thoughte.

Mbiti, Now Testament Eschatolopy in an African

Background, ppe 64-5.
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For example, Ulli Beier, Origin of Life and Death,

London, Heinemann, 19663 Mbiti, African Religions

and Philosophy, ch. Q.

However, this *Salvation' was offered as a matter
for the individual, with regard only to his 'soul®,

A. Hastings, Church and Ministry, Pe 2o

Mbiti, New Testament Eschatology in an African

Background, p. 57.

For a study of some of such initiatives, see

D.B. Barrett, ed., African Initiatives in Religion,

Nairobi, East African Publishing House, 19713 ed.,

Theory and Practice in Church Life and Growths _§§

Studies in Eastern, Central and Sbuthern,ﬁfrican

Over the Last Hundred Years, Nairobi, Workshop in

Religious Research, 1968,

For example, among the Yoruba, *1700 divinities are
said to have shrines in people'§ houses; and some
divinities and spirits have additional shrines in

groves', Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy.

ps 733 foar further discussion, Idowu, African

Traditional Religion: A definition, London, S.C.M.

1973.
John Beattie and John Middleton, eds., irit

Mediumship and Society in Africa, New York, Africana

Publishing Corp., 1969,
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Robert F. Gray, 'The Shctami Cult among the Segeju
of Tanzania®, in Beattie and Middleton, op.cit.,
pp. 171-87.

sohn 4124 .

Neill, op.cit., pp. 46~47,

See for example, G.W. Dymond and E,W. Smnith in

African Idenxs of God, pp. 153-161.

For a polyglot glossary of religious terminology

in Kenya see Xenya Churches Handbook, pp. 336-7.

Further discussion on the East African Revival
Movement is in ch. 4 below.

Je. Omoyajowo, 'Christian Expression in African
indigenous Chufches', in Presence, Special Issue on
African Theology, Nairobi, Vol. V, No. 3, 1972,

pp. 9-12. For a detailed study of one of these

churches, H.W. Turner, African Independent Church,

London, 1967. See also’ E. P‘hga, African Bes_@nse to

Western Christian Relipion, Nairobi, East African

Literature Bureau, 1975, ch. 5.

ﬁbiti, New Testament Eschatology in an African Back-

ground, p. 142.
For example, the carol, ‘'While Shepherds Watched

their Flocks by Nightt,

The word has a Hebrew origin, (R.A. Stewart, 'Angel’,

in New Bible Dictionary, 1962); some of the African

languages in which the word is uscd are Kikuyu, Kamba,

Kiswahili, Luo, Luhya).
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Prof., J.Gs Donders has commented on the incomplete—
ness of this western traditiocnal concept of 'saint':
*Celebrating Qur Ancestors®, A meditation inlzgaggi.
No. 238, Fortnight ending 2344 June, 1977, p. 10,
For more details see fFamily® in J. Hastings, ed.,

Encyclopacdia of Relicion and Ethics, Vol. Vs

London 1912; ‘*Father® in W. Addis and T. Arnold, eds.,

A Catholic Dicticonary. London, 1970; '?ather' in

Leon—-Dufour, Dictiorary of Biblical Théology,tLondOn,
1970. ' |

Mbiti, op.cit., p. 143.

Early converts to Christianity experienced in the
newly introduced religion a new way of life, culturally
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139~

CHAFPTER FOUR

STRANDS OF CHRISTIANITY JXN EAST AFRICA

4.1 THE MULTI~RELIGIOUS SITUATION

el Wl B YR S |

While considering the various strands of Christianity

in East Africa, it is recognized that this is not the only

religion with adherents in the region. Within the whole
continent of Africa there are three main religions, namely,

1

the traditional African religion, Christianity and Islam.™ The

proportion of the population adhering to each of these religions
varies from region to region, from codntry to country, and
also from one ethnic community to another. For example,

northern Africa is predomin&tly muslim, whereas in some West

African countries the proportion of the population adhering

to Islam is fifty per cent or more, In East Africa Islam

has followers especially along the coast and in towns and cities

in the interior of the region. The proportion of the population
following this religion in castern Africa is varied.? It is
difficult to collect accurate statistics on religious adherence
regarding any religion, although such an endeavour was tried

jcation of the Kenya Churches

in Kenya, resulting in the publ

Handbook in 1973.4
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The African cultural and religious background continues

to be an integral part of religious life in Africa south of

the Sahara; even among those people who have become followers

of Islam and Christianity. Social change, rural development,
modern education and the influence of these two new religions
contimie to contribute towards the transformation of the tradi-
tional African cultural and religious life, so that adherence

to African customs is strongest where these factors have had

the least impact, as for example among the Maasai,

and in northern Kenya.

In East Africa there are also adherents to other
religions such as Sikhism, Jainism, and Hinduism, especially
among descendants of communities that emigrated from India

towards the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the

twentieth centuries. These religions are practised in the urban
centres where those communities live, and do not have a following
among the indigenous African peoples. The Bahai faith also

has adherents in East Africa, numbering about thirty thousand

in Kenya, many of whom are Africans,

Of all these new religions, it is Christianity which
has had the éreategt impact on the rural indigenous peoples

of East Africa. The main reason for this situation is that

Christian missionary activity, as observed in éhapter one
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above, was from the beginning dirccted to the rural communities
in the interior of East Africa, although it started at the coast

and towns became centres from which this activity was directed.

he2 THE MULTT-DENOMINATTORAL CUARACIER OF EASP AFKICAR

CHRISTIANITY

In chapter one above it has been observed that
the introduction of Christianity in the interior of East
Africa was initiatied by many missionary societies, each
with its sponsors, policies, objectives and approaches. In

1916, for example, there were as many as fourteen different

7

missionary societies working in Kenya ard running schools.
The denominational orientation of those societies formed the
doctrinal and organizational background of the various strands
of Christianity that became established in East Africa. For

example, the Church Missionary Society formed the background

of Anglicanism in Kenya and Uganda; . the Church of Scotland

Mission formed that of the Presbyterian Church of East Africa,

the African Inland Mission, that of the African Inland Church,

and so on. Although a few Protestant missionary societies

exercised limited co—operation for the purpose of evangeli-

zation, théfe ueré formed in East Africa almost as many

Protestant denominations as there were societies. An example

of such denominational co~-operation was in the establishment



in 1955, of Saint Paul's United Theological College, Limuru,
for the training of African clergy, for the Amnglican,
Presbyterian and Methodist Churches in Kenya. Later on,

more churches began to send. students to that institution;
nzamely, the Reformed Church of East Africa, African Christian

Church and Schools, African Brotherhood Church and Chwrch

o
of the Holy Spirit.

The situation as regards the Catholic Church was
different, in the sense that although there were maany Catholic
missionary societies, all of them considered themselves as

working within the one Catholic Church, no matter how varied

their policies and approaches might be.

The African Churches which grew directly through
the efforts.of those missionary societies have remained in
fellowship with the Churches that had initially sponscred
the respective missionary societies, so0 that these fellow-
ships are recognized as confessional families by the World

Council of Churches. The three provinces of the Anglican

Church in East Africa, for example, are part of the Anglican
Communion, and the Lutheran Church in Tanzania is a member

-of the Lutheran World Federation, The Catholic Church in

East Africa is an integral part of the universal Catholic

Church, with the Pope aa its spiritual head.g.
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There are other Churches which arose indirectly

from the efforts of the missionary societies. Different

terminologies have been used to describe these Churches, such

as '"Separatist Sects', 'Zionist Churches', Syncretistic
Churches®, *Indigenous Churches® and Indebendent Churches"®,

None of these terminlogies is appropriate to describe these

Churches today. The term °Independent Churclies® is the one

most widely used, but it is also inappropriate because of its

implications.lo It implies, for example, that other Churches

are 'dependent?', a negative implication which is unacceptable

in the other Churches. Although the Churches that grew

directly through the missionary societies remain in fellowship
with the Churches which had sponsored those societies, and
although such African Churches request aid in terms of

personnel and funds, they are autonomous in decision making.

Furthermore, the term 'Independent Churches®
implies a dernial onthe part of these Churches, of the catholicity

of Christianity, and of the universal relevance of the Christian

faith. Such an implication is unacccptable to these Churches,

which are also involved in missionary outreach and are expanding

their membership beyond their parochial origins. Thc membership

of some of these Churches in ecumenical organizations such as

the national councils of Churches, the All Africa Conference

of Churches and the World Council of Churches is an indication
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of their quest for fellowship with the wider community

adhering to the Christian faith.ll

These Churchés are varied in their causal factors,
cultural and religious setting of the traditional African
communities among which they originated, size, and the
dencminational background which forms the basis of their
doctrinal and organizational frameworks. However, they
all have some common aspects. For example, they were founded
by Africans, primarily for African following, in response to
needs which in the experience of the founder and his followers,
were not met by Churches that had been established earlier in
that particular area. It has been observed in chapters two

and three that one causal factor, for example, was the reluctance
-—Far failure of the missionary societies to appreciate the
African cultural and religious background in their evangelization

and *ecivilization® of African.peoples.lz

Some of these Churches have joined ecumenical
organizations such as the national councils of Churches, the
All Africa Conference of Churches and the World Council of
Churches, Examples of these are the African Brotherhood
Church, the Africa Israel Church Ninneveh and the African
Christian Church and Schools. A few of them, such as the

Brotherhood Church, now have Bible schools in which they train
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13

their lay and ordained leaders.

The Churches are predominatly rural, althcugh some
of them, such as the thrce mentioned above, have branches in
urban centres such as Nairobi. The headquarters of most of
these Churches are in rural areas. In 1968 there were more
than six thousand of these Churches in the continent of
Africa,l4 and in 1972 there were more of them in Kenya than
in all other East African countries. The number of these
Churches was reported to be growing, ahd the number of adherents

15

in some of them was increasing rapidly. Hence this is an
important strand of Christianity both in East Africa and also

in other parts of the Continent where they have been established.

Another strand of Christianity in East Africa is
that which is a by-product of evangelical and pentecostal
revivals in the western world. These Churches emphasise
pentecostal experience, street and door-~to-door evangelism, and
many of them practise water baptism by total immersion. The
Bible is literally interpreted, and Charisma and the power
of the Holy Spirit are emphasized as the basis of leadership.
They are more recent in East Africa than the Churches that
grew directly through the agency of the miasionary sociecties
discussed in chapter one above. Although this strand draws a

large following in urban centres, some churches such as the
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Full Gospel Church,; have members in rural areas. Other

examples of such Churches are the Pentecostal Assemblies of

Gody, and the Deliverance Church.16

4e3 CROSS-DENOMINATIONAL EXPERIENCE AND EXPRESSION TN EAST

AFRICAN CHRISTIANITY

4.3+.1 The East African Rewvival Movement

This movement began towards the end of the third,
and gained momentum during the fourth, decades of the
twentieth century. This section does not present an exhaustive
history of the movement, but outlines it as one which has had
a pervading impact across several denominations. Before
considering its growth among East African Christians, it is

worthwhile to examine its missionary background.

In Britain towards the end of the nineteenth
century, as a result of the scientific achievements which
had been realized, there was a decline in Christian piety,
and an overconfidence in the success of science and technology.
This situation alarmed some Christians, who longed and prayed
for spiritual revival within Ehemghq?qh._‘ﬂlthough the
Anglican Chu;ch was. the official religion of the nation,

some Christians felt that nominalmembership in. the Church was
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not enough. In their frustrainn they prayed for the Holy
Spirit to revive piety among Christians, and to ernhance this
revival a three-day convention was held at Keswick in July
1875. The objective of this convention was to conduct
%union' meetings for the promotion of practical holiness®.
from tﬁat year anmual ccnventions have continued to ke héld
with the same general aim, but varying themes. Similar
anmial conventiorns were started in many parts of the world,

including East Africa.17

The main significance of this longing for revival
in Britain for the beginning of the East African Revival
movement, is that it influenced some of the missionaries who
came to East Africa, so that in their contacts with East
African converts they stressed the need for revival among
East African Christians also. Among such missionaries were
A.C., Stanley Smith, Leonard Sharp and Joe Church. Stanley
Smith and Leonard Sharp, who qualified as doctors in 1914,
felt challenzed by the 'Great Commission' to go out of their
country and evangelize the world. They went to Rwanda for
three weeks in 1916 with the support of Bishop J.J. Willis,
and on their return to Britain began to prepare themselves
for long—term missionary work in East Africa. Failing to get

financial support from the Church Mlssxonary bociety, a

a group of about thirty supporters was formed, called *Friends
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of Ruanda®, With the support of this group the two missionaries
with their families came to Rwanda in November 1920. That
support became strained by 1926, and in order to facilitate
the continuation of their work a new missionary society was
formed called the Ruanda General and Medical Missiom. This
new society was revivalist, and ‘affirmed the authoritative
and infallible Word of God, a coﬁversion experience through
faith in the atoning death of Christ on the Cross®, It
calied for a pentecostal experience in which the AOnvért,
infilled with the Holy Spirit, would be delivered from sin.
Thus the two missionaries were facilitated to continue their

éVangelical and medical work, with the help of African evange-~

1ists and medical assistants. It was in this missionary

background that the East African Revival Movement bagan.

The type of revival anticipated by these missionaries
was experieﬁced among African Christians in 1928. There was

a famine in Rwanda resulting from the failure of rains
for a long period. Two African Christians from Uganda went
to the Gahini missioﬁ station to help the missionaries with

the work of evangelization and famine relief. One was

Blasijo Kigozi, an ordained Amglican minister and the other,
Yosiya Kinuka, was a trained hospital assistant. At the station
there was a newly arrived missionary, Joe Church, who was

= O
L=

also a doctor.”
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During one of his trips to Kampala to organize
famine relief, Joe Church nmet Simeoni Nsibambi, a brother of
Blasio Kigozi. For two days Church and Nsibambi stayed
together, devotionally reading the Bible, tracing through it
the teaching on the lloly Spirit, and praying. In the power
of the Holy Spirit they found victory, and experienced a

deeper realization of the meaning of the Cross as the only

means to individual salvation. For them, this realization
was Pentecost, and they became changed individuals. Nsibambi

began to testify about the power of N Jesus Christ in

transforming a person's life. Later on his brother, Biasio

Kigozi, taccepted Jesus Christ as his personal saviour'. This

expressién became characteristic of the testimonies of East

African revivalists. Conrersion was also accorded a special

meaning, in the sense that becoming a membeir of a Church was

considered by the revivalists to be inadequate. For a person

+o become fully converted to +he Christian faith he had to

saccept Jesus Christ as his personal Saviour®. A mass

revival was experienced in March 1928 at Rukinga and five

years later, in December 1933, a Teachers' and Evangelists’®

conference wés held at Gahini to discuss such themes as sin,

repentance, faith, the new birth, the holiness of God, the

Holy Spirit, sanctification, Christian work and prayer. The

conference eﬂ&ed with the participants full of revivalist

emotione
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The revival which had started with a few
individuals, soon became a movement. From Gahini in Ruanda-
it spread to Protestant Churches in Uganda. In Tanzania it
reached Katoke in 1935. when Joe Church visited there. Some
of the mombers of the Dvangelical Lutheran Church joined the
movement. The revival reached Kenya in 1938. when teams of
evangelists from Uganda visited Maseno and other parts of
western Kenya. In central Kenya it made its first major impact
in 1947. when a convention was held at Kahuhia. Three other
conventions were held in this area, at Kigari, Embu, in 1048,
at Kabete in 1249 and at Thogoto in 1950. The attendance
at the end of the Thogoto convention was estimated to be
twenty thousand, with participants coming from all over

East Africa.l

The revival movement is a cross-denominational
phenomenon which has followers in many denominations
especially the Protestant ones. Revivalists stress pcrsonal
experiéhce of salvation, expressed in individual testimonies
both in the fellowship groups and to anyone whom a revivalist
meets for di#cussion. In prayer fellouships and conventions,
revivalists from various parishes and denominations share
their experiences of the Christian faith and confess their sins
to one anothér. In the rural areas where inter—ethnic

contacts are limited, such conventions provide an opportunity
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for visiting revivalists to proclaim the teaching that
Christianity transcends ethnic barriers. The emphasis of the
movement on individual salvation has come as something new
to the East African cultural and religious context where in

traditional society there was more emphasis on communal

belonging.

In the revival fellowship groups the revivalists
call each other 'brothers and sisters in Christ', This
applies to both the laity and the clergy who belong to the
movement. Hence it provides the members with the opportunity
to meet as Christians without over-emphasis on the official

ranks of the hierarchies of the Churches.

The movement has normative standards of life to
which every *brother and sister' must adhere in order to be
accepted by 6thers. For example, drinking alcohol and smoking
are forbidden. Dancing, both traditional and modern are also
not allowed, being considered to be incompatible with Christian
life. Polygamy is also not allowed, but ummarried Christians
may join the.movement provided that they undergo the conversion
experience and adhere to the norms of the fellowship. Urmarried
revivalists are not expected to marry outside the movemente
Rather, a re;ivalist who wants to marry a person who islnot

‘converted® is expected to convince that person to join the
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fellowship before the marriage is approved by fellow members
of the fellowship. If this does not happen, the pressurz of
being ostracised from the fellowship may force the revivalist
either to leave the movement and marry, or #elay the marriage

plans ip order to remain within the fellowahipgzo

The decision-making process in the movement is not
bureaucratic or hierarchical., Though its membership is made
up of both iaity and clergy of all ranks, in fellowship
meetings decisions are reached by concensus, after all members
have had opportunity to declare their opinions, and prayers

have been offered beseeching God to guide them to make the

right decision.

Prayer, confessions to one another, devotional
Bible studies, singing and evangelism are some of the
activities of a fellowship group. Fellouwship meetings are
held on Sundays after the main worship service, and also during

week—~days depending on the needs and convenience of the members.

ha3e2 Pentecostal ism

The term °Pentecostalism® is derived from Pentecost,

a Jewish feast to which reference is made three times in the

New Testament (Acts 231, Acts 20:16, 1 Cor. 16:8). The feast
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was commemorated fifty days after the first day of Passover.
It was sometimes called the 'feast of weeks', since it took
place seven weeks after the beginning of Passover. Pentecost
marked the end of the barley harvest, and was also called

the *feast of the fivst fruits', znd the 'feast of hervertt,
During the feast a devout Jew would express gratitude to
Yahweh for the blessings of the grain harvest., It was an
ancient feast in the Jewish tradition, having been observed
in the Pentateuch period and onwards to the apostolic century.
The feast, like the Passover, was another reminder of God's

deliverance and sustenance of His people.

In Christianity, the feast of Pentecost acquired
new significance when the discipleé, gathered in one place in
Jerusalem during the first Pentecost after the Crucifixion of
were visited by the Holy Spirit. Experiencing renewed

Jesus,
they began to proziaim the Gespel with new vigour.

inspiration,
The experience was accompanied by speaking in tongues, and

Peter defended that experience by declariug that the disciples
were not drunk, but had received a fulfilment of what had been

prophesied by the prophet Joel (Acts 2:1-36, Joel 2:28-32).

Belief in the Holy Spirit is included in the
Apostles' Creed, and therefore all those denominations which

uphold the trinitarian doctrine accept inspiration by the Holy
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Spirit as the power of God working within the believers.

In the twentieth century Pentecostalism has become
a movement affecting individual Christians in many denominations.
It emphasises that a Christian must be 'born again' in the
Holy Spirit, following the advice of Jesus Christ to
Nicodemus (John 3:1-13). It has been pointed out in the
preceding scction of this chapter that in East Africa, in
addition to the Churches which grew directly through the
mi.ssionary movement of the nineteenth century and those
started by African Christians in response to their perception
of the missionary btrand of Christianity, there are other
denominations which have been established as by-products of
Pentecostal and evangelical revivals in North America and
Europe. These Churches get many of their adherents from older
denominations by emphasising the need for a second conversion

in which those baptised with water should be baptised with

. sp 23
the Holy Spirit,.

Unlike the Revival movement whose followers remain
mzmbers of the denominations to which each reviwvalist belongs,

the Pentecostal movement has led to the introduction of new

denominations.2>® Thus adding to the denominational plurality
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of East African Christianity. Pentecostalism is now a

worldwide phenomenon, with small depominatlions in many

. 279
countries. -

4.3.3 Charismatic Renewal

Closely related to Pentecostalism has been the

Charismatic Renewal movement, which also has attracted
interest among some Christians in many denominations. A
conference on Charismatic renewal was held in Nairobi in 1976,

and Christians from many Churches in Kenya attended it to

participate in its sessions together with Christians from

other parts of the world.

The Charismatic movement emphasises the presence
of the Holy Spirit in the life of the Church, following the

s of Saint Paul that God has endowed all Christians

s

o = Baall
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each with spiritual gifts which must be put to use for the

glory of God and for the furthering of evangelization

(Rom. 12:3—-3).2Bc
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Faith healinr, for example, is a charismatic gift
ucd to some Christians who lead prayer meetings for the
ling of the sick. 7The belief that Goi chooses individuals

beatows charismatic gifits upon them for the furthering of
work is mnot limited to pentecostalist denominations.
nlers of some African Churches are believed by the adherents
.hose Churches to have been chcsen by God and guided by
. Holy Spirit to serve as leaders of those Churches. Faith
ling is practised in many such Churches and also in

rcecostalist denominationse.

The Chrismatic movement like the Revival, has
-2cted some Christians in many denominations, but it has
.=t led to the formation of new Churches. It has a wider

than Pentecostalism, of the variety of ways in

2L

*wwnpretation

- the Holy Spirit is working in the Church.

Evangelism

Since the time of pioneer missionaries, evangelization
* jmued to be a major concern of the Churches in East
The urge to win more converts to the Christian faith

-ge to the 'Creat Commission', has been accompanied at
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the same time by a desire to increase the membership of the

denocminations involved in the endeavour. One of the ways in

which the success of evangelization by a denominaticn is
assessed, is by counting the number of converts it has made

in a particular area over a certain period of time. Therefore,
although most Christians involved in evangelization would say
that they are proclaiming the Gospel for their unconverted
hearers to accept Christianity and for the Christian heurers to
be strengthened in their faith, inherent in all evangelical
proclamation is the desire and hope that those who choose to

accept Christianity would follow the denominational persuwasion

of the evangelizer,

The Churchcs in East Africa have been growing in
terms of the mumber of denominations established in the region,
in the number of converts and congregations in each denomination,
and also in the efforts to consolidate the identity of the

Church. Hence the opening up of new denominational centres of

evangelization in the rural areas where Christianity had not
hitherto been introduced, for example among the Maasai

and in northern Kenya. It is increasingly being appreciated

that the *Creat Commission® is a challenge to the whole Church,
and that therefore missionary responsibility is the
' pesponsibilily of Christians both in East Africa and alwoad.

For example, in two dioceses of the Church of the Province of
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Kenya (Anglican) there are diocesan missicuary associations
whose objectives are the furthering of evangelization in

areas to which Christianity has not yet reached.zﬁ

heh  TNTER-DENOMINATTONAL CO~OPERATION

Although in the denominational plurality of East
African Christianity each dencmination is interested in the
development of its own identity, the attitude of competition
and antagonism which were a fcature of the early missionary
activity has increasingly passed Away. Most Churches realize
the need to work together in projects for development and social

service, to reduce duplication of effort, and encourage mutual

understanding between denominations.

Ecumenism has contributed greatly towards the encous-
ragement of such mutual understanding, in the sense that since
the International Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in
igio_%hére have.been many conferences and consultations in
which Christians from various denominations got opportunity
to share their views with others, especially in the context
of the World Council of Churches. With the reduction of

competitive and antagonistic attitudes some Churches have

joined to form national councils of Churches, and through such

councils projects are organized to meet identified needs of
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society. One such council is the National Christian Council
of Kenya, made up of about fourty Churches. It conducts projects
in aspects such as rural development, social work and community
relationsoz Although the Catholic Church in Kenya is not a
member of this organization, there are aspects in which it
co—operates with other Churchies, such as some projects of
rural development in northern Kenya, the construction of the

Christian Student Leadership Centre in Nairobi, and in the

development of Christian religious education syllabuses and

materials for schools.

4.5 RURAL AND URBAN EXPRESSIONS

L.5.1 Rural Christian Life

In Chapter one it has been observed that the various

missionary societies that introduced Christianity in East

Africa, established their work mainly in rural areas, setting
up mission stations which became centres for the transformation

of rural African communities. They introduced such things

as the new religion, a new concept of education in which

literacy was an important aspect, new methods of agriculture,

and modern medicine. Although many towns have grown in East

Africa during the twentieth century, the majority of the region's '

population wstill live in rural areas. One other way of
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considering the variety of expressions of Christianity in
Fast Africa, apart from those discussed above, is to examine

Christian life in rural areas on the one hand, and in urban

centres on the other.

Chapters two and three have shown that although
Christianity was introduced as a new religicn and way of life,
traditional African life has not completely disintegrated,
Rather, African Christians seclected some aspects of what

they understood to be Christian teaching, and appropriated

those aspects to suit their changing traditional life.

This has meant, among other things,; that the expression of

Christianity in rural areas has a rural character, and a few

points are outlined below to illustrate this.

The majority of East African peoples are living

within the setting of their traditional ethnic communities.

One of the factors facilitating this sense of belonging to

the ethnic communitys is the traditional language of the

community. Christian worship in rural areas is conducled in
the various traditional languages of East African pcoples.

This has been facilitated especially by the translation of

the Bible and 1iturgical books into these languages. The

availability of such translations has meant that although

Christianity is a scriptural religion, learning about it has
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been possible even among those whose literacy skills have

not gone beyond reading and writing the mother tongue.

For example; African Christians within the East African
Revival movement discussed earlier irn chis chapter, express
their faith in their traditiomal languages, to the extent that

even the chorus Tukutendereza Yesu which is common and popular

in the movement, is sung in the various African languages which

are mother tongues of those revivaliste,

Another point is that Christianity in rural areas
is lived alongside traditional customs. As discussed in chapter

two, for example, the Church and the traditional concept
of the family are accepted as social realities within which

African Christians live. Hence in practice, traditional

marriage customs are not always overlooked in the Christian

solemnization of matrimony.

Traditionally, religion was fully integrated into
the rest of social 1ife, so that there was no separation, as

in the western world, between secular and religious dimensions.

Wi+ +the introauctinn of Chrisiiznity and the abandorment of

some religious aspects of life as discussed in chapter three,
Christianity has filled the resulting religious vacuum so that

ligion for African Christians, the Church has
29a

become 'a place to feel at home?*,

with regard to re
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understanding of the Church as the community of faith in

Jesus Christ answering and fully integrating the needs of

the changing traditional community, that contributed greatly

to the growth of African Churchea (sometimes called °Independent!
Churches) indirectly from the missionary activities of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when it appeared to some
African Christians that missionaries® presentations of the
Christian faith did not provide that possibility of

integration. Such Churches are based mainly in rural areas,

though they have adherents in urban centres.

Participation in projectsa of rural development is
another significant aspect of rural Chriétianity.30 In
addition to their involvement in building permanent Ckurch
buildings in parish centres and villages, African Christians
also contribute their labour and financial resources for the
construction of new schools and the extension of old ones,
espeically at the primary level. In Kenya, for example, the
sponsorship by respective Churches, of schools which used to
be managed and controlled by missionmry societies, has facili-
tated this participation.- Following the Kenya Education Act
(1968) the Churches and Christian organizations which formerly
had been managing their schools, became the ‘sponsors® of .
those schools. The riew status enabled the former ‘managers’®

to maintain, if they desired, a limited religious influence on
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the schools of which they had become sponsors,. For example,
with the headmnaster®s permission and in consultation with

the school committee, the sponsor could use the school premises
for devotional purposes when the school was not in session.

The natianal Motto of *Harambee' (Co-operation for self-help) has
continuved to motivate tho Cha-ches to Lulld icre clzusroons

in the schools which they sponsor, and to open new sSponcored

schools where necessary, with the direction of education authorities,

be5.2 Christianity in Urban Centres

Urban centres are places to which people move

from their homes in rural areas, mainly in search of employ-—

ment, education and trade, The centres are foci of adminj-

stration, commerce and indusfry. The peoplez who go to such
centres for a variety of purposes, are from the various

ethnic backgrounds, hence the towns and cities are places

of convergence.

Th: =e who come to the urban centres may have become
Christians beio e they 1eff their rural homes, and they
bring their faith with them. Many of the urbgn dwellers are
in formal employment, such as clerical, industrial, teaching
and administrative jobs. Owing to the mobile nature of

urban society and the variety of backgrounds from which tﬁe
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urban dwellers come, expression of the Christian faith in
large urban centres such as Nairobi differs from Christian
life in rural areas as discussed above. A few points are

outlined below to illustrate this contrast,

Since the Christians converging in the urban
centres come from many ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, a
common language for Christian worship has to be sought in
order to bring them together into a liturgical community.
Each dencmination provides worship facilities for its adherents.
It is difficult to provide for the needs of all adherents
in a single language, unless such a language is understood
and spoken by all the members of a particular denomination.
In Nairobi, for example, some Churches corduct two Sunday
services, one in English and the other in Kiswahili. By
conducting worsbip in these two languages, the Churches ensure
that those who cannot participate in Christian worship in
Kiswahili are given the opportunity to worship in English, and
vice versa. The availabil ity of the Bible and liturgical
books in thesé languages helps to meet this need. VWhen a
Church experiences a felt need among its adherents for the
provision of worship in a language other than English or
Kiswahili, arrangements are made to make this provision.
‘ Such a brobleh does not arise in the rural areas, where the

language of a particular ethnic community is generally the
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language of worship in that area.

The sense ¢f communal belonging is much less
pronounced in urban centres than it is in the rural areas,
Urban dwellers tend to maintain their ties with their
relatives in their rural homes, so that living in towns is
considered necessary mainly because it facilitates employment
and the other purposes which attract people from the rural
areas, Otherwise, 'home' is not considered to be in the towns,
but in the rural areas where the rest of the extended family
live, Therefore, the sense of communal belonging in urban
Churches is not reinforced by traditional ethnic belonging,
as it is in rural Churches. This has both positive and negative
implications. Positively, the presence of the Church as a
multi—-ethnic community qf faith in wban centres demonstrates
that the Gospel transcends culture, although it is spread, received
and expressed within particular cultural contexts. Negatively,
it means that the individualistic tendencies of urban life do

not foster as warm a communal relationship as in the rural

Churches.

Furthermore, urban planning takes care of the
development of towns, and therefore the Churches in urban

centres are not as directly involved in development as they

are in rural areas.
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Before concluding this section, it should be noted
that there are some points of contact between rural and urban
Christians, for example in marriage ceremonies and funaral
arrangements, Leaders living in urban centres meeit with
their counterparts in rural areas, in gatherings such as the
provincial synods and episcopal conferences. Since many
Christians living in towns consider their ‘'home®’ to be jin the
rural areas, théy keep contacts with their-pariéhes there,
and contribute to the development projects of their respective
areas. Therefore, although the nature of Christian living
ad worship in towns may be different from the expression of
Christianity in rural areas, both forms of Christian life are

in touch with each other, but respond to two different social

set tings.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SOME FMERGING THEKES IN AFRICAN CHRISTTAN THEOLOGICAL

REFLECTION

5.1 QUEST FOR AN AERICAN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

In his New Testament Surveyy; M. Temmey nOtedlthat

Christian missionary process has three cyclié phases ~
inception, expansion and consolidation, or in J.V. Taylor's
terminology,E§§§Eg§ggé?_gétathent_éé#ﬂ;;igigfx In the Egst
African context these thrze phases of the process are going
on at the same time. Thus there are areas in which
Christianity is being introduced; others in which it has been
introduced and is expanding and at the same time, reflection
has begun among theologians, pastors, teachers and lay Church

leaders, seeking to define the nature, role and direction of

the Church in the context of contemporary chﬂllenges.l

S

f,glgbqfxlﬂ e
S

The quest for an African articulation of Christian

" 1

N LA

theology was one of the significant concerns of African Christian

2
theolozians during the seventh decade of the twentiety century.
For example, imn 1963, Harry Sawyerr published an article

reflecting on °The -basis of a (Christian) Theology for Africa‘.
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Ilis emphasis was that an African Christian Theology should

be part of the totality of Church tradition, but at the same

time it should contribute frcsh insights arising from African
tradition and experience in response to the Gespel. He reiterated
this concern in another arvticle; originally prepurasd vor a Lay

Leadership conference in 1970, and published in 1971 .3

E.B. Idowu published in 1965 a book entitled Towards

an_Indigenous Church,4 in which he urged African Churches, espe-

cially those that grew directly through the agency ci foreign

missionary societies,‘\to strive towards SLiving Sugy gpgrches an
African character, in terms of having African personnel in
positions of decision—making, and 'africanising' the Titurgies,
hymnody and administrative structures of the Churches. The
basis of this urge was that in his view, such Churches had
adopted, without alteration, many aspects of Church life from
*mother Churches' abroad,; via the missionary agencies which had

introduced Christianity into Africa. During the following year
{

a conference of theologiah§¥2;: Church leaders was held at

e [Biblical Revelation and Airican

Ibadan to reflect upon the

Beliefs®. The conference affirmed the centrality of Christ as

the main concern of Afrjcan Christian theological reflection,

but the place of Biblical Revelation in this endeavour was not

':l " -
ttharoughly explored.” J.S. Mbiti, in his book African Religions

and Philosophy, devoted a chapter to a consideration of the
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development of Christianity in the midst of other religions

with adherents in the continent of Africa, such as Islam and the
Baha®i Faith.6 He observed that African peoples had made a wide
variety of responses to Christianity, and that those who had
accepted this relinicn had made their own adaptations %o suit
their respective needs in different corntexts.7 In his later book,

New Testament Eschatology in an African Background (1971) he

considered the quest for an African (Christian) Theology which
had been one subject for discussion throughout the seventh decade.
He noted that though the phrase 'African Theology' was being
used, it had not been defined to show what its contents and

2
methods were. This would be a task for the future.

During the first half of the eighth decade there were
developments in the reflection about this quest. TFor example,
in January 1972 a conference was held in Kampala to consider
sAfrican Theology and Church Life'. Theologians and
Church leaders from various parta of Africa participated in the
discussions. In its cditorial, a Christian periodical, Tke

Christian Century, commenting on the proceedings of that

conference, emphasised that unless form and content were put
to the term fAfrican Theology', this quest as sounded by some

theologians might remain only a slogan.g Following up these

. discussions, fhe magazine Prescnce devoted one whole issuc to a
. 10
further consideration of the definition of this quest, in 1972.

L. . .
An East African Catholic tghologian, Charles Nyamiti, also
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published two papers considering this quest from an African
Catholic pe.rspectilve.11 At the end of 1974, a consultation

was held near Accra, in which theologians from various parts of
Africa and b!schk theologians from North America, met to discuss
together the content and methodology of °African and Black
Theology'.lz This was an explorative coﬁsultation, aﬁd the
papers poesented sought to highlight the differences and
similarities of the contexts in which Black Theology in North

America and African (Christian) Theology had arisen.

In all these developmentis cited above the quest for

African (Christian) Theology was emphasised, hut even at the

Acera consultation it _was not clear what form, content and

methodology, this artzculatlon would take. However, at least

two points had become widely accepteu- that there was a need

for African Christians to articulate; in their own terms, their

s

understanding of the Gospel in the context of Africa’s cultural

g i

and religious backgrounds, and to refleoﬁ on the nature apd

role of the Christian Churches in the context of contemporary

e e ——

e —_—

T
nhallenges in various parts of the continent. Hence, following

from these developments, the question '"What is African Christian

- by
Theology?' can be defined simply as the telological reflection

of African Christians with regard to their understanding of the

—

Gospel, the nature and role of the Church, on the basis of their

theological understanding, Christian experience, and their




177~
African cultural and religious backgrounds.

Since such backgrounds and experiences are various,
and since Christianity has come to Africa via many missionary
agencies with varying emphaseg and approaches as observed in
chapter one above, it follows that African Christian theological
reflection is not a uniform or homogeneous undertaking. Furthermore,
it is not a static event which will be completed some time in thc
future, but a continuing process in which Christian theologians in
Africa will continue to explore, evaluate and reflect upon the meaning

of Christianity for African peoples and for the world, from their

African perspective. African Christian Theology, if it is to bear

the adjective *Christian®, hac to take serious consideration of the
Gospel, and at the same time, the particularity of the response of

African Churches in various parts of the continent, to that

universal proclamation. Without acknowledging the universality

of Christianity and the particularity of the various expressicons
of that religion, African Christian Theology may lack the
catholicity which is essential to the Gospel. The two aspects

are necessary, in order to clarify each other.

H{EF Turner, considering the theology of ?*Independent

Churches® and the quest for an African Christian Theology, has

- expressed the conviction that the limitations of a culture-

bound, *white?, western theology —~ which have precipitated these
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African developments — are not best corrccted by the development
of other culture—=bound theoclogies, 'black, brown or yellou".l3

In expressing this conviction he was apprehensive of the
distortions of Christianity which can arise when particularity of
responses to the Gospel, is over-—-emphasised at the expense of

the universal proclamation of Christianity. At the same time,
however, the converse could also distort the Christian faith,

if the universality of the Gospel is over—-emphasised to the
extent that the particular responses to it are not highlighted.
Jesus Christ came and lived among a particular community, but He
refused to be tied to its whims and frenzies. Hence African
Christian Theology, while taking account of the traditions of

the Church. expressed in the western theological heritage, has

at the same time to make a distinctive contribution to those
traditions by commenting on the relevance of Christianity as a
universal religion, to the particular challenges faced by African
Churches in various parts and contexts in the coptinent.¥4
Christian theological reflection is always done in ﬁarticdiar
contexts, although the theologian may not state his presuppositions.
7t is a distortion of the notion of universality, to regard

particularized, culture~bound theologies as normative for all

Christians. This has been a prevalent mistake of the modern

missionary enterprise.

Following this brief outline of the background in which
African Christian theological reflection is continuing, the
remaining sections of this chapter consider a few themes which

have emerged, and are being developed, as the quest for an
(4

15
African Christian Theology continues to be discussed. The
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examples cited in the foregoeing outline are not exhaustive,

neilher are the concerns ~onsidered in the following sections.

5.2 STUDY OF THE BIHLE

The Bible has been translated, fully or partly, into
neaxrly six hundred African languages, out of a total of about
one thousand.l6 In chapters one andtwo above, the importance
of the Bible in the evangelization of Africa has been noted.
The provision of the Christian Scriptures in languages which
people can understand, is the main objective of Bible Societies in
Africa, and all over the world. 1In African Christian homes
the Bible is the most widely read book. However, considering
that the rate of literacy in the continent is s8till very low =
to the extent that only a small proportion of people can read
and write their oun mother torgues, and even fewer are literate
in foreign languages such as English, French, Portuguesec -

the Bible may be considered as a Yclosed book'.17

The work of translating the Bible into African
languages has mainly been the responsibility of missionaries
from abroad who had to learn these languages before engaging
themselves in the endeavour. As the Airican Churches continue

to grow, need is felt for African Christian scholars to particie

pate in this work.lB
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The Bible is the most widely read book in African
Christian homes. Provision of devotionzl booklets to aid
and guide Christians in their devotional reading is another
important aspect of this concern. The Scripture Union
provides such bocklaln ot snubridized costs, in Englich and

other languages.

Since the study of the Bible is basic to Christian
theological training, some African Christian scholars have
emphasised the need for Biblical Studies to be taken more
seriously than in the past. J.S. Mbiti, for example, has
stressed that a study of Biblical Theology must be the basis
of any Christian theological reflection. In the context of
Africa, such reflection has to relate the Biblical message
to the African cultural .and religious understanding. Therefore,
while acknowledging the.rich heritage of Biblical scholarship
that has accumulated since the early Church, it is necessary
for African Christian scholars to make their contribution to
this heritage. Hﬁiti has expressed the concern that it would
" be an impoverishment iLf Biblical Theology were to be assigned
to the perip#eries of African Christian theological reflection.
K.A. Dickson has also been emphatic on the need for African
Christian theological reflection to be grounded on a serious
consideration of Biblical révelationnao Literature on

Bihlical Studies is accumulating, although this is a discipline
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which does not have many African experts.21

5.3 PASTORAL CONCERN

50301 Fami v I.oife

0 e TPVR S P A R

Counselling is one of the responsibilities which
preoccupy the lives of Church pastors, apart from conducting
worship, solemnizing marriage and officiating in the Church
sacraments. A few aspects of this counselling concern are

considered in this section, beginning with family life pastoral

guidance.

Pastoral problems concerning the family have been
given significant attention among Churches in Africa. Many

seminars. consultations and conferences have been organized

by single denominations and by inter—denominational bodies to
consider the role of Christianity in family life, with a view
to discussing ways of guiding African Christians in dealing
with the challenges that arise in the family., The following
are a few examples. In 1963 the All Africa Conference of Churches
and the World Council of Churches sponsored aseminar in Zambia
to consider the theme °The Christian Home and Family Life'.

. The seminar discussed such topics as customary marriage, 'bride

price', polygamy, family planning, the ummarried life, divoree,

prostitution, the Christian home and fami.ly.22 Father Adriapn
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Hastings was in 1970 commissioned by the Anglican Archbishops

of southern, central and eastern Africa to produce a report
considering the pastoral issues which arise from African marriage
customs, His report was published as a book entitled Christian

23

Marriapre in Africn.

The National Christian Council of Kenya runs a
Family Life Education Programme, and the Catholic Church declared
24

1976 a Christian Family Year. All these examples are indica-
tions of the seriousness with which Churches in East Africa,

and in the whole continent, regard the challenges arising

from family life.

5.3.2 Youth

Another aspect of this pastoral concern regards

the prloblems of youth in the context of Christian living.
Social change, modern education and urbanization have

' contributed greatly to the modification of traditional
patterns of upbringing, to the extent that young people do not
have as clear a direction and control from their parents and
relatives as they had in traditional African life. They learn
neyw ideas in gchool, are exposed to mass media, and spend a
large portion of their time away from their parents, in school

or college, in employment or in search of it, "Faced with this
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situation, Churches have responded by establishing

departments of youth work, through which guidance to youth
may be provided. Inter—denominational bodies also have
responded to this challenge by having similar departments.

For example, the National Christian Council of Kenya has

a Youth and Soc:’.al_l Work department, which organizes occasional
seminars and courses to provide in-service training to Christian
youth leaders, social workers and pastors.25 The Church of
the Province of Kenya (Anglican) has a youth organization to
provide a forum in which the young people of that denomination
can meet and express themselves as they grow in the

26

Christian faith. The Catholic Church :has a similar organization.

The All Africa Conference of Churches had a youth
department for several yesrs, and in 1971 it sponsored the All
Africa youth and student conference in Ibadan.27 The pastoral
guidance for youth has been considered so important by
Churches in Kenya, as to call for the establishment of a
*pastoral programme® for primary schools in Kenya. Pupils
are expected to be given this guidance in addition to the
learning pro%ided in the Christian Religious Education syllabus
which is scheduled in the main school time-table.28 Moreover,
the Family Life Education Programme of the National Christian
Council.of_Kénya has prepared a draft sfllabus for schools« |

on 'Family Life and Sex Education' for pre-adolescents and

adolescents. The introduction of this draft syllabus, states
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that the programme was established inresponse to the concern
which was expressed in the 1969 Annual General Meeting of the
National Christian Council of Kenya, over *'the problem of
school drop-outs due to pregnancies, teenage abortions and
vohild throwing" . The progeoaniie was established with

29

particular emphasis on young people.

5¢3¢3. Urban Challenges

The growth of urban centres has raised new challenges
for the Churches in Africa. In chapter four it has been observed
that the majority of acherents to the Christian faith live
mainly in rural areas. The influx of population into towns
in search of employment, education and trade, has led to the
presence of many jobless and poorly housed people. Tke desertion
of youth from their homes into towns has created, in Nairobi
for example, the 'Parking Bo'ys-' problem.. Various Churches
and inter—denominational organizations have responded to this

urban challenge by secking wayc to rehabilitate such youth.30

In 1974 the All Africa Confererce of Churches and
the Association of Members of the Ipiscopal Conferences of

. Eastern Africa (Catholic), sponsored a one-year course in

Nairobi to acquaint selected Church pastors from various countries,

with African urban challenges, and learn some ways in which the
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Church might respond to such challenges.31 The National
Christian Council of Kenya has two departments which respond
especially to urban challenges — the Church and Industry, and
the Social Work projects., It also sponsors some small scale
crafts industries1to help in providing a basis for self-
employment for some of the youth who come to Nairobi. Further-
more, various denominations run cuommunity centres in which to
provide some devotional and social facilities for their urban-

32

dwelling members.

The Christian film Between Two Worlds, produced in

Kenya, depicts some of the challenges that a person from the
rural areas faces when he encounters urban life, and the role

that the Church may fill in helping those that face these

The theme of that film is outlined below to
33

challenges.
illustrate some aspects of these urban challenges. A young
girl, innocent and obedient, is forced out of her rural home
by her parents, to go to the city under the guardianship of

‘ a well=to—do man who promises the parents of the girl to give
her a job. The parents are ignorant of urban life —~ they think
of the city as an easy ﬁlace where people go to be employed,
and from which, pcople bring money and presents to their
friends and relatives back home in the rural areas.

The girl does not want to leave home where shc has the security

and care of her parents, and the company of her Loy-friend
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whom she hopes to marry when the two are older and employed.
But she has to obey her parents, and the 'guardian' drags

her to the city.

When she reaches there she is not only overvhelmed
by urban life which she has never encountered before, she is
also maltreated by the 'guardian' who turns her into a house
maid. She is given no job though the man had promised to give
it, After suffering great hardship for some time she runs
away one night, and manages to go back to her parents.
When she tries to describe her ordeals to them, they rzfuse to
believe her, partly because of their ignorance of what can happen
to a young, helpless person in the city, and partly because

they rely more on the guardian to whom they entrusted their

daughter.

The ‘guardian' comes to her parents and accuses
the girl of running away from his care, and the parents
believe his version of the story. In her innocence and
obedience she subordinates herself to the will of her parents
and the lust of their pretentious friend, and she has to
return to the city under his custody. Miserably she becomes

pregnant, and /sent back home without a job, without any hope. /is

Meanvhile, her boyfriend, who had loved her since the
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two were in school together, learns of the girl's disappearance
to the city. Life becomes unbearable in his rural home, partly
because he is unemployed, and partly because he misses his.
girl-friend whc has been his companion. Be decides to go to
the city also, although he knows nothina sbout vrban life,
and has no friends or relatives whom he could approach for
acccmodation and guidance. His objectives in going to the city
are looking for a job, searching for his bride-to-be, and
running away from the loneliness he feels while at home. Re
wanders in the city for a long time, but finds none of the
things for which he has been searching. In desperation he
decides to take up a job as a dish-washer in a low-class
restaurant. He works very hard, proves to be honest, and is
promoted to the post of a cashier in the restaurant. He
earns more money, and is not over-=worked.

Urban life, and the temptation of squandering money,
Jure him to become a drumnkard and a libertine. He faces the
thféat of demotion, and his initiatives at work begin to decline.
Then he visits a Church community centre in the city, where he
is touched by the joy cxpressed by Christian youth there, as
they play and testify to the relevance of the Christian faith
in their lives. He feels challenged to take the Christian
faith more séfiously, and makes a decision to change his life.

He visits the pastor for guidance, and in their discussions he
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feels relieved. He improves in his work againe Then he
experiences a great crisis when he learns of the death of his
father. Should he remain in the city and earn more money, or
should he return to his rural home and take up his father's
responsibilities, without money and without the companion he
lost? The proprietor of the restaurant promises him more
promotions and shares in the business if he will choose to

remain in the city and help to make that business flourish.

In his renewed commitment to the Christian faith,
he feels a greater sense of responsibility, and his memories
of his rural background compel him to choose to go back home,
hoping that his girl-friend will also have returned. ©On his
return he learns what happened to her, and he finds her very
miserable and desperate. She is a victim of circumstances which
she could not control, but she cannot face her own self. The
young man is at first unsure of what he should do. Though he
pities the girl whom he had hoped to marry, should he accept
her now in her condition? Can he forget all the experiences

that she has gone through? It is a bhard decision to make, and

he takes a long time thinking and praying about it,.

The film does not show what he eventually decides
" %o do, but it gives hints that in spite of her condition, he

is inclined to accept her as she is. Central to the theme of
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the film is the question of the pastoral role of the Church in

the context of such urban challenges.

5S¢4 CHRISTIANITY AND AFRICAN CULTURE

The matter of relationship between Christianity and
African culture has been raised in chapter four above. This
section outlines some of the ways in which this theme is being
developed, in the context of the concern to encourage an
African expression of Christianity. The urge to African
Churches to reflect the African cultural heritage has been
expressed by E.B. Idowu and others. Some of the aspects in
which the Churches could do this are 11E2£SY! musig and a{f.
With regard to liturgy, an experiment has been conducted and
recorded, for example, to adapt the Catholic Mass into African
traditional worship in Cameroun. In East Africa one of the
supporters of such adaptation is Father Aylward Shorter, who has
suggested that traditional African ways of praying could be

-

- utilized for the development of African Christian prayer.”'

Traditional African art could also be used in the
expression of Christian ideas. For example, Professor A. Lugira,
in a book entitled Garda Art, has suggested that the traditional
" artistic genius of African peoples could, with Christian
jnitiative, be adapted to reflect African impressions of

—_— T ———

Cbristianity.35 In music, many Christian choirs in East Africa
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are developing initiatives to compose Christian songs with a
Christian message expressed in African tunes. This is for examplec
one of the main concerns of the Kenya Clristian Choirs Associa-

tion, which has nearly onc hundred choirs from various denomina-
tions.36

It has been noted earlier; that African Christians,
while accepting Christianity, according to their understanding
of it, did not lose contact with their cultural heritage.
However, as a result of missionary attitudes in which African
culture was looked down upon as ‘'primitive' and 'heathen?',
there has been some reluctance to affirm aﬁd fully appreciate
the African heritage. The urge to maké a positive appraisal

of African culture in the context of African Christianity,

has been expressed in the context of such reluctance.

In East Africa, the urge to appreciate African culture
has been affirmed to the extent that the teaching of the
African heritage has been included in the reviscd syllabi for
secondary and higher secondary schools. This affirmation is
widely accepted among both Protestant and Catholic educators,
as shown by the serious consideration of the African heritage
in alternatives 223 and 224 of the Christian Religious Education

syllabus in the East African Certificate of Education.
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The 'Independent Churches® also take this concern
seriously. For example, there is spontaneity and dynamic
participation in worship, and the initiatives to adapt

37

traditional religious life into Christian worship is common.

5.5 CHRISTIANITY AND OTHFR RELIGTONS

The previous chapter has pointed out the multi-
religious situation in Africa, and the widespread adherence
to the African religious heritage, Christianity and Islam. The
relationship between Christianity and African religious beliefs
has been considered in chapter three. With regard to the
relationship between Christianity and Islam not much has been

written. However, the need for mutual understanding between

the adherents of various religions is a basic necessity to
facilitate co-operation in development activities. Religion
could be a divisive factor in society, if the adherence to

any particular religion became a barrier to social interaction.

On the other hand, it could be a unifying factor, if mutual

ungerstanﬁing was encouraged.
.bq_a:.-‘ .
J_”’ One such effort to develop mutual understanding has

been the publlCatlon of a book entitled Islam and Christianity.

which answers some questions that h:ndcr understanding between

38

adherents within the two relipions, It is written from an
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African context, noting the wide adherence to Islam especially
in western Africa. In the foreword to the book, this concern

is expressed as followus: *Everyday Muslims and Christians

meet, talk, do huasiness together - but how often do they take

a genuine interest in one another's religious convictions?

Or if they do discuss religion, how easily it degenerates into
an angry battle of words, full of misunderstanding and prejudice,
bringing no advantage to either side. The Christian who
sincerely desires to witness to Christ must be » to open

up a patient tdialogue® in which he goes out to meet the

Muslim and listens to him, trying to understand the faith,
39
'

which is so precious to hime..'.

J.S. Mbiti has also commented on the importance of
this concern, noting that in Africa's search for new values
8 religions to be considered in

Va

it is necessary for the variou

the context of the social change vhich Africa is undergoing.

5.6 ECUMENISM

Another theme that is of concern in African
Christian theological reflection, is the development of closer

understanding between the various denominations of the

Christian faith. Since the International Missionary Conference
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at Edinburgh in 1910 discussions on this matter have been

going on, and onc of the significant outcomes of the discussions

was the foundation of the World Council of Churches, as an

argan to facilitate further efforts to encourage mutual

understanding betywen Churches all over the 1mr1r!.£'0 Therec

are about two hundred and seventy five Churches which are members

of the organization.

The relationship between the Catholic Church and the

Protestant Churches has also been improving, especially

since the second Vatican Council. In Africa, the All Africa

Conferrence of Churches, and the various national councils of

Churches, help to further such mutual understanding, through

the seminars, conferences and consultations oi‘ganized with

the mandate of the member Churches. Through the General

Assembly and the Ammual General Meeting, such councils provide

opportunities for Christians of various denominations to meet

and cxchange views ard experiences. For example, the fifth

Assembly of the World Council of Churches was held in Nairobi
in November-December 1975, and the third assembly of the All

Africa Conference of Churches was held in Lusaka in May 1974.

Discussions on ecumenism have been going on at

various levels. For example, between 1961 and 1967 there were

discussions between Anglicans, Presbyterians, Methodisats,

Luthcrans and Moraviang, considering the possibilities of not
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only inter-~denominational co-operation, but eventual union.

One of the outcomes of these discussions was the pullication

of a United Liturgy for East Africa. Thus one level of
ecumenical discussion is structural union, another is liturgical
agpeement,l"z Still another, which is more common, concerns

inter—~denominational co-operation, as discussed in chapter

four above.

Apart from such discussions which go on-between
leaders, there is another dimension of ecumenism which affects
ordinary Christians more profoundly. This concerns the
encouragement of mutual understanding and co-operation at the
local level, between African Christians of variocus denominations.
Without necessarily referring to Church Union negotiations,
African Christians. co-operate in development activities such
as the construction of public utilities like schools,
dispensaries and roads. Although African Christians have become
used to worshipping in and jdentifying themselves with
~ particular denominations, the competitiveness and antagonism
which was a feature of early rmissionary activity is diminishinge.
The possibility of a 'United Church' is far from being realized,
but much more important is the need for Christians of a particular
denomination to recognize as valid, the response to the Gospel,
-of Christians .in other denominations. The universality of the

Christian faith, which is taken for granted, does not negate
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particular responses to the Gospel, but challenges Christians

to recognize one another as 'brothers and sisters', s pointed

out in chapter two above,

In the East African context, the spirit of ecumenism
can be found in the cdoeveluimont of Christian religious education,
The production of school syllabi acceptable to most Churches,
illustrates the affirmation of this concern. In theological
education, the Association of Theological Institutions in

East Africa, helps to develop such mutual understanding. The

establishment of a United Theological College for Anglicans,

Presbyterians, Methodists and the Reformed Church of East Africa

has been cited earlier to illustrate thissame point,

One of the most glaring paradoxes of the
Christian faith is its claim of universality, while there exist
50 many denominations each claiming to be faithfully following
In witnessing to the world, ecumenism is a

the Gospel,
positive development towards the realization of the prayer

of Jesus Christ, that all may be one.

5.7 IHE NATURE AND ROLE OF THE CHURCH

African Christians have begun to consider the nature

and role of the Church of which they are members, in the context
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of challenging situations in Africa. One of the issues that
raised concern during the first half of the eighth decade
(1970s) was the question &s to how the Church in Africa, while
remaining part of the univefSal Church, could acquire its own
identity. Sclf-reliance was pronesed as one of the means to
reach that goal. For example, in the third assembly of the All
Africa Conference of Churches, self-reliance became one of

the issues for discussion and debate. One concrete suggestion
in this discussion, was that time had come for missionaries

to withdraw to their countries of origin, so that African
Churches could be left on their own to sort out their

identity and learn to rely upon their own resources.

This proposal was popularly known as the hmoratorium,®

indicating that the suggested withdrawal was to be a temporarf

experiment. The *'Moratorium' proposal was thought by some

Christians to be difficult to implement,  and undesirable
partly because at the local levels of the Churches the issue
“was not clear, and partly because a theological explanation

&3 Without

for the proposal was not readily discernible.
overlooking/'Moratorium® proposal, houever, it has becen  /the
observed in the preceding chapters, that African Christians
have all the time been taking initiatives in making

1Christianity a religion of their own, although some of them

would not readily admit of having adapted their Christian faith
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to their cultural and religious background. Therefore, the
guestion of developing an African Church began to be solved
when African Christians identified themselves as members of
African Churches, rather than converts of particular missionary
societies. The development of a distinctly African Church is

a gradual process, which has aiready begun, and about which,
African Christians at the local levels need to be educated

to be conscious, so that they may more understandingly utilize
some of their resources and genius to give their Christian
faith a more distinct and observable African character, as for

example in liturgy, music, art and architecture.

Another aspect of this concern, has been the
consideration of the role of the Church in the various countries
of Africa. For example, the question of the relationship
between Church and State received some attention among some
African Christian theologians, and an issue of the Africa
292212532?1 Journal published some articles on this theme.hh
*Black Theology' has been an issue of interest among African
Christian theologians in southern Africa, in the context of
the challenges the Church faces there. Thus African Christians

have begun to address their reflections to the situations in

which the Churches have to live and testify zbout the Christian faith
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5.8 FROM MISSION TO CHURCH

All these themes in African Christian theological
reflection. illustrate the fact that Christianity in East
Africa has grown. from the scattercd and remote mission stations
of the nineteenth century. to a faith followed by many people
in the region. The work of mission continues, in response

T —

to the 'Great Commission',land at the same time, African °

Christians and Churches in the thjird phase of the missionary
process are consclidating their faith and experiencing a
serious crisis as they seek to clarify what Christianity

means to them in the context of contemporary Africa.

The contributions of African expressions of
Christianity to the universal Christian Church are still
being discerned,hs and as the quest for an African Christian
Theology continues to take more definite form and content,

such contributions will become clearer.
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6 1 EARLY AFRICAN RESISTANCE

The foregoing chzpters should not leave the reader
with the imprescion that the positive and unquestioning
acceptance of the missionary brand of Clwictianity was the
only African respounse to the modern missionary enterprise.
Some African converis, while accepting the Christian faith,
did not approve soine aspects of the missionary presentation
of this new religion, especially with regird to the African
cultural and religious heritage which most early missionaries
considered to be totally discontinuous and discordant with
Christianity and western civilization. The African establish-
ment of *Independent’ Churches separate from these Churches
which the missionariés had patronized, was a direct African
eriticism of that prejudiced and unappreciative missionary
attitude towards the African background. AT the same time
however, the 'Independent?’ Chieches 43 fer 45 they aceepiad

the Christian faith, albeit with their own cultural expressionrs

of it, were a 'positive' response to Christianity.

W.B. Anderson has observed that during the fourth
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decade of the twentieth century the missionary enterprise
tfaltered’ under pressure of African resistance. He has \

enunerated four: explanations for that *faltering': political

conflicts in which the missionary enter;rise becaﬁe involved;
?

decline of dynamism in th= missionary enterprisej breakdown

of earlier missionary patterns and approaches; and the rise

of YRoho? Churches which called the missionary enterprise into

question.1

Looking at the first of these explanations, he has

observed thﬁt there were political conflicts in three areas

(Central Kenya, Kakamega and Ukambani), in which most

missionaries and the Churches they patronized, showed themselves

n svmpathy with the colonial

In Central Kenya, this resistance

to be more i powers than with the

African resistance to it.

ed in the 'Cifcumcision Controversy" (as it

was precipitat
was called)s although th;
n of land (called the Whit
and the herding of Africans into

deeper issue was resistance against

the alienatio e Highlands) for

" gettlement by EuropeanSs

s' as a source of cheap labour for the settlers'

fnative reserve
farmsg Most ﬁissionaries enforced the view that circumcision
tbarbaric?, and tunhygienic® practice which

was a 'pagan’y
ghould-be abandéned h.uithin and out of the Church, For

circumcision was not merely an operation on

Africans, houéQer,
the flesh, but rather, it was 2 small important part of an
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initiation and education programme which was vital to the
development of identity both for the individual and the community

as a whole. The missionary acgail on the African cultural and

religioua heritage, was thus viewed by African resisters as an
aspecct of the total programme of the colonizing power to deprive
African peoples of their identity. While the settlers

alienated their land, the missionaries were busy alienating

the African cultural and religious valuea.z

In Western Kenya, accoarding to Anderson, the resist-
ance was precipitated in the ‘Kakamega Gold Rush', There alsc,
land was alienated, and Afric;ns were forcibly h;rdea from
jch the colonial administration and settlers considered

arees wh

profitable. The Friends Africa Mission, whose convertis uere

ffected, failed to side with the African resitance against
the move, although some individual Europeans such as Macgregor
Ross were in sympathy with the view that the colonial power
should protect African rights, This failure, decisively
reinfarced the impression among Africans, that the missionary
though claiming to be in sympathy with African

enterprice,

interests, was collaborating with colonialism for domination
]
over and exploitation of African peoples,”

Turning to Ukambani, the issue that precipitated

conflict was 'de-stocking®, in which the colonial administration
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forcibly confiscated a large number of cows, on the basis of
the argument that the ‘native reserves' were being destroyed
by over-stocking. In effort to quell the African protest
against this move, the colonial administration collaborated
with missionaries, as evidenced by Rev. Rhoad's trip to
Ukambani accompanying a colonial officer, to éddress the
resirting Africans. This again became a reinforcement of the
view held by many Africans, that *‘there was no difference

between a missionary priest and a European'.,

The other explanations expressed by Anderson follow
from the one elaborated above., The practical impact .of

the missionary enterprise, was the introduction and establish-

ment of a new way of life following western ‘civilization'.

The cultural transformation which the missionary societieé

effected (new houses, hospitals, clothing, soap, modern

education and so on), was greatly facilitated by the donations

from abroad which supported missionary work. The dynamism with

which this transformation was carried out, declined in the

fourth decade. Anderson has suggested that although this

decline could be attributed partly to local crises such as

those cited above, the economic depression which hit the world

during that decade, also affected the missionary enterprise.

'1This general economic stagnation cut into the desire to

"improve“'- Furthermore, strict legalism crept into the
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‘missionary Churches' in reaction againcst the crices which had

shocked the missionary enterprise. This decline generated

further.resistance. Having recalized more clearly the weaknesses

of the missionary enterprise, Africans wanted to run their own

affairs for themsnlves; rather than baine directed by missionzry

patrons whose sympathy with African interests was in doubt. They

wanted to have not only their own Churches, but also their own

schools.5

The older missionary pattern was hreaking down in

which each fecognized missionary society monopolized influence

over a given area; sccording to the policy of 'mission spheres

of influence'. With the coming of new missionary societies

(for exgmple-salvation Army ), denominational sectarianicm
especially among the Protestant missionaries, increased

competitiveness in missionary work. This situation was
further complicated by the growing mmber of 'Independent’

Churches, with the result that Africans were increasingly

realizing that the Christian faith was not as unquestionable

as the earlier missionary teaching had been emphasizing within

the monopolies of the spheres of influence. Missionaries

could therefore no longer continue with their old assumptions

regarding African initiative, since Africans had demonstrated

that they were not as simple~minded as the popular nineteenth

century western opinion had taken them to be, The slownesas of
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the missionary enterprise to realize this breakdown of the older
missionary pattern and assumptions, contributed to further
African criticism of the missionary presentation of Christianity,
so that in the fifth decade, following the Second World War,

there was accelerated resistance against colonialism and

Christianity.6

Proceeding from this background, the following
sections of this chapter continue to consider the modern

African criticism of Christianity.

6.2 TWO LEVELS OF MODERN AFRICAN CRITICISM

Modern African criticism of Christianity is not

an entirely new trersd of African thought, but a continuation
of one of the African responses to the modern missionary
movement. Such criticism has continued to be articulated by
modern African writers all over the continent, as can be

discerned for example in the novels of Chinua Achebe (such as

Things Fall Apart) and Mongo Beti (such as Poor Christ of Bomba)

in west Africa;’ and Ngugi wa Thiong'o (such as The River

Between) and the satires of Ckot p’Bitek (such 3315055 of Lawino)

in East Africa.a However, whereas early resistance and

criticism were furthered often by people with relatively low

vestern education, modern criticism has been articulated by

highly educated Africans.
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Two levels of modern African criticism are observed

in this section. The first may bz described as cultural~

nistorical, and is directly related to the historical background

of the Christian missionary enterprise, It articulates the
dissatisfaction and resistance which spontaneously erupted

. _ . R, Lo I B - R P N
thocuglout the pooio. OX miscioaury osvivily, as ol fe

example, in the instances cited in the preceding section, At
this level of criticism, Christianity is portrayed as an aspect
of western culture, which was used through the missionary

enterprise to disrupt the cultural and religious heritage of

African peoples, thereby facilitating the implementation of

colonialisme The African resistance to colonialism aimed at

rejecting all formﬁkdomingtion which had been initroduced and

imposed upon African peoples, Since most missionaries presented
Christianity as being part-and-parcel of western 'civilization',
African resistance to colonialism could ot isola;e the wegterh
presentation of Christianity from western culture. Afr;;an resisters
recognized no distinction between missionaries and other Europeans,
with regard to the missionary role of introducing the new

réligion and culture in Africa. After all, if they rejected the

assertion of colonial powsrs to dominate African peoples

politically, economically and culturally, why should they not

also reject the religion which was presented as an integral

part of the 'qiviliZation' which was being imposed?
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This level of criticism suggests that this African
view of Christianity was valid, as long as Christianity was

presented ei.i iracognized as the raligion of the colonizers,

and the missionary approaches of the nineteenth century

missionary movement, as shown in chapter one above, gave

Africans that impression. Prospective African converts were

at the same time subjects of the colonial powers which protected

the missionary societies. In the over-riding desire to propagate

the twestern Christian civilization', which provided both the

missionaries and colonial authorities with a common practical

objective, African resistance movements recognized a weak

point in the missionary enterprise, and resisted it together

with the political and economic institutions which colonialism

had astablished. Hence the African saying that ®there was no

difference between a missionary priest and any other European’,

arose not merely from an African misunderstanding of Christianity,

but more directly, from the missionary mispresentation of

Christianity as an jnseparable part of western ‘ecivilization'

and from the missionary's taking sides with his "kith and kin"

against the African especially in the struggle for liberation.

If Christianity and western teivilization! were identical, as

most missionaries thought and presented it to be, then any

African concerned about his liberation and identity had to

reject both.
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The second level of criticism may be described as

intellectual~philosophical. It is concerned with the question
t

Is Christianity as a religion intellectually satisfying, and do
]

its claims justify the missionary insistence that Africans

& 10-;1(} ('z:“. ("'i' 1‘!"" B b P o i L -
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heritage which has been meaningful to them for centuries? At

this level, modern African criticism of Christianity is within

the general criticism all over the western world, against the

traditional formulations of the doctrines of the Church, which

formed the basis of missionary teaching in Africa. The doctrine

of God is one aspect of the Christian faith in which such

questioning has been raised. For example, one journalistic

study of the modern theological trends in the western woild,

made the following comments:

reassuring figures about Church attendance,

Despite the
068) finds

the fact remains that Christianity today (1
wIg God dead?" is no

itself in a tumultous crisis.
whom

longer merely the taunting jest of skeptics for

unbelief is the test of wisdom and for whom Nietzsche

is the prophet who, by asserting that man had killed

God, gave the right answer a century ago.

jcan criticism suggests that

This levél of modern Afr
n which

the answer is negative to both parts of the basic questio
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is its wain concerne The basic teachings of Christianity, as
formulated in the Apostles’ and the Nicene creeds for example,
are viewed as a rcligious ¢ jargon’ which is senseless to Africans,

particularly becauce these tcachings were formulated during the

early Church under the influence of Greeck philosophical ideas

which are strange to African religious thought and belief. For

instance, the llcbrew concept of monotheism, which was complicated

by the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, is viewed at this

level of criticism as a ne¥w jdea which has no relation with

Q
African concepts of deity.’a

This criticism further suggests that in their

eagerness to make Christianity acceptable to Africans,

missionaries distorted African religious beliefs, by suggesting

that some of the Christian doctrines, such as monotheism, were

part of the African religious heritage. Criticism is extended

to African Christian Theologians who, in reaction to the earlier

prejudiced missionary attitudes, now tend to claim that African

religious jdeas and beliefs resemble those of the Christian

faith .

The two 1evels of criticism elaborated above have 2

common stand in rejecting the nineteenth century view that

Africans were tpagan®y theathen' and ‘primitivet. These

derogatory terms are meaningless jn the modern African context,
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and in the earlier missionary activity they scerved to inculcat
[=]

in Africans, the sense of inferiority.

In the following three sections a more detailed
study is made of these two levels of criticism, 2s articulated

by two modern East African writers, Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Okot

p'Bitek.lo

6.3 CULTURAL-HISTORICAL CRITICISM

The novel The River Botween portrays the conflict

which developed between African-converts to Christianity and

African traditionalists, especially over the issue of cultural

and religious alienation. The converts, following the teaching

they had received from m@ssionaries, preached that all African

traditions and customs must be condemned and abandoned, and

replaced with imitations of western culture and acceptance of

colonial authority. The missionary attitude which looked
down upon the African-heritage as 'pagan', 'heathen' and

y Was echoed by some Africa

To Joshua, spiritual and heavenly 8
were the main

n converts, such as

‘primitive’
alvation

Joshua in the novel.
of the soul, and the imitation of the new culture,
objectives of Christian living. These objectives were considered
nvert was rdelivered’ from

runattainable unless the African CcO

the 'bondage’ of his heritage.



The Bible was used to support this view. It was used

for example by Joshua, who in the novel represented the typical

attitude of the unquestioning African imitators of miscionary

teaching:

Joshua knew it was his duty as a Christian to obey

the govermment, giving to Caesar the things that are

-

Caesar’s and to God the things that are God's

(Matt, 22115-22, Mark 12:13-17, Luke 20319-26, Rom.

1311=7). That was what he wanted every Christian to

do. And was the white man not his brother?

(Matt, 12:46-50, Mark 3:131-35). Was the white man

responsible for the jlls of the land? No! It was

—i e
the blindness of the people. People—would not walk

in the light. (John 3:19-21, 12135-36; Acts 13:47,

265 16-185 1 Cor. 6:1k; Ep. 5:8).11

Joshua's was not the only interpretation given to

the biblicai theme of deliverance. To some Africans, this

theme was directly related to the colonial domipation to which
they had been subjected. The accounts of the Exodus in the Old

Testament gave such people the hope that God would deliver

African peoples from the domination and humiliation which they

‘were experiencing, as he had done through Moses. They therefore

looked foruard to a leader who would rise among them and like

Moses, lead the colonized peoples from colonialism to independence,
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restoring the eroded dignity and identity of the African
comuunity. Such a leader would neced to be acquainted with
western education and *ecivilization', but coamitted io the
liberation of his people. Schools, though established by
missionary societics, would be useful in providing prospective
African leaders with literacy, a {tool which was indispensable

in this project of deliverance. This was what one of the sages

in the community envisaged.l

The theme of deliverance was also given another

interpretation different from that of Joshua, though as

personalized as Joshua's message of 'salvation', For example

Nyambura, one of'the daughters of Joshua, interpreted this theme

in terms of her love for the young; educated man who symbolized

the hope of the community. At a personal level, he was her

*black Messiah', the one who would 'save’ her from disintegration.

ihis was the oﬁly interpretation which made sense to her.

Without someone who really loved.her she could not understand

 the love of Christ. which Joshua her father was always talking

a.boutu13

Through the acquisition of literacy, Africans were

able to read the Bible for themselves, and notice that other

. interpretations of Biblical passages were possible, On the

basis of their own reading and interpretations, they questioned



the missionary presentation of the Bible. Furthermore, in
their daily experience of the Christian life which missionary
teaching had introduced, some Africans observed contradictions

within the brand of Christianity which they were being urged

to accept and adopt. A few such contradictions are outlined

baicie

One contradiction was related to the concept of

"Christian Maturity'. How could a person be considered mature

in the Christian faith, if at the same time he was not recognized
as mature in his community? Muthoni, another of Joshua's
daughters, believed that although she had been brought up in
'Christian family', she could not become a mature Christian

a
unless she was initiated into adulthood according to the

traditional custom of her people. The basis of her argument

could be summed up as follows: The Virgin Mary was chosen by

God to become the mother of Jesus Christ because she was a
mature and 'morally upright? woman according to the traditional

values and éustoms of the Hebrew culture to which she belonged.

(Ex. 22:16-17, Lk 1:26-38)(Matt, 1:1-25)., Therefore, if
Christianity expected of Africans to have a mature and morally

upright life, then it must appreciate and accept the African

traditions and customs which maintained this ideal within the

. African community. It was therefore contradictory for Christian

missionary teaching to emphasize this value, and at the same time
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object to the African rites of initiation.l4 As far as
Joshua was concerned, yielding to his African traditional
quivalent to returning to the 'bondage’ from

which Christianity had *delivered’ him.15 fet he himself

customs was €

(like most of the first gemeration of Africarn converts)
had gone through these rites, and was a Christian. Why should
his children be forbidden to share that heritage through which

he had been initiated into adulthood prior to his conversion?

In this contradiction the novelist indicates that

it was much'to the discredit of missionary teaching. that

the issue of African jnitiation was inflated into a controversy

which precipitated an explosive cultural and political crisis.

This issue was concentrated. upon. as if it were the core of the
Christian Gospele It should be moted that when the question of

hip between Christianity and culture threatened to

relations

break up the early Church, the Council of Jerusalem declared

it to be peripheral to a person's acceptanbe of the Gospel

(Acts ch. 15), in the sense that a person could become a

Christian irrespective of his cultural heritage. Paul elabo-

rated this view in hi8 epistle to the Romans (ch.2).

n was related to the proclamatiOn

Another contradictio

of Christianity a5 a faith which was based on love (Rome
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The way Christianity was introduced to Africa, it became a
divisive factor in the African communities - between neighbours,
individuals, families and groups. For example, Joshua disowmed
his daughter simply because she could not agree with him over

the issue of the relationship between Christianity and African
culiure, Furthermore, the African communities became divided
each into two opposing groups, Christians on the one hand and
non-Christians on the other. Thus in practice, Christianity
contradicted the very message it was proclaiming in the Bible and
in the sermons of missionariez and African converts. For this
reason Nyambura, who did not want to disobey her Christian
parents, felt compelled by the contradictions that she had
observed, to abandon her father's brand of Christianity, which
she felt to be unsatisfactory. _She loved a young man, but
simply because her father thought he was on the other side of

£wo opposing groups (Christians and traditionalists), ke would
not allow her to marry, or even associate with him. Understood
either Christianity was not a religion of

as Joshua practised it,

lové, or there was a serious contradiction between the teaching

of Christianity and the practice of it in Africa, Her dilemma

. was expressed as followgi~

Her duty to her parents stood between him and her.
A religion of love and forgiveness stood between
them. No! it could never be a religion of love.

Never, never. The religion of love was in the heart.
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The other was Joshua's own religion, which ran
counter to her spirit of violated love, If tbe faith
of Joshua and Livingstone (the Missionary) came

to separate, why, it was not good, If it came to
etand between a father and his daughter sc that her
death did not move him, then it was inhuman, She
wanted the other. The other that held together,

the other that united.16 (cf. Matt., 10:34-38).

The choice of Nyambura in this part of the novel is cited
not to suggest that she was right in her decision, but
rather, to indicate the frustrations which resulted among

observers, when Christian teaching being commended to them was

openly contradicted by practical living among the very people

who were most keen in urging other people to become converted

to the Christian faith.

A third contradiction was related to the presentation
of Christianity as 2 religion proclaiming *Salvation'. Whereas

missionary teaching presented this doctrine in spiritual terms,

for many Africans tsalvation' and ‘deliverance® could not be

considered meaningful and relevant unless these dootrines were

jnterpreted in terms of the colonial situation under which

African communities were living. For example, it did not make

gense to suggest that African converts could be compensated in
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heaven for their suffering on earth. To people uwhose worlde
view did not originally conceive of a three-decker universe,
this interpretation sounded irrelevant te their practical
needs, and ceemed, for instance; to imply that missionary
teaching expected Africans to remain colonial subjects for
ever.17 Fuirthernot vy thie intarpiecalion Gid not secm vO
many Africans to be consistent with the passage attributed to

a sermon of Jesus and a prophecy of Isaiahs

The spirit of the Lord is upon me,

ﬁecause he has anointed me to preach good news to
the poore.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovering sight to the bliud,

to set at liberty those who are oppressed,

to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord

(Luke 4318-19; Isaiah 61:1-2).

This passage was a message of hope on carth: How

could the missionary presentation of Christianity be a message

of deliverance, if it concentrated only on spiritual pietism

and heavenly tgalvation’ of the ‘soul’? This vas a contradiction
which made soﬁe prospective African converts fo Christianity

. .doubtful of the positive practical value of {ke new religion
<

//' 18
as it was presented.
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Cultural-historical eriticiam of Christianity is

n Eortrayed also in the two satirical poems, Song of Lawino and

Song of 0c01.19 Lawino represents the African resistance to

cultural and religious alienation by western vocivilization?

and Christianitye. Ocol represents the opposite response, of
jindiscriminate adoption of western culture and Christianity
following early missionary teaching, looking down upos and
condemning the African heritage. To bring this criticism into
sharp focus, Lawino is portrayed b} the satirist as a confident
woman who was Ocol's wife before he absorbed western culture,
religion and educaéionu She never went to a mission school

and was jlliterate, but Lawino is proud of her cultural and
religious heritage. She makes no apologies for adhering to
the traditions and customs of her people. She czannot dance

or sing western tunes, Lawino is not a Christian,

western dances

and Christianity does not make sense to her. Because of this

lack of orientation to western culture and Christianity, Ocol

thinks that his wife is "primitive', and he is ashamed to

Like Toshua in The River Between and

accept her as his wifeo.

20 .
the Pastor in The Rl ack Hermit, Ocol is not appreciative of

his cultural and religicus background, and looks down upon his

compatriots who have not lost their traditional cultural and

religious identity. o LN : -

The modern African cultural=historioal criticism
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of Christiamity is summed up in the following words of Ngugis

Kenya perhaps more than other parts of Africa has
gone through certain difficult periods in her history,
which have been a result of the contradiction
inherent in colonialism and its religious ally, the
Christian Church. I say contradiction because
Christianity, whose basic doctfine was love and
equality between man, was an integral part of that
gocial force — colonialism = which in Kenya was

built on the inequality and hatred between men and

the consequent subjugation of the black race by the

white racee.

The following section outlines some aspects of

modern Afriéan eriticism at the intellectual=philosophical

levelo

‘6.4 INTELLECTUAL~PHILO OPHICAL CRITICISM

Tﬁere are several points which modern African

opiticism of Christian teaching has considered confusing in the

context of traditional African religious thought. (Refer to

" chapter three above for an el aboration of some of the

Christian beliefs which were new to African religious thinking
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and experience). In view of this jevel of criticism, one of

the Christian concepts (God) is discussed below for

{1lustration.

In an article entitled 'Is God Jok?°, Ckot piBitek
discussed some explanations as to ﬁhy earlf Chfistian mission-
aries identified the Christian concept of God with traditional
African names and concepts of deity.22 One of the explanations,
was that early missionary teaching, in its eagerness to introduce
Christianity among African peoples, assumed that all buman
beings must have a concept of a 'sumprome being' GrP7high God’
who was believed to be responsibic for creation; This_ ,—
assumption was faulty, since there are religions in the world
(such as puddhiem) in which the concept of God is not central.

Houever, since the missionaries were convinced that the

Christian concept of Cod was basic in Christian docirine, they

endeavoured +o0 translate that concept into African languages.

In doing this they did not take into serious consideration the

fact that the use of an African language to communicate religious

beliefs and ideas wa8 jimited to the cultural and religious

experience of the people of that particular African community

for whom that language was a medium of communication. (See ch. .2).

Therefore, one early missionary approach of teaching Africans

" about the Christian doctrine of God, was to ask the question
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*yho created you?® On the basis of the assumption indicated
above, the missionaries thought that their leading guestion

had a simple ansSwere However, among the Central Luo the
question acked in this form did not make much sense, since
traditionzlly; thet Africsn eccmounity é¢id not eyr-loin the ovigin
of the universe and of mankind in terms of ‘Creation’ out of
pothing, as the book of Genesis did. The missionariés therefore

had to modify the formulation of the qﬁestion, in order to

obtain a simple answers

The modified form of the question was tho moulded

you?', to which the answer was ‘Rubanga.' This answer, according
to p'Bitek, referred to one jok (spirit),.among many others,

whicﬁ.was believed to be responsible for causing deformity in

the human body (hunchback). Rubanga was thus accepted by the

enquiring missionaries, as the translation and equivalent of

the Christian God, It is clear that the initial question was

ot understood by the African elders, owing to the difference

in the underlying ontological assumptions of the missionaries

and of the Central Luo, When that word was used as a translation

of the Christian God, the whole of Christian doctrine became

i ess and absurd to the Central Luo (when it was applied

for example, in the translation of chapter one of the fourth

gospel in the New Testament). ¥hat was the oonnection'betueen

Rubanga and Jesus Christ?
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Some other missionaries; realizing this difficulty
of translating the Christian concept of God into the language
of the Central Luo, considered this doctrine to be so new in
the African religious context, that they wanted to introduce
the Latin word Din inte African voarbalery = ot this pould
not suffice in achieving the objective of establishing a
conceptual starting point from African religious ideas to
Christian doctrines. Others also tried to use Allah, but it
was abandoned because it would be even more confusing to
Africans, considering that Islamic and Chriatian doctrines aie
mot identical, and both religions were new to that African

community. Hence p'Bitek has remarked:

It is easy to imagine the dilemma of the missionaries
frying to find suitable names far their God in the
native (African) langvages. Among the northerﬁ Nilotes
the Catholic priests introduced the Italian word Dio,
smong the Alur the Swahili word Mungu was adopted.

In Acoli the Catholic missionaries who in the
southern Sudan had rejected Juok adopted Rubanga.

The Protestants first used Allah, but soon dropped

it, in preference to Ruhanga, which never seems to
have caught on, and Rubanga o Lubanga gained currencye

Jok then was adopted as the name for the devil.
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Somewhow, the Christian missionaries managed to
convince themselves that the Central Luo really
believed in a high god called Lubanga, who after

creating the world withdrew from it, and though
23

etill rcuprem=; trkes no intereat in his creations.

The missionary view that Africans conceived of a

tsupreme® or %high' god wito was transcendent (who created the

Qorld and then retired from it), has been cited in chapter
three above = 3.3. Transcendence was emphasized, so that the

Christian doctrine of the immanence of God might be fitted

jnto this missionary teaching, In Jesus Christ (in the Ircarnation),

the God who was presented as having retired from the world he

had created, came back to it, to dwell with man and °reconcile

man to God®e This was the proclamation, the ?"good news’® which

Christianity had broughte In his criticism, p®Bitek cited

3.V, Taylor and pishop J.K. Russell as modern missionaries who

éonfifmed this missionafy.teaching. Summing up his point,

he emphasized:

Thé jdea of a high god among the Central Luo was a

creation of the missionaries. The Central Luo did

not believe in a high god who férmed the universe

ouf of nothing and then retired, They offered

pacrifices at the chiefdom shrines and to their

ancestors, and dealt with the hostile ghosts



accordingly. Rubanga or Lubanga was one of those

(ghosts) that broke people's backsnzh

This criticism raises a basic question: Could there
bz eny juatificatinn Com iptroaciny nud ensouraging the
interaction of Christianity into the African cultural and
religious heritage? Can (and should) Christian doctrines be
jutroduced and accommodated within the conceptual background of
traditional African thought, without being misunderstood or
modified? Modern African criticism of Christianity poses a
serious éuestion on Christian doctrinal and missiological theclogy.
To p'Bitek, the answer to both aspects of the question raised
;bové; is strongly negative., At the doctrinal level, he has
suggested that Christian missionary teaching did not succeed
in eliminating African religious ideas, even among Chrisitan
converts. Instead, the African adoption of Christianity meant
a modification of the basic Christian doctrine of God, resulting

in the distortion of both the African religious beliefs and

hasic_Christian doctrines, such as the doctrine of God;g

The new God of Christianity was taken by many African

be0p1es as just another deity, and added to the long
A= ~ - 1ist of the ones already believed in., So that many

African Christians are also practitioners of their own

(traditional) religionsozs
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At the level of missiolcgy, p'Bitek has questioned
the justification of Christian missionary activity, because
in the Church's missionary expansion at every period of its
history (especially from the fifteenth century onwards}, the
*great commission® =8 a scriptural basis for Christian mission,
;as always accompanied by cultural justifications, so that
missionaries became not only evangelizers but alszo carriers of
their culture which they considered superior to that of their
prospective converts. Hence the missionary procees involved
the distortion of peoples’ self-understanding and identity in
order to justify the presﬁpposed value of thfﬁi_ religion =
Christia.nityn26 Furthermore, the basic concep’ i the new
religion were likely to be misunderstood or modified by prospective
converts, in order to fit into their cultural and conceptual
terms of reference. Such a thing happened in Africa, as shown
for example, in the missionary enquiry which led to the adoption

of Rubanga (Lubanga) as the name of the Christian God among

the Central Luo.
6.5 COHERENCE AND APPL CABILITY OF CHRISTTANITY

The two levels of modern African criticism of
Christianitj discussed above, may be considered as having arisen

"from two basic theological problems which confront Christianity



at every period and context of its development - the proklem

of coherence and the problem oflagglicability.27
philosophical level of criticism has arisen from apparent lack

The intellectual-

of coherence in the Christian faith as it was presented in
Africa, and the cultural-historical level of criticism has
gorlaes: oo oloery 0 1o of vosinictensy in the cnpilcction of
the basic Christian doctrines proclaimed by missionary teaching.
This section elaborates these two theological problems as they
relate to modern African criticism of Christianity, beginning
with coherence. According to John M. Hull, the problem of

coherence may be discerned as follows:

A problem of coherence arises when the clarity and the
distinctness of a theological concept are in doubt.

The concept of God might be such a case, O the
distinctions and relations between two similar concepts
might be unclear, such as the relation between the
human spirit and the divine spirit in prayer, or the
distinction between procession and generation in the
Trinit}; In more severe cases, the coherence of the
éheological systen as a whole might be under threat,
either internally (the problem of evil and the goodness
of GCod) or externally, as when two apparently rival
theological universes converge (Christianity and

8
Islam)(or Christianity and African religious beliefs).2
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Modern African criticism has shoun that in the
missionary presentation of Christianity there was internal
incoherence in missionary teaching, and also, external conflict
between that teaching and the traditional African cultural and
religious life. Internal incoherence of Christianity in the
African context could be illustrated, for example, by the lack
of mutual doctrinal and practiceal understanding between the
African convert Joghua and his two daughters in The River Between,
o discussed earlier in this chapter (6.3). It could also be
jllustrated by the rise of African ' Independent® Churches,
which accepted Jesus Christ and the Bible, but rejected the
western culturai garb in which he was 'clothed?, and the mission—
ary interpretation of the Christian scfiptures.(the Bible)
which seemed to be used in missionary teaching to justify
western prejudice against the cultural and religious background
In the western setting from which the modern

of African peoplese

missionary movement aroae, internal incoherence of Christianity

could be jllustrated by the denominationalism which missionary

activity exported to Africa, so that while missionaries taught

that Christians should treat each other and all people as

brothers and.sisters, they at the same time engaged in denomina—

tional competition and rivalry, to the extent that each denomina-—

tion claimed to be more faithful to the Christian 'Gospel' than

* all others, and wished to win more African converts than any -

other denomination in a particular missionary area. With

oriticism, some Africans noticed this internal incoherence,
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and wondered if any of these numerocus dencminations represented

the whole truth about Christianity.

External conflict could be illustrated, for example,
in the rejection of Christianity by some Africans who
considered the new religion to be part—and-parcel of western
culture, which must be resisted in the general fight against
colonialism. The external corflict between western Christian
and African reiigious traditions has been portrayed, for example,
in the conflict between Joshuats and Kabonyi's opposing groups

in The River Between, and also between Lawinc and Ocol in Song

of Lagino and Song of Ocol. In the western setting it could be
o T
illustrated, for example, by the modern alternative movements

such as humanism and secularism, which insist that the Christian

Church in the .western world has outlived ite vsefuiness and

relevance as a result of conservatism and its corceniration

more on the gpiritual rather than on the material welfare of

society. The Church, such movements suggest, should change its

emphasis and pre-organize itself to meet the practical needs of

contemporary society, or otherwise be abandoned as an antiquated

social institution, jn favour of the newer movements which

claim to be up to date with the practical needs of man in a

technological, urbanized, weatern society.

The presence of this external conflict in the modern
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African criticism of Christianity is observable, for example
in Okot p?Bitek'’s criticism. In his discussion of the concept

of God, for instance, he has made the following conclusive

remarlks

But will the African deities survive the revolutions
in science and philoscophy which have killed the
Christian God? I doubt it. Christianity hax
declined because the Christian God used to fill

gaps in science, or to deal with life at the point

at which things got beyond human explanation or
control. This has now been dismissed as intellectual
laziness and superastition. The Christian God has
become intellectually superfluous and, moreover,

the metaphysical statements about him do not make

sense to modern man.

The rise of secularism in the western world may be

attributed largely to the disappointment among some thinkers,

at the failure of Christianity to relate its metaphysical

doctrines to practical living. For example, the Christian

faith maintained that the God about whom the Bible talks, is

the Creator and sustainer of the universe and moreover, he has

'positive morai attributes such as love and kindness. God's

activity in the world could not be discerned with certainty,
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and his positive moral attributes were not readily observable
in the daily life of the Christian Church, which since Consta-
tine; was greatly intolerant of those people who would not conform
to its norms of faith and practice. John M. Hull has suggested

a distinotion botuzen -0 srens of rnplicability:

Two areas of applicability may be distinguished.
The first arises whken theological concepts are
applied within the Christian faith. There may be
dissonance between the objects of cre&al confession
and the popular objects of devotion, or the theolo-
gical concepts may appear to be devoid of cthical
significance, or they may be significantly
differenet from the previous conceptualizations
arrived at by the same community. If theology is
to retain its role as the critical éervant of the
religious consciocusness, it must strive to retain
unity with what it purports to be articulating.
-~ rhe drive towards wholeness is a feature of mature
religious consciousness, as well as a necessary
féature of rationality. Ethical responsibility is
another aspect of the religious consciousness, and

a theological concept unable to relate itself to ethics

uoéld fail in its claim to be a valid theological

articulation.
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00oIn the zecond sxrea of applicabilitycees theological
concepts are applied beyond the community of faitho..
Religious faith seeks to comprehend and urite all
experience, and the universal applicability of its
eritical conceptualised form (theology) is an

aspect of this desire to unifye There may be aspects

of human experience, whether within the community

of faith or outside it, which resist this.3o

African Christian response to the first area of
applicability is related to chanter five above. IIt is in the
second area of applicability. that modern African criticism
of Christianity has been most clearly articulated, Early

missionary presentation of Christianity is observed as having

failed to apply in daily life, the Christian doctrines which

it was proclaiming as 'good news' to African peoples. In practice,

the missionary enterprise often contradicted the very doctrines

jt was spreading: For example; the Christian faith proclaimed

unity in Jesu# Christ, ard yet, denominational divisions and

rivalries.uere observable in missionary activity. Furthermore,

the Christian faith came to separate 'believers® and 'non=

believers®; and by guch separation in the African communities,

Christianity became a factor contributing to the disintegration

. of traditional African religious coherence, Ngugl has expressed

this criticism as followst
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The evidence that you were saved was not whether
you were a beliver and follower of Christ, and
accepted all men as equals the measure of your
Christian love amxxd charity was in preserving the
outer signs and symbols of a Eurcopean way of lifey
whether you dressed as Buropeans did, whether you
had acquired European manners, liked European hymns
and tunes...Thus acceptance of the Christian Church
meant the oufright rejection of all the African
customs. It meant rejection of those values and
rituals that held us together: it meant adecpting
what in effect was a debased Furopean middle-class

mode of living and behaviOur.31

It has been shown in chapters two and three above,
that although missionary teaching expected African converts to
detach themselves completely from their cultural and religious
heritage, in practice this did not happen. Instead, ﬁost
African counverts outwardly adopted the new norms according to
the demands of their missionaries and catechists, but at the
same time, retained the basic values of their cultural and
religious backgrounds. Some converts might openly condemn
African values and customs in order to avoid excommunication

Ifrom the miss{onary-led Church, but in pfactice they continued

to live according to some of those customs,
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At the same time, however, African converts experienced
separation between themselves and those of their kith and kin
who had not accepted the missionary brands of Christianity...
between the ‘readers® of *dini’ and the unconverted traditionalists.
This relativé separafion feducéd the African converts into a
group which was neither fully-integrated in the traditional
African community, nor fully accepted as mature according to

western missionary expectations.

6.6 IMPACT OF AFRICAN CRITICtSM ON CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY APPROACHES

Before concluding this chapter, it is worthwhile to
add that many Christians from the western world who have worked
as missionaries in Africa and Asia would acknowledge some
aspects of modern African criticism of Christianity. Furthermore,
from time to time since ;he World Missionary Conference at
Edinburgh in 1910, evaluations have been made of missionary
activity among Protestant Churches involved in mission.

In the Catholic Church also documents have occasionally been
aritten evaluating the achievements and failures of missionary
activity. Without entering into detailed elaboration, this

section cites a few examples to illustrate what has been said in

this paragraph.

In his book For All the Worlds The Christi: Mission




-232-

in the Modern Age, J.V. Taylor suggested: '"Our world is one in

a way that has never been true before; and.this should make

it easier for us to recognize that the Mission in which we are
involved is one and the same in all the continents. We may

no longer imagine that it is something which goes out from the
Christian West to the pagan "rest"., The idea of a Clwristendom
must finally be abandoned, and that also is a kind of death-
of-self. We may no longer identify the Church with a

particular section of the globe, geographically defined'n32

The assumption prevalent during the mcdern missionary movement
that western ‘civilization' was 'Christian', was used to

justify colonization, in the name of speading this eivilization.
Consequently, African critics, taking off from that assumption,
rejected Christianity as a tool which was used for the domina-
tion of African peoples by western powers. Taylor and others
criticized this missiona;y assumption as one of the factors which
brought Chrigtianity under criticism in Africa. Taylor had
worked as a missionary in East Africa, and was making this
criticism from his experience of the practical consequences
of early missionary activities and approaches. A similar
criticism was made by Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, who worked as a
missionary in India for twenty~three years: ‘'During the long
centuries of the "Constantinian era" of Church history, when
‘Christians have normally had the authority of the state behind

them, it has been regarded as abnormal that Christians should
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suffer for their faith. Even when modern missions went out into
the non=Christian culturee of Asia, Africa, America and the
Pacific, they had behind them the power of the European
nations, and they often expected to be protected by it, As a
result of this lone erperience, many Christians sc«m to take
it for granted that the "normal" state of affairs, which one
ocught to be able to expect, is that one can go anywhere and
preaéh Christiﬁnity ~ or indeed any other religion = and be
protected by the forces of law and order in doing so. This is
a mirage for which neither scripture nor common sense péovides
any fourdation. No human socicties cohere except on the basis
of some kind of common beliefs and customs, No society can
permit these beliefs and practices to be threatened beyond a

certain point without reacting in selfudefenccu..'33

From the perspective of the Catholic Church, Adrian
Hastings made an evaluation of Catholic missionary activity,
highlighting both the strengths and weasknesses, both the
achievements and failures of the modern missionary movement
within Roman Catholicism. This evaluation is most clearly

expressed in his book, Church and Mission in Modern .1.1‘1"-.‘«:3.-3!'L

Within the acope of this gection it is not possible to make

an exhaustive summary of his critique. Hovwever, it may be

' oted that he has raised some of the points made in that book,

in other publications, for example, Christian Marriage in Africa

(1973)35 and Church and Ministry (1972)=36 The titles of these
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two books are suggestive of some of the points at which
missionary approaches and assumptions are observed to have failed.
With regard to marriage, missionary teaching failed to appreciate
African customs concerning this important rite of passage, with
the serious consequence that marriage issues became one of the
most burning pastoral challenges in Africacc..especially in
matters connected with the practice of polygamy and with the
validity of African customary marriage. As regards Church and
Ministry, he observed that the slowness of the modern missionary
movement to establish a local ministry among the new African
Christian communitiea, led to the existence of Churches which

were dependent, materially and spiritually, on 'mother Churches*

abroad,

Aylward Shorter, a Catholic missiorary in East

Africa, has made a similar response, as expressed in the

following statement:

The Christianity which was brought to Africa in

the nineteenth century was a Christianity retreating
before the advance of science, a 'Cod-of-the-gaps'
Christianity. It appeared superior to traditional
religion because it was preached by white men, was
expressed in a culture vhich was technically superior.

In the way it was presented, however, it often
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appeared less socially relevant than the religion it

displaced.37

These few citations have been selected from
reflections and experiences of missionaries in the field
during the seventh and eighth decades of the twentieth century.
It is clear that some Christians in the western world, in
retrOSpeét, have been concerned to up-date the missionary
assumptions and spproachea which formed the basis of earlier
missionary activity. The establishment of the Vorld Council
of Churches is one of fhe positive outcomes of the modern
missidnary movement, in the sense that missionary experience
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, showed that
competing and antagonistic denominationa®! missionary activity
was a hindrance more than an aid to the implementation of the
tgreat commission®. The spirit of ecumenism among Churches in
Africa has its background in that earlier realization. A
further evaluation of missionary activity among Protestant
denominations, led in 1961 to the full integration of the
International Missionary Council into the World Council of
Churches. The work of that International Missionary Council
was to be carried out in alllunits of the World Council of
Churches, especially the CommissiOn on World Mission and
EVangelism. This integration was based on a rediscovery of the
realization that Mission was an inseparable aspect of the Church

and therefore, it was proper that the work of the International
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Missionary Council, of co~ordinating missionary activity,

should be incorporated into the main work of the World Council

of Churches.

In the Catholic Church, the most remarkable conciliar
evaluation of the wodcen missionary mosvement took plsce in the
context of the Second Vatican Council (1962-5). The delibera-
tions of that council which lasted several years cannot be
exhaustively summarized in this short secti.on.39 Cne of the

significant concerns arising in that council, was aggiornamento

(up—dating)¢ On the basis of an evaluation of earlier missionary
activity, this *up~dating' was expressed for example in the decrece

on missionary activity, about which Adrian Hastings has commented:

In fact in the final text of the Vatican Council's
decree on missionary activity, it is largely in L
terms of the service of a new local church that

the specificity of missionary activity is delineated,
As we have already seen, mission = the kerygma and
diskonia of the community of Christians -can in no
way be l1imited to that small minority of Christians
who are members of missionary societies or who are

working directly under Propaganda Fide or who leave

their own local church or their own country to work

elsewhere. Mission is the character of the whole
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church. ..If the Catholic communion is a fellowship
of local churches and the fullness of catholicity
depends upon there being local churches which reflect
and sharpen in Christ all the positive values and
different cultures of the societies of the world,
then obviously something is gravely missing within
the Christian witness and the chorus of catholicity
if in some parts.of the world there are no local
churches at all, if there are some peoples or some

cultures among whom the gospel has never yet been

preached.ho

Tt is remarkable that these major evaluations to
which this section has referred, took place mostly after the

second World War, and were accelerated especially in the sixth

and seventh decades of the twentieth century. This was the

period of accelerated atruggles for Independenoé from colonialism

in Africa and Asia. It was also the period when African

criticism of Christianity was most sharply articulated,

especially owing to the apparent slowness of the missionary-

sponsored Churches, to grow out of the earlier assumptions

and approaches which were being viewed as the religious founda-

tions of colonialisme. It can therefore be concluded that

‘the internal evaluations of missionary activity which have

been taking place during the twentieth century within both



Protestantism and Roman Catholicism, were motivated partly by
the-concern of Christians directly involved in missionary activity
to be effective in their work, and partly by the criticism

which missionaries, and the Churches they founded, were
experiencing in their missionary endeavours. Hence the modern
Afrioan criticionm Lo “he important impast of challon, ing
Churches and missionary societies to review their assumptions,
approaches and objectives 1if Christianity was to be a relevant
religion among Africen peoples. Viewed from the perspective of

this challenge, modern African criticism of Christianity has

had a positive and constructive impact in Africa.

This can be attested; for example, in one citation of

a constructive criticisa and challenge by one modern Eust

African writer, a citation which is fitting as a conclusion

to this chapter:

If the Church in the past has been the greatest

cause of the misshaping of African souls and cultural

alienation, it must, today,'uork for cultural inte—
gratione Tt must go back to the roots of the Leoken
African civilizations it must examine the traditional

African forms of marriage, traditional African forms
of sacrifice. Why were these things meaningful and
wholesome to the traditional African communityZeoe

Can the core of Christian faith find anchor in some
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of these symbola, or must it be for ever clothed
in the joyless drab and dry European middle~class
culture?...These are not idle questions: for the
symbols with which we choose to identify ourselves
are important in expressing the values held by a

communivy.

Christian missionary activity in East Africa is
undergoing a crisis, in which the era of 'foreign missions?
is coming to an end, and African Churches are taking up the
responsibility of keeping Christianity alive and growing in
Africa.hz In the process of this great transition, modern
African criticism of Christianity has to be taken seriously,
at both the cultural-hkistorical and the intellectual-

philosophical, and theological levels.
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CONCLUSI ON

The sixth chapter brings this study back to the
point at which it started, and from which a conclusion can be
drawnt The followine paragraphs outline the main thesis

emerging from and supported by the study.

Through the modern missionary movemeant of the
nineteenth ﬁnd twentieth centuries, Christianity was introduced
and established in the interior of East Africa,. During the time
lag of almost two thousand years between the aposfolic genera—
tion and the rise of the modern missionary movement, the
missionary methods which were discernible in the New Testamant
were lost or ignared, with the result that the modern
missionary enterprise became paternalistiz and unappreciative
of the African cultural and religious heritage of the peoples
to whom Christianity was introduced. Deviating from the insights
endorsed by the Council of Jerusalem (Acts ch. 15) which
discouraged the demand that.Centilea should be proselytized
jnto Judaiem before they could be accepted as Christians,
most early missionaries to East Africa expected African
converts to abandon their cultural heritage and adopt the norms
of belief, conduct and culture which the missionaries had
-introducéd from their respective cultural backgrounds. As far

as the African converts were concerned, this expectation was not
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fully implemented. The converts memorized the new Christian
doctrines and outwardly conducted themselves according to.
the new cultural norms which they copied from missionary teaching
and practice. At the same time, however; they retained the
basic aspects of their cultural and religious heritage,; which
remained the basis of their interpretations of the new
religion. Some converts, if need arose, publicly comdiemned the
traditional customs of their peoples to avoid excommunication
from the missionary-led Churches, but in practice most African
Christizns maintained cultural and religious links with their
traditional backgrounds.

The denominational and fragmentary character of
the modern missionary movement 1led to the development cf multi=-
stranded expressions of Christianity in East Africa. Many
and various denominational stramds of Christianity (having their
backgrounds in the Reformation in Burope) were exported to
East Africa and acquired converts among African peoples. That
missionary-led denominational proliferation was later compiicated
by the rise of 8 Independent? Churches, which were initially
founded by Afriéans as a?re#ction against some aspects of
missionary leadership and missionary presentations of Christianity.
Further fragmentation followed among some of those Churches, )
as African Christians strove to search for a religious ‘’place

to feel at home', their traditional cultural and religious

coherence having been disrupted.
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Modern African Christian theological reflection
has been concerned with considering and articulating the
relevance and role of Christianity, and of the Church, in
the various social contexts of changing Africa, taking off from
{Le schicvawents i fullaree o the modern nissionasy movenent.
The process of this internal evaluation within the Church in
Africa is continuing, and it is clear that some Churches in
Africa have grown to a stage in which an African Christian
theology is beginning to take form as shown in chapter five,
although the detailed articulation of this theological
reflection is still an expectation of the future. African
Christian theologians have still to face the challenge of
showing how Christianity, as a universal religion, can be
particularized in the African context, without compromizing
the universality of the Gospel and without disregaiding or

degrading the African cultural and religious heritage as the
modern missionary movement did. At the same time, African
Christian theological reflection has to wrestle with the

| chalienge of showing how Christianity can fit meaningfully and
relevantly in the changing national contexts of Africa. In
this double-edged endeavour; such reflection within the
Church has to take inteo serious consideration, the modern

. African criticism of Christianity, with which chapter six of .

this study has dealt.
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Modern African criticism of Christianity is the
continuation of another aspect of African response to
Christianity = that aspect which viewed Christianity, as it
was presented by the modern missionary enterprise, as a
threat and undesirable interruption to the integrated traditional
African communities. This criticism has had the positive
impact of challenging the Church and its missionary activity,
to review previous assumptions, approaches ard objectives, in
order for Christianity to be meaningful and relevant to the

needs of the individual and of society in chansing Africa.
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