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LESSON ONE 

 

AN INTRODUCTION TO AFRICAN CHURCH HISTORY 

  

 

 
 

Fig. 1. “Map of Africa”1 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1  “Africa,” Map, 1 June 2011 <http://www.traelnotes.org/Africa/index.htm>. 

http://www.traelnotes.org/Africa/index.htm
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INTRODUCTION TO AFRICA 

 

Africa is a huge continent that lies south of the Mediterranean Sea. It is second to Asia, the 

largest continent in the world. It is also the second most populous continent after Asia. It has 

30.2 million KM2 of land. It covers 6% of the Earth’s total surface area and 20.4% of the total 

land area. It has a population of about 1 billion people, and this makes 14.72% of the world’s 

population. The Suez Canal and the Red Sea lie along the Sinai Peninsula to the northeast. The 

Indian Ocean lies to the southeast while the Atlantic lies to the west. Africa has 54 sovereign 

states. 

 

 Some say that “Afri” was a name given to the many Semitic races which once occupied 

north Africa near Carthage, present-day Tunisia. They say that the name is derived from a 

Phoenician word “afar” (dust). However, some recent research has suggested that it stems from 

“a Berber word ifri or Ifran (cave) referring to cave dwellers.”2 When the Romans conquered 

North Africa, they made Carthage its capital. Modern Libya was part of the African Province. 

The Roman suffix “–ca” denotes “country or land.”3 Later Muslims conquered Tunisia and 

named it Ifriqiya. This name has remained until today. There are many hypotheses that have 

been made about the ancient name of Africa.  

 

The 1st century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (Ant. 1.15) asserted that it was named 

for Epher, grandson of Abraham according to Gen. 25:4, whose descendants, he claimed, 

had invaded Libya. The Greek word aphrike, means “without cold.” This was proposed 

by historian Leo Africanus (1488-1554), who suggested the Greek word phrike, meaning 

(“cold and horror”), combined with the privative prefix “a-“, thus indicating a land free of 

cold and horror. Massey, in 1881, derived an etymology from the Egyptian af-rui-ka, “to 

turn toward the opening of the Ka.” The Ka is the energetic double of every person and 

“opening of the Ka” refers to a womb or birthplace. Africa would be, for the Egyptians, 

“the birthplace”4 

 

A. AFRICAN CULTURES 

 

Most of the world’s people did not know about Africa, which was called the Dark Continent, 

because they lacked knowledge of Africa. The western picture is that it is filled with jungles, rain 

forests, ignorance, diseases and civil wars. This is a wrong notion about the African Continent. 

Africa has diverse cultures and languages. The historic cultures of ancient North Africa times 

were the Nilotic, Berber, Libyan, Numidian and Nubian cultures.  

 

 

B. RELIGIONS IN AFRICA 

 

There are many religious beliefs in Africa. The “World Book Encyclopedia Britannica states that 

45% of the African population is Muslim, 40% are Christians, and 15% are adherents of African 

                                                           
2  “Africa,” Wikipedia, 1 June 2011 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Africa>. 
3  “Africa,” Wikipedia. 
4  “Africa,” Wikipedia. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Africa
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traditional religions.”5 Hindu, Bahai and Judaism have made little impact on Africans. African 

Jews belong to Beta Israel (Ethiopian Jews), Lemba in Zimbabwe and South Africa; and 

Abayudaya of Eastern Uganda. But a small number of Africans have come in the open claiming 

to have no religion. In Malawi there have been times when a few atheists have made their 

comments either on the radio or in newspapers. 

 

              When we talk of early African Christianity, we look at the history of Christianity in 

Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco. The Geography of Africa 

encouraged Christianity to spread first in the north of the Sahara. However, in the second 

millennium Christianity spread to west, central, south and east Africa. Africans are therefore 

proud that Africa has enjoyed the heritage of classic Christianity for centuries in many lands. 

 

C. THE BEGINNING OF CHRISTIANITY IN AFRICA 

 

Christianity began with the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ about 2000 years ago. The New 

Testament mentions several events in which Africans were witnesses of the life of Christ and 

ministry of the apostles. It might be that those Africans spread what they witnessed to other 

Africans. Luke records that a Cyrenian was compelled to bear the cross of Jesus on His way to 

Cavalry. It is also said that Simon of Cyrene’s sons, Rufus and Alexander, became Christians.  

         Apollos was an Alexandrian Jew. He was a religious enthusiast. “Priscilla and Aquila 

taught him the way of Christianity.”6 The book of Acts records that, on the day of Pentecost, 

Egyptians and Cyrenians were among the crowd who heard the apostles proclaim the Gospel in 

their native languages. Acts also records the conversion of an influential Ethiopian eunuch to 

Christianity.  

 

The story of the Flight into Egypt has never ceased to glow in the Coptic imagination. In 

the words of the Coptic liturgy, Be glad and rejoice, O Egypt, and her sons and all her 

borders, for there hath come to Thee the Lord of Man. Modern African Christians cherish 

the same tradition: “When Jesus was persecuted by the European Herod, God sent him 

into Africa; by this we know that Africans have naturally a true spirit of Christianity.” 

The Coptics have never ceased to believe an ancient tradition that St. Mark was the first 

apostle of Egypt and was martyred in Alexandria. Eusebius, in his Church History 

(written in 324), mentions this, and a much earlier fragment from Clement refers to 

Mark’s presence in Alexandria. The Acts of Mark was written in Greek in the late fourth 

or early fifth century, claiming that Mark first preached in Cyrene, and was a Cyrenian 

Jew. Whether Mark was, indeed, the apostle of Alexandria we cannot know.7 

 

          “Our Lord is the ruler of history.”8 He predestined all the means for the spread of Gospel 

before the foundations of the earth. “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto 

                                                           
5  “Africa” Wikipedia. 
6  Elizabeth Isichei, A History of Christianity in Africa: From Antiquity to the present (Grand Rapids, MI: 
 William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company; Lawrenceville, NJ: Africa World Press Inc, 1995) 17. 
7  Isichei 1. 
8  Steven Paas, The Faith Moves South (Zomba: Kachere Series, 2006) 28. 
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good works, which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.”9 The spread of the 

gospel began at the birth of the Christian church on the day of Pentecost. That was the fullness of 

time. A new wave of missionary activity started at Pentecost. The apostles went out to 

evangelize after the outpouring of the Holy Ghost. They preached to people who were positively 

ready for change. God opened the hearts of many, and they received Jesus Christ as their Lord 

and Savior. This fullness became clear in West Africa, southern Africa and central Africa after 

many centuries. Perhaps this was due to the geographical position of these areas.  

 

D. THE SPREAD OF CHRISTIANITY IN THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY 

 

The social, economic and political changes of the 15th century aroused Europeans to explore 

many unknown parts of the world. Those movements had both pure and impure motives. The 

pure motive was to spread the Gospel. Many mission societies were born to make sure their 

missionary visions were fulfilled. By the twentieth century Christianity expanded rapidly in 

Africa. This is referred as “the fourth great age of Christian expansion.”10 It was estimated that in 

1900 there were 10 million African Christians. In 1970, the number rose to 143 million African 

Christians. It was also anticipated that there would be about 393 million Christians in the year 

2000. That indicated that “1 in 5 of all Christians would be an African.”11 

 

          There are more Anglican attendees in Uganda than in England. Kenya has the biggest 

Annual Meeting of Quakers in the world except for the United States of America. Some 

theologians think that the heartlands of the church are in Africa, South America and Asia. The 

African Christianity of the past was not completely wiped away. In Egypt Christianity has 

survived, though a minority religion. Ethiopia has retained her faith in Christianity in a 

distinctive manner despite many centuries of peril and threat from Islam. This is seen by 

Africans as a fulfillment of the prophecy of the psalmist, “Princes shall come out of Egypt, 

Ethiopia shall stretch her hands to God.”12  

 

                Many African Christians have maintained their loyalty to the old churches. Most of 

these churches have contextualized their religion with their cultures. They believed that 

Christianity is more readily embraced in the African context when some aspects of African 

traditional religions are combined with the Christian faith. However, this has been seen by some 

theologians as a threat to Biblical theology. In the earliest times, “missionaries insisted on 

biblical or saints’ names for converts.”13 But this attitude has changed drastically. Christians are 

now giving their sons and daughters traditional names such as Chinye (God gives), Mulku 

Mvahe (God gives) and Mtendere (peace). Some notable women’s movements have been born 

out of contextualized church missions (for example: Manyano in South Africa, Rukwadzano in 

Zimbabwe, and Amayi Amvano in Malawi which are found in both mainline and Independent 

churches).  

 

 

                                                           
9  Ephesians 1:10. 
10  Isichei 1. 
11  Isichei 1. 

12  King James Version, Psalm 68:31. 
13  Isichei 2. 
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E. AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES (AFRICAN INDEPENDENT CHURCHES) 

 

Ethiopian Christianity has given birth to many African independent churches, different from the 

mother churches in many ways.  Very often they are either affiliated with black American 

churches or the Greek Orthodox Church, and sometimes they take the form of prophetic 

churches or Zion churches. Such churches are so common in South Africa and Nigeria where the 

poor and dispossessed as well as educated people such as doctors, lawyers, university lecturers 

have become members of these churches. “Some of the founding prophets of African 

Independent Churches, such as William Wade Harris and Kimbangu, have had a success in 

winning converts that no mission church in Africa has ever equaled.”14  

 

         Historically, there has been a greater expansion of Christianity in the 20th century than 

before. This development has been due to the influence of mission schools and the economic 

advantages of education in the colonial era. But these days, the Christian elite who benefited 

from the colonial era are more interested in enculturation and searching for African identity in 

the church. Often this has been due to the reaction against white racism.  

 

          The prophetic churches claim that they have more sound biblical religion than the older 

acculturated churches. Often they claim to uphold a number of teachings that have been eroded 

in many old churches. Many professing Christians (for example Harold Turner) appreciate the 

Zionist and Aladura churches as bearers of authentic African Christianity. However, Ogbu Kalu 

an African theologian objects that, “Most of them are neo-pagan, engaged in non-Christian 

rituals.”15  

 

F. THE EARLY INFLUENCE OF THE AFRICA CHURCH 

 

The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, whose roots are traced from Frumentius and Aedesius, began in 

the first centuries of Christian history. Frumentius and Aedesius were Christians whose ship was 

attacked by pirates on the Red sea. They were taken to the king and given good positions at the 

king’s court. They used their influential positions to spread Christianity.  

 

           Augustine, Tertullian, Athanasius, Antony, Origen, Didymus the Blind and others were 

sons of Africa. These people along with the school of Alexandria influenced Christian doctrines. 

These are some of the vivid examples whom Africans can present to show that they evangelized 

earlier than Christians in most parts of the world. This was due to the period of peace called Pax 

Romana that existed in the whole Roman Empire for a long time. The peace also facilitated 

communication because of good roads that were built.   

 

Christianity easily spread along the Mediterranean coast of North Africa, taking 

advantage of the Pax Romana. Finding Greek and Latin already established as languages 

of trade and army, administration and learning, the Christian message expressed itself in 

African soil through these languages. But Christianity was never simply the religion of 

the Empire. The witness of the martyrs in the first century shows that African Christians 

could stubbornly and courageously resist the civil power. And from the Early period in its 

                                                           
14  Isichei 3. 
15  Isichei 5. 
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history Christianity in Africa began to be articulated in vernaculars. Coptic language and 

Coptic culture were introduced in Christian circles. Thus at this time, Christianity 

experienced what we may call “tranquility.”16 

 

          Augustine is believed to be the pivot of all western theology. Africans developed tenets of 

Christian teachings before Europe and North America.  

 

Much of the interpretation of the Bible took place in Africa. The western idea of the 

university began in the Egyptian coastal town of Alexandria. The African desert gave 

birth to worldwide monasticism. Rhetorical and dialectical skills were sharpened in 

Africa for the Europeans’ benefit. Christian Neo-Platonism started in Africa. Africans 

were the first to seek for wider ecumenical consent on contested points of scriptures.17  

 

G. EUROPEANS’ MISSIONARIES AND CHRISTIANITY IN AFRICA 

 

Nevertheless, we cannot talk of Christianity in other parts of Africa such as west Africa, southern 

Africa, east and central Africa without crediting the Portuguese, British, Scottish, French, Dutch, 

Americans and Italians. These people brought along with them the Roman Catholic Church, 

Protestant and Evangelical Mission Agencies, Protestant and Evangelical Churches, and 

sectarian groups. These groups will be looked at in line with the spread of Christianity in many 

parts of Africa as we go forward. The animistic and Islamic religions will also be discussed as 

religions competing with Christianity.  

 

          The burning desire to find a sea route to India prompted the spread of Christianity in one 

way or the other. Many explorers were sent (Bartholomew Diaz, Diego Cam and Vasco da Gama 

for examples) who later reached India in 1498 and parts of Africa. The legend about King Prester 

John that was created to encourage the crusaders, enticed many to go to Africa to make contacts 

with him. He was believed to be a Christian king. The explorers hoped to find this king northeast 

of Lake Malawi. It is very touching and pitiful that even though many Africans opened the way 

for Christianity, African societies were described by foreigners as demonic and second class. The 

founder of Spiritan Mission to Iboland in the West Africa wrote to his nephew, “All those who 

go to Africa as missionaries must be thoroughly penetrated with the thought that the Dark 

Continent is cursed land, almost entirely in the power of the devil.”18  

 

          Mr. Phambala of Msusa village, Traditional Authority, Malemia in Zomba district, told me 

that in his youth in the 1940’s people were classified according to their races. “The Europeans 

were the first, Indians were second, coloreds were third and blacks were last. African pastors 

were not treated equally with their fellow white pastors in many areas.”19 Many Africans were 

disappointed with the message from white missionaries that they were all equal before God. 

Some church members thought wrongly that it was probably a white man’s propaganda to win 

                                                           
16  Timothy Nyasulu, Missiology: A study of the Spread of the Christian Faith (Zomba: Kachere series, 2004) 
 92. 
17   “The Center for Early African Christianity,” New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, 4 June 2011 <Early African 
 christianity.com/…/chapter>. 
18  Isichei 82. 
19 Mr. Phambala, Personal Interview, 8 June 2011. 
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Africans to their religion. This was so because what was being preached in the pulpits was not 

what was practiced outside the church.  

 

        This impression is still there, Africans are not treated as equals even in many Christian 

organizations today. Just recently, I learned that one of the African Christian workers in a certain 

Christian organization was dismissed for exposing the maltreatment of his fellow African 

workers. The dissatisfaction concerning how Africans were being treated weakened the church 

and prompted the birth of many African Independent churches. Many churches that were known 

to be reformed in Africa are no longer reformed in practice. Even now Africans are more often 

associated with many evils. This is a wrong notion because, whether black or white, we all fall 

short of the glory of God. 

 

           However, my recent observation is that many sinful evils are blooming everywhere in the 

world (e.g. homosexuality, lesbian lifestyles, euthanasia, legal abortion, invention of nuclear 

weapons). I am very sorry because some African governments which resist these diabolic 

nuisances are often accused of violation of human rights. They are even threatened to be denied 

financial aid; these threats take advantage of African poverty. I am very happy that as North 

Africans accepted Christianity in the first century so did our ancestors from the fifteenth to the 

twentieth centuries AD in other parts of Africa.  

 

         Some Europeans introduced the evil trade of slavery. Africans still joined Christianity 

despite such atrocities. By this, I do not mean that there was no slave trade in Africa before. The 

Arabs had already ventured into this evil trade in Africa many centuries before the Europeans. 

But the new phenomenon of slave trade which dehumanized Africans and depopulated the 

continent by exporting them in overcrowded ships to foreign land (America) was that those who 

brought captured slaves were preaching one true God-the true God who loved the world, who 

took upon Himself all human flesh, who suffered on the cross for the sake of mankind. In the 

Congo region, it was reported that some missionaries were involved in this evil trade; hence they 

failed to show the image of love of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Africa has played a decisive role in the formation of Christian culture from its infancy. Decisive 

intellectual achievements of Christianity were explored and understood first in Africa before they 

were recognized in Europe, and a millennium before modern North America. It is very 

interesting to note that even today African races are more eager to receive the Gospel than many 

races in the world.  

 

         In Malawi, despite the influence of westernization, the church has greatly increased its 

membership since colonization. It is a great blessing to all Christians because Malawi was first 

visited by Moslem Arabs before the white European missionaries. According to recent the 

Malawi National Population Census, 80% of the population of about 15,000,000 are Christians. 

This has brought discontentment among the Moslems who feel embarrassed with this figure. 
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QUESTIONS LESSON ONE 

 

1. Name four historic cultures known in ancient North Africa. 

 

2. Who was compelled to carry the cross of Jesus Christ by the Roman soldiers? 

 

3. Who were believed to have established the Ethiopian Orthodox Church? 

 

4. Mention four prominent African church fathers. 

 

5. What was Pax Romana? 

 

6. Who is believed to be the pivot of all western theology? 

 

7. In the context of Christianity, why should the Portuguese and others be credited in many 

parts of Africa? 

 

8. How did the Africans expect missionaries or Europeans to treat them? 

 

9. Name a Christian king who was believed to be in northeast of Lake Malawi. 

 

10. Who first visited and came into contact with Malawians before European missionaries? 
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LESSON TWO 

 

EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA 

 

                                                               

 
 

Fig. 3. “The Map of Egypt showing the position of Alexandria and many places” 20 

 

INTRODUCTION TO EGYPT 

 

In Egypt Christianity began in the context of Greek culture. This was the culture that dominated 

among Hellenists (Jews in the Diaspora). Alexandria was the most notable center of Egyptian 

Christianity most often in contrast to the Antiochene school of thought in Syria. Antony, 

Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Athanasius and Didymus the Blind all were from Egypt. Egypt 

contributed a lot to early Christianity because of the catechetical school of Alexandria. It was 

called Didascalia. This was the oldest school of Christian religion in the world. The school was 

founded by Pantaenus in 190 AD. 

 

Many Bishops of the Christian church, both in Egypt and abroad, were educated at the 

Didascalia under such great theologians as Clement, Origen (called the “Father of 

Theology”), Didymus the blind, and Athenagoras. Even Saint Jerome, the man who 

translated the Bible into Latin, visited the school to exchange ideas with the great 

                                                           
20  “Ancient Egypt,” map, 6 July 2011 <http://homepages tcp.co.uk/~nicholson/Egypt/nile map.html>. 

http://homepages/
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Christian scholars of his time. The Didascalia gave Christian thinkers the opportunity to 

discuss their beliefs amongst the philosophical and intellectual environment of 

Alexandria.21 

 

A. EGYPTIAN CHURCH FATHERS 

 

1. Clement of Alexandria (born 150 AD) 

 

Little is known about his life. He went to Alexandria because of his teacher Pentaenus. 

Pentaenus was very intelligent and faithful to the apostolic tradition. During Clement’s time, 

Gnosticism was at its peak. He used philosophy to fight against this teaching. He transformed 

Christian teaching so that it could be appreciated by those with the Greek educational 

background. He opposed Gnosticism and embraced the true knowledge of Apostolic tradition. 

Clement saw the church as an institution with different stages and differing abilities among the 

pupils. He taught that the process of purification would go on after death.  

 

 
                                              

Fig. 4.  Image of St. Clement of Alexandria22 

 

2. Origen (185-254 AD) 

 

Origen was the greatest theologian of his time and a biblical scholar born to a Christian family. 

His father died in 202 AD. When he was 19 years old, he was chosen to succeed Clement of 

Alexandria as a head of the catechetical school of Alexandria, where he was once a student. 

Origen had a large following of students because of his manner of teaching and life. He castrated 

himself to offer himself wholly for church work. He travelled widely and preached even though 

he was not ordained by the church. He wrote the Hexapla in which he gave a critical text of the 

Old Testament. He also wrote commentaries on Matthew and John, Homilies on Hebrews, 

Homilies on Joshua, Homilies on Luke, the De Principiis (or Peri Archon); a dogmatic treatise 

on God and the world and the Contra Celsum, a refutation of paganism. These books made him 

the first major biblical scholar of the Christian church. 

                                                           
21  “A History of Christianity in Egypt: the Theologians,” 7 June 2011<http://www.touregypt.net/chiste2. 
 htm>. 
22 “Saint Clement of Alexandria,” Image, Wikipedia, 7 July 2011<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_of_ 
 Alexandria>. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_of_%20%09Alexandria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_of_%20%09Alexandria
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Fig. 5.  “Image of Origen”23 

 

         “He was immensely learned, both in Scripture and in the classics; a hostile critic, centuries 

after his death, suggested that he took a memory drug!”24 He was a threat to his bishop, 

Demetrius. When he went to Greece on some church business, he got ordained at Caesarea. 

Demetrius dismissed him from his teaching career. Origen also got excommunicated from the 

Alexandrian church on allegation of irregularity of ordination. He left and opened a school at 

Caesarea.  

 

         However, Origen had a strange opinion about revealed religion. He stated that before all 

ages, God created spiritual beings, souls, angels and spheres which later became the power of 

sin.  He did not even give much thought to the Holy Spirit. He taught universalism, the idea that 

all religions will lead to salvation. He taught that the Son was inferior to the Father, and he 

therefore fell into the trap of Arianism.  

 

        Origen spiritualized away the resurrection of the body. He rejected hell. His teaching turned 

Christianity into a kind of Gnosticism. It held that matter is evil and the spirit is good. 

 

He believed that even the beings furthest from God still have a capacity for repentance 

and can return to God. One of the elements in his thought that caused most scandal was 

his insistence that even Satan could, and one day would, be saved. However, his 

insistence on the freedom of the will meant that even the blessed in heaven still had the 

capacity to reject God.25 

 

        Origen made a great impact on history because of his writings as a teacher. His pupils 

included women, among them Herais the martyr. Another famous student was Potamiaena, a 

former soldier who was converted because of a woman heroine whom he had seen. He was an 

enthusiast and longed for martyrdom.26  When Decian was in power, Origen was persecuted on 

the rack and threatened with death but did not recant. After four years he died at the age of 69 in 

Tyre. In his life time, he was often attacked for teaching heresies. I strongly agree with those 

who opposed his teachings. He withdrew himself from the Bible. Many movements that regard 

                                                           
23  “St Origen,” Image, Wikipedia, 7 July 2011 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_of_Alexandria>. 
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themselves as Christian also adopt his teachings today. This is a clear sign that history repeats 

itself. It is the duty of the modern church to reach these groups with the authentic Gospel. 

 

3. Didymus the Blind (313-398 AD) 

 

 Didymus the Blind was a member of a Coptic Church of Alexandria. He was a student of 

Origen. For the whole of his life he was a teacher at Alexandrian catechetical school. He became 

blind when he was only 4 years old. “Yet, he displayed such a miracle of intelligence as to learn 

perfectly dialectics and even geometry, Sciences which especially require sight. Didymus 

authored many works: commentaries on all the Psalms, the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of 

John as Against the Arians, and on the Holy Spirit, which Jerome translated into Latin.”27   

 

 
 

    Fig.  6. “Image of Didymus the Blind”28 

          

Most of his writings clearly show outstanding knowledge of Scripture and have a notable value 

as theological literature.  

 

          Didymus held to one of the Origen’s beliefs, the transmigration of souls (the passing of 

individual souls at death into new bodies or different forms of life). He was condemned as 

heretic by the second council of Constantinople in 680 AD. He invented the curved letters, a 

precursor to Braille used by blind people today. He was one of the great scholars of his time. 

 

4. Arius (250-336 AD) 

 

Arius was a Libyan by origin. He was a presbyter and an outstanding preacher in Alexandria. He 

thought that the scriptural titles for Christ were merely titles. He was opposed to the divinity of 

Christ. He was a Meletian. Meletians had a view similar to the beliefs of the Donatist church 

which stressed the holiness of the church. He believed that the lapsi (the fallen ones) had to be 

excluded from the church, but later he changed his stand. The Meletians did not forgive him. He 

was charged with heresy, and a local synod expelled him from the church in 318 AD. 

        

The council was called by the emperor Constantine. The bishops and Arius convened to discuss 

this controversy. “Arius was an accomplished musician and poet, and put his theological views 
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into series of folk songs called “Thalia” or “Banquet”, in order to popularize his views. They 

were sung in bars, and a modern scholar has expressed mild surprise at their popularity!”29 Arius 

believed in the subordination of the Son, the view which Jehovah Witnesses have adopted today. 

 

5. Athanasius (296-373 AD) 

 

Athanasius was born in Alexandria in Egypt. He got his education at Alexandria’s Catechetical 

School. He was a deacon and secretary to the Bishop of Alexandria. He attended the Ecumenical 

Council, the Council of Nicaea in 325 AD with his bishop. In 328 AD he succeeded his bishop 

and became patriarch of Alexandria, the most powerful position in the church after Rome. He 

was the most prominent of the early church fathers. He attacked strongly the heresy of Arianism. 

He was indeed the defender of the Council of Nicea which upheld the divinity of Christ. 

“Athanasius’ view was supported by the three Cappadocians, Gregorius of Nazianze, Gregorius 

of Nyssa, Basilius the Great.”30  

 

 
Fig.  8. “Image of St Athanasius of Alexandria”31 

 

        Athanasius opposed the Eastern Roman empire for its support of the Arian view. He 

unshakably stood against Arius. This resulted in his being sent into exile five times. In his 

twenties, he wrote a well-known treatise, On the Incarnation. He also wrote The Life of Antony. 

Antony was the founder of modern monasticism and his monks were also defenders of the 

divinity of Christ.  Athanasius died in Alexandria on May 2, 373 AD. He is remembered as a 

saint on May 2 in Roman Catholic Church liturgy. 

 

6. Antony (251-356 AD) 

 

In other Christian circles St. Antony is regarded as the Patron of Grace-Diggers. He was born in 

Egypt in the village of Koman near Heracleopolis Magna in Fayum, “south of Memphis in Upper 

Egypt.”32 He desired to know about the lives of the apostles. One day, he went to church where 

he heard the preacher saying the gospel words: “If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell all thou hast.” 
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He was very touched with the words. “He disposed of all his property and goods, and devoted 

himself exclusively to religious exercises.”33 

 

 
 

Fig. 9. “Image of St. Anthony”34 

 

Long before this it had been usual for Christians to practice asceticism, abstain from 

marriage and exercise themselves in self-denial, fasting, prayer, and works of piety; but 

this they had done in the midst of their families, and without leaving house or home. 

Later on, in Egypt, such ascetics lived in huts, in the outskirts of the towns and villages, 

and this was the common practice about 270 AD, when Antony withdrew from the world. 

He began his career by practicing the ascetical life in his fashion without leaving his 

native place. He used to visit the various ascetics, study their lives, and try to learn from 

each of them the virtue in which he seemed to excel. Then he took up his abode in one of 

the tombs, near his native village, and there it was that the life records those strange 

conflicts with demons in the shape of wild beasts, who inflicted blows upon him, and 

sometimes left him nearly dead.35  

 

            When he was thirty five years old, Antony withdrew from society and led a solitary life. 

He went to live on the mountain near the east bank of the Pispir River, present-day Der el 

Memum. He shut himself in an old fort. He lived in this cave for 20 years. He refused to see the 

face of man. His food was given to him over the wall. Some people made a pilgrimage to him. 

But he refused to meet and see them.  

 

Gradually a number of would-be disciples established themselves in caves and in huts 

around the mountain. Thus a colony of ascetics was formed, who begged Antony to come 

forth and be their guide in the spiritual life. At length, about the year 305, he yielded to 

their importunities and emerged from his retreat, and to the surprise of all, he appeared to 

be as when he had gone in, not emaciated, but vigorous in body and mind.36 
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            He taught his disciples for five or six years. A great body of monks grew up around him. 

He withdrew again to the interior of the desert between the Nile and Red Sea where his 

monastery is still standing today bearing his name, Der Mar Antonios. He spent the last forty 

years of his life there. He travelled to Alexandria twice from this place. He encouraged martyrs 

during the persecution of 311 A.D under Maximinus, Roman emperor. In 337 AD Emperor 

Constantine wrote him a letter asking him to pray for them. He preached against Arius, the 

heretic.  He regarded him no better than a heathen pagan. He had two assistants: Marcarius and 

Amathas. He died at the age of 105. 

 

            Other notable desert church fathers and mothers include Pachomius, Shenouda the 

Archmandrite, John Chrysostom, John Cassian, Abba Arsenius, Abba Poemen, Abba Macarius 

of Egypt, Abba Moses the Robber, Amma Syncletica of Alexandria. These church fathers made 

very wise sayings.  

 

Somebody asked Anthony, ‘What shall I do in order to please God?’ He replied, ‘Do 

what I tell you, which is this; wherever you go, keep God in mind; whatever you do, 

follow the example of Holy Scripture; wherever you are, stay there and do not move 

away in a hurry. If you keep to these guidelines, you will be saved.37 

 

B. THE FALL OF CHRISTIANITY IN EGYPT 

 

“Egypt was the first African country to come under the influence of Islam.”38 The Egyptians 

came into contact with the Muslims through trade when they were wholly Christian. Christianity 

began in Egypt at the inception of Christian faith. The fall of the Western Roman Empire forced 

Egypt to be under the Eastern Roman Empire. Egyptians suffered greatly under the corrupt and 

oppressive regime of the Eastern Roman Empire. Those developments prompted the Egyptians 

to open the door to the Muslim Arabs’ occupation in the 640s. Muslims moved the Capital from 

Alexandria to Cairo, close to the Coptic peasant population who were largely Christian. The 

Islamization of Egypt did not involve much violence. The Muslims used clever conversion 

policies such as these: 

 

a) They imposed extra taxation on Christians. 

b) They introduced Arabic Education among the local people. 

c) They intermarried with the Christians and the children became Muslims. 

 

        “Arabization of Egypt continued, especially in the period 950-1350, when large numbers of 

Arab Bedouin peacefully invaded the country.”39 I suggest that the Muslims also found it easy to 

take over Egypt because Coptic Christians could not bear arms or serve as soldiers until the 

nineteenth century. 
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C. NORTH AFRICA AND THE CHURCH FATHERS 

 

 
 

Fig. 10. “Map of Ancient Christian north Africa after the birth of Jesus”40 

 

Christianity also spread to North Africa. North Africa was once a province of the Roman Empire 

with Carthage as its center. The province covered the territory now occupied by Tunisia, Algeria, 

Morocco and Mauritania up to highlands of Numidia. The theological school in Carthage became 

very significant in the development of some Christian teachings. The school produced great 

minds like Augustine, Cyprian and Tertullian. The North African church is the center of 

attraction for modern Christians. This is so because it developed theological teachings which are 

still debated today, e.g. the trinity. However, there were also problems that destroyed the church. 

Some of the problems which threatened the church were: Donatist church actions, Arianism due 

to the occupation of the Vandals who adopted Arian teaching. The Muslim invasion finally 

destroyed the church in the seventh century AD. 

 

1. Tertullian (160-225 AD) 

 

Tertullian was born in a pagan Roman family. He studied Greek and Latin. He was one of the 

distinguished north African church fathers. The church in the West owes much to his views. His 

life was full of contradictions. He died a natural death at an old age though he praised 

martyrdom. He read broadly, yet he looked down on classical learning. He positively regarded 

virginity, though he had a happy marriage. He became a Montanist, making him a heretic, 

though he attacked heretics.  
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Fig. 11. “Image of Tertullian”41 

 

          Augustine tells us that in his old age Tertullian founded a little group, Tertullianistae, a 

sect whose existence was well attested in the late fourth century. Tertullian’s church made some 

contacts with the European church. He practiced law and embraced the Christian faith. He is 

very much remembered for his development of theology in the Western world. He had strong 

characteristics that helped him to defend the Christian faith against anti-Christian propaganda. 

He encouraged martyrdom with his famous slogan “The blood of Christians is seed was his 

famous adage against the persecutors.”42 He attacked the Gnostics which were common in the 

church of that time. The Gnostic presence weakened the church. He elaborated on the unity of 

the essence of God in three persons. This approach enhanced the acceptance of the doctrine of 

Trinity in later times.  

 

Tertullian was a Puritan. He believed that Christians should be a gathered remnant, 

avoiding all the corruption of a tainted world. Women should avoid cosmetics, elaborate 

hairstyles and fine clothing: “That which He himself has not produced is not pleasing to 

God, unless he was unable to order sheep to be born with purple and sky-blue fleeces.” In 

his writings we see, although through a flawed glass, the growth of north African 

Christianity in his time. His denunciations of heretical sects, with their women leaders, 

reflect the strength of Gnosticism. He describes, perhaps with exaggeration, the 

contemporary growth of Christianity: “We are but of yesterday, and we have filled every 

place among your cities, islands, fortresses, towns, markets-places, the very camp, tribes, 

companies, palace, senate, forum. 43 

 

          He went further opposing the formal leadership of the church. We clearly see his anti-

clerical approach. One day he went to a bishop and appealed for freedom for the congregation 

from clericalism. He further maintained that personal holiness can be achieved by strict exercise 

of discipline. He produced many writings which include: Against Marcion, Concerning Baptism, 

Concerning the Apparel of Women, Concerning Flight in Persecution and Concerning Prayer. 
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2. Cyprian (200-257 AD) 

 

 Cyprian became a Christian in 246 AD in his mid-forties.  “He was a wealthy man, a lawyer, 

skilled in magical arts.”44  He was elected as Bishop of Carthage in 248 AD. He was in favor of a 

powerful leadership style in the church. He was right because most often the church needs strong 

leadership during crises. During the persecutions under the Roman Emperors Domitian, Nero, 

Marcus Aurelius, Septimus Severus and Maximus the church suffered greatly.  

                                                                                     

 
 

Fig. 12. “Image of Cyprian”45 

      

The church itself required strong leadership because of heretical movements within the church 

such as Manichaeism, Montanism and Marcionism. Cyprian upheld the authority of bishops. “He 

believed in the rebaptism of heretics and schematics, defying the current Pope Stephen.”46  

 

Cyprian, an exception like Perpetua, gave his wealth to the poor on his conversion, 

“dispensing the purchase money of entire states.” He described the worldliness of some at 

least of his co-religionists: “Very many bishops…became agents in secular business, 

forsook their throne…hunted the markets for gainful merchandise, while brethren were 

starving in the church.” However, the Christian community was still capable of idealism 

and self-sacrifice. When plague struck Carthage, and many died, the Christians led by 

Cyprian, devoted themselves to the afflicted.47 

  

         Cyprian had conflicts with Pope Stephen. He did not agree with the baptism administered 

by heretics (lapsi) and schismatics. He declared this baptism to be invalid and said that those 

baptized by heretics had to be rebaptized if they wished to enter into communion with the 

Catholic Church. The pope thought such baptisms were valid and that schismatics should be 

reconciled to the church. The pope referred to the text “You are Peter…” (Matthew 16:18) in 

order to support his authority. The conflict ended with the death of both of them.  

 

          During this time many believers became unfaithful to the church and were known by an 

action one had done. These were: “the lapsi, the fallen ones, i.e. sacrificati, those who had burnt 
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some grain of incense to emperor god, libellus pacis, those that confirmed partaking by bribing 

without really sacrificing, and the lebellatici never intended to turn back on the church.”48 Since 

Cyprian was born during peaceful period, he took refuge during Decius’ persecutions. 

Felicissimus and Novatus who were also church leaders at that time despised Cyprian with lack 

of leniency. Because he was strongly attacked for his action, he formed a third party. It was a 

party that promoted formalization and episcopalization of the church office. 

 

3. Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) 

 

 Augustine was born in the city of Thagaste in Tunisia.  He was the most distinguished scholar 

and church father in the West. Tunisia by then belonged to the western part of the Roman 

Empire. He got converted at the age of 43. He had a devout Christian mother of the Berber 

people by the name Monica. His father Patricius was a Roman pagan. Augustine was very 

intelligent, and his parents sent him to school in Madaura and Carthage. He led a sinful life at the 

beginning. He had a son by the name Adeodatus at the age of 18 from a girl whom he made 

pregnant. He became a Manichee and remained in Manichaeism for nine years. This religion 

won many hearts in North Africa and Egypt during his time. It was started by Mani, a Persian 

who died in 260 AD. Monica prayed for Augustine fervently.  After completion of his education, 

he became a professor of rhetoric in Milan, Italy at the emperor’s court. While in Milan he 

became to Neo-Platonist after being disappointed with Manichaeism. (Manichaeism teaches the 

origins of good and evil. It further says that the spiritual is good and the material is evil. This is 

dualism). 

 

 
 

Fig. 13. “Image Augustine of Hippo”49 

 

          Before his conversion to Christianity, Augustine sent away his concubine whom he stayed 

with for a long period of time. After this he took another woman, but she did not stay much 

longer. When Augustine was in Alypius garden with his friend in 386 AD in Milan, he heard 

children playing and singing; Take and read (tolle lege). This encouraged him to read Romans 
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13:13-14. With the help of the Holy Spirit, he was converted by these words. He became a very 

prominent figure in the leadership of the church after his baptism in 387 AD.  

 

         He wrote many books, and two of them were: On the City of God and Confessiones. In the 

former, he wrote about the fall of Rome. He said that the fall of Rome was due to its sins and 

unrighteousness. He contradicted the pagans who attributed the fall of Rome to punishments of 

the gods due to the conversion of many Roman citizens to Christianity. He also said that all the 

patriarchs of the Bible will be in the city of God. In the latter book, he wrote about sins of his 

past life, e.g. his childhood theft of pears and his adulterous behaviors, and how he found peace 

with God. 

 

Augustine connected his conversion to the thought of celibacy. He swore to refrain from 

marriage and sexual relationships. Then he returned to Africa, to the city of Hippo Regius 

near Carthage. First he served in the church as a priest. In 396 AD he was called to be 

Bishop. He was very active mainly in preaching, writing books, and defending the church 

against heresies.50 

 

         He was a strong opponent of the Donatist Church. “He attacked the Donatists in public 

debates and learned treatises, placed posters on the walls of their basilicas and wrote popular 

songs, like “The ABC’s against Donatists.”51  He also opposed vehemently the doctrine of free 

will. This was taught by the British monk Pelagius.  

 

         Pelagius taught that a man is born like a tabular rasa (a blank sheet of paper), meaning that 

man is born without sin. Augustine wrote against Pelagius by stating that the human will is not 

free of sin. He said that everyone is born with original sin. Man is not able to save himself by his 

own decisions, but God saves sinners in Jesus Christ by His will. In this way, he stressed the gift 

from Almighty God, who is the Redeemer of mankind in Jesus Christ; we call this teaching the 

doctrine of predestination.  

 

          Pelagianism promotes the following heretical teachings: “(a) baptism removes sin thus 

liberating man’s will, (b) the sacraments of the church give the grace of God, (c) the free will of 

the baptized and his good works join together with God’s sacramental grace, (d)  this cooperation 

results in salvation.”52 Centuries later the reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin did not 

agree with Pelagius. Martin Luther and John Calvin accepted the teachings of Paul, e.g. salvation 

by grace alone. 

 

D. THE CONFLICT BETWEEN THE DONATIST CHURCH AND CATHOLIC 

CHURCH IN NORTH AFRICA 

 

1. The Donatist church 

 

          Donatism was a sect in the north African church. It rejected Bishop Caecilian of Carthage 

on allegations that he was consecrated by the Bishop Felix of Aptunga, a traitor (lapsi). Felix 
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gave over church property (books) to the Roman persecutors during persecution under 

Diocletian. Many believed that the sacraments which a traitor conducted could not be valid. So 

the bishops from Numidia, predominantly a Donatist-dominated region, consecrated Majorinus. 

He was succeeded by Donatus whose name was given to the movement. “Donatus came from 

southern Numidia near the desert’s edge. He was a charismatic figure; ‘Men swore by his ‘white 

hairs’… Like some Jewish high priest, he celebrated the mysteries alone.’ By a sad irony, 

persecution divided Christians just when persecution was coming to an end.”53  Some church 

leaders sympathized with the lapsi e.g. Augustine; others did not, for example Donatus.  

 

          Donatus was a gifted successor. At one time Rome had a Donatist pope. Since most 

Donatists lived in Africa, Donatists cherished texts which claimed God’s special favor on Africa. 

They often quoted Song of Solomon 1:6: “My beloved is from the South.” “To the much 

travelled Augustine, it was bizarre to suggest that God located His church primarily in Numidia. 

He compared the Donatists with frogs in a pond, who thought they were the universal church.”54 

Under Pope Miltiades in 313 AD a synod held in Rome condemned the Donatists. Again in 321 

AD, the synod of Arles condemned them. 

 

 

2. Criticisms concerning the Donatist church 

 

 
Fig. 14. “Image of St. Augustine Arguing with the Donatists”55 

 

From the beginning many theologians have criticized the Donatist church in the following ways: 

1. They deviated from the early African church tradition in their strict definitions of the 

church and its offices. 
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2. They distanced themselves from the biblical balance maintained by the church for ages 

that the church includes both unbelievers and true believers. 

3. They detached themselves from the scriptures as they maintained their position of 

holiness. 

4. Their views of holiness and perfection narrowed the concept of God’s love and grace for 

sinners in Jesus Christ. 

5. They believed that if leaders are sinful, the church also becomes false.  

6. They thought that the purity of the church was threatened by unfaithful priests in the 

Catholic Church 

 

3. Criticisms concerning the north African Church 

 

Some theologians have again identified the weaknesses of the Catholic North African Church as 

follows: 

 

1. The Donatists regarded themselves as the oppressed and embittered African people 

socially and economically; they hence revolted against the Catholic Church. 

2. The Catholics did not stop the injustices, because they did not want to lose their 

privileged positions. 

3. Augustine overemphasized the authority of the church. 

4. The Donatists were Berbers and could not trust the mixed races of the Mediterranean 

coast.  

 

           The members of the clergy amassed much wealth, and the poor were unhappy. The church 

became very weak. In one way or another, the Donatist church was defending the Bible. The 

Africans began their own church and even planned a revolution against the Roman Empire.  

 

         Augustine taught that the Church is a plantation (is like a large area of land planted with 

different types of crops) of God. It completely depends on God’s Word. The church does not 

depend on the holiness and perfection of its members and leaders. Augustine, with the help of the 

Roman government, crushed the movement after all possible reconciliations failed, but the 

movement did not end completely.       

 

E.  THE FALL OF CHRISTIANITY IN THE NORTH AFRICA 

 

There were many factors that led to the fall of the church in north Africa. Augustine and his 

followers did not preach Christianity beyond the Roman boundaries. He could have learnt from 

the Nestorians, Byzantines and Syrian Monophysites who played a great role in spreading 

Christianity further east. The church was divided between the Catholic and Donatist churches.  

Those movements often quarreled over ecclesiastical matters, e.g. issues on lapsi, and the 

holiness of the church. Later Barbarians invaded and plundered the empire. 

 

          Augustine wrote of “hordes of African barbarians, plundering and destroying without 

resistance.”56 Gaiseric the Vandal King, with his 80,000 people occupied north Africa. The 
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Vandals were Arian in religion and Gothic in language. They persecuted the Catholics and 

Donatists. The Vandal king was referred to the Beast of Revelation by the latter.  

 

          The spread of Islam almost completely finished Christianity in the North. The Moslems 

took over Byzantine Africa between 670 AD and 705 AD. They named north-west Africa 

“Maghrib” (West). Africa became “Ifriqiya” and Carthage, “Tunisia”. Moslems introduced 

economic inducements for conversion. They gave people a chance to join the army to invade 

Spain. There was freedom from tax polls for those who joined Islam.  

 

        North Africa did not have a monastic tradition to preserve Christianity as Egypt and 

Ethiopia had. Ruins of empty churches still existed in Algeria and Tunisia until 1068 as reported 

by al-Bakri. Muslims succeeded, where Christians failed, in spreading their faith far to the South, 

across the Saharan trade routes, and into western Sudan. 

       

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The church in Egypt was blessed with strong figures from whom the present church can learn. 

Prominent people like Athanasius, Arius, Origen, Didymus the Blind and others set a very good 

example for modern church leaders. We need not fear any pressure exerted on us due to our 

steadfastness to the Word of God. The history of the church in Egypt helps us know that even 

some church leaders are enemies of the Word of God. The modern church must study critically 

some of the Muslim policies within its neighborhoods. This is due to the fact that Muslims are 

still encroaching on Christian lands with similar strategies.  

 

        The church in north Africa has contributed greatly in the world. The doctrine of the Trinity 

was clearly elaborated by the north African church father, Tertullian. Augustine’s teachings have 

influenced both the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches in North Africa and the whole 

world in all ages. The conflicts of the northern African Church should provide many lessons on 

how the modern church can deal with problems in the church today.  

 

        The policies of Islam designed to win Christians to their faith must be studied carefully.  

Lack of knowledge of Islamic teachings by Christians has contributed to a great loss of many 

souls to the Islamic religion. 

 

 

LESSON TWO QUESTIONS 

 

1. State four things that show that Didymus the Blind was a great scholar. 

 

2. Name a movement (cult) that has fully adopted Arianism in the world today. 

 

3. Why do you think the Council of Nicea is very significant in the present church? 

 

4. Mention three things that led to the fall of Christianity in Egypt. 
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5. What do we learn from the early Egyptian church? 

 

6. Name four church fathers in the north Africa. 

 

7. What name was given to a sect that followed Tertullian’s teachings? 

 

8. Can one achieve total holiness in this world as the Donatist church thought? Why? 

 

9. Mention four criticisms against the Catholic Church in the North Africa. 

 

10. What can the present church learn from the fall of Christianity in the north Africa? 
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LESSON THREE 

 

NUBIA 

 

 
 

Fig. 15. “Map of Ancient Nubia”57 
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INTRODUCTION: THE GEOGRAPHY OF NUBIA 

 

Nubia is a vast land which was formerly one country. It is a region along the Nile, in northern 

Sudan and southern Egypt. Its name still remains in the name of the Nubian Desert, south of 

Lake Nasser. It was broken into three major areas. Lower Nubia in modern south Egypt lies 

between the first and second cataract of the Nile River. Upper Nubia and Southern Nubia lie in 

modern north Sudan. “Ancient Nubia (roughly from Aswan south to modern-day Khartoum) was 

a well-known and prosperous land already in Old Testament times. Inhabited by people of dark 

complexion, it was intimately involved in the history of ancient Egypt.”58 

 

            It is said that Nubian civilization began near 5000 BC. In the eighth and seventh centuries 

BC Egypt was under Nubian hegemony. “Much has been known about Nubia because of 

UNESCO archeological excavations carried out from 1959 to 1969. There were three kingdoms 

of Nubia that emerged on the ruins of Meroe: “Nobatia in the North with its capital Faras, 

Makuria in the center with its capital Dongola, and Alodia in the South with its capital Soba.”59  

 

            Southern Nubia was known as Kush while northern Nubia (Or lower Nubia) was known 

as Wawat. The boundary between them was at Dongola. The capital was at Meroe between 600 

BC and 350 AD, near Khartoum. In the Old Testament, it is frequently mentioned under the title 

of “Cush” or “Ethiopia”. The “Ethiopian eunuch” in Acts was, in fact, not from the land which 

bears that name today, but from Nubia.  

 

A. THE BEGINNING OF CHRISTIANITY IN NUBIA 

 

1. Our secular sources 

 

There are three major historical sources which tell us how Christianity came into the Nubian 

region. The first narrative says that Christianity spread through contacts that existed between the 

Nubians and Byzantines. These are believed to have existed between the 4th and 6th centuries 

AD.  Second, there is some historical information that connects the “Coptic Folk and official 

Monophysite Christian traditions.”60 Such evidence also suggests an impact of Byzantine 

Orthodox Christianity (Melkite) on Nubian Christianity as narrated in the writings of John of 

Biclarum. The third evidence concerns Ezana the Ethiopian Christian king who conquered Upper 

Nubia. That incident might have facilitated the spread of Christianity in the southern parts of 

Nubia. 

 

2. The Apostolic period 

 

The history of the Nubians disproves the idea that Christianity is recent on the African continent. 

In fact, Christianity was vibrant and successful in Africa as early as the Apostolic Period. It is 

believed that Christianity lasted for more than 1000 years in Nubia.  

 

                                                           
58  Paas 3. 
59  Paas 36. 
60  Paas 36.. 
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          Acts 8:26-39 gives us a story of the Ethiopian eunuch, a treasurer of the queen mother 

Candace, who got baptized by Philip on the road. He came from Kush, which later became 

Meroe. The Christian kingdoms of Nubia came into being because of the missionary enterprise 

of monks from Constantinople. Julia is well-remembered as one of the monks who worked in the 

Nubian region. There are still Nile Nubians in the Darfur State. However, many Nubians have 

become Islamized today.  

 

A significant indicator of a possible Nubian (conversion) to Christianity prior to the 

Byzantine imperial missions of Emperor Justinian and his wife Theodora in the early 

sixth century is the famous but controversial Silko Inscription and representation. The 

Silko Inscription is preserved on the West wall of the forecourt of the Temple of 

Mandulis at Kalabsha in Lower Nubia. Nubiologists date the inscription from the fifth 

century CE. The language of the inscription is in Greek and is laudatory proclamation of 

how the Nubian king Silko conquered the surrounding Nubia tribes. The most striking 

statement of the inscription is Silko’s proclamation (God gave me the victory).61 

 

3. Formation of a Christian Nubian Kingdom 

 

It is believed that the Nubian kingdoms wholly adopted the Christian religion in about 540 AD. 

It is possible that conversion started much earlier than this. That might have taken place under 

the work of Coptic missionaries from Egypt. The conversion of Nubian officials began when 

Queen Theodora of Byzantium was on the throne. She sent a missionary presbyter, Julian, to 

preach the gospel. Julian was in favor of Eastern Orthodox views because he himself was a 

Monophysite. The Nubians were converted to Christianity through his work.  

 

B. DEVELOPMENTS IN THE NUBIAN CHURCH 

 

1. Growth of the Church 

 

It is said that each and every Nubian village had six Christian churches. Ibin Selim, was an 

Egyptian visitor who went to Nubia in 969 AD. “He spoke with sympathy of lovely islands and 

at a distance of less than two days’ journey about thirty villages with beautiful buildings, 

churches, monasteries, and many palm trees, vines, gardens, fields and large pastures.”62 

Through the work of archaeologists between 1959 and 1969, a Nubian monastery in western 

Sudan near Chad was discovered. From excavations, the city of Faras was discovered with 

indications of the Christian churches nearby. This was also attested by the fact that Coptic monks 

from Egypt moved southwards on the river Nile. They must have gone as far as Nubia.  

 

           There are many things that have been discovered there; the ruins of cathedral paintings 

and writings on walls with faces of bishops, some of whom were blacks. A number of remains 

have also been found between the Nile and Niger. The presence of these objects indicates that 

Christianity was there. The Nubian church was headed by the king. 

 

 

                                                           
61  Paas 36.. 
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2. Growth of Monophysitism  

 

Nubian churches adopted the doctrine of Monophysitism. This doctrine teaches that Christ had 

only one nature, a divine nature. This thought was not supported at the Council of Chalcedon. 

The kingdom of Makuria in the south of Nubia embraced the teaching Orthodox missionaries 

and became a supporter of the Chalcedonian view. Nubia became a battleground between 

Monophysitism and Chalcedonian Christology.  

 

            The Arabs invaded the Nubian kingdom in 652 AD. Maqrizi, an Arab author stated that 

they pushed as far as Dongola. The main church was ruined there.  At some time around 650-710 

AD Nobatia and Makuria were united. History speaks of king Merkurios whose inscription was 

left in the temple at Taifa in Nobatia in 710 AD. This was the same Merkurios, king of Dongola. 

He was also referred to as “New Constantine.”63 Under his rule the Monophysite Church 

expanded widely.  

 

           The success of Monophysitism was very pronounced after the Arab invasion of Egypt. 

“The Melkite Church [loyal to the decision of Chalcedon] was favored by the conquerors, and 

during a period of nearly a hundred years, from about 637-731 AD, there was no Melkite 

patriarch in Egypt. Consequently the Nubians were unable to get a Melkite Bishop. The 

Monophysites took advantage of this to assert their supremacy.” 64  

 

         The union of Nubians was very significant in many ways.  It gave a chance for Nubia to 

become stronger than before against the Arab invaders. It marked the end of political and 

religious upheavals. It was a period of cultural development. Nubians invented their art of 

writing. The kingdom was under one king called “Nobatia or Maris.”65 However, the other part 

(Nobatia) of the kingdom was represented by a governor appointed by the king of Nubia. The 

Arabs nicknamed him Sahib el jebel, “Lord of the Mountain,” and Nubians gave him a Greek 

title of Eparch. The Paintings of these officials are in the church at Abde el Qadir, near Wadi 

Halfa. 

 

 

C. CONTACTS WITH THE EGYPTIAN CHURCH 

 

“Nubia was one of the few countries in the ancient world that was converted to Christianity 

without a prior experience of Roman Rule; Ethiopia was another.”66  Nubia had greatly defended 

Egyptian Christians.  

 

The Bishops were consecrated by the Patriarch of Alexandria, and apparently many were 

trained there, and some originated there. At least parts of the Bible were translated into 

Nubian, as any student of NT Greek can verify (by reference to the apparatus of his UBS 

Greek New Testament, with its indications of ancient manuscripts in a Nubian version). 

                                                           
63 P.L Shinnie, Medieval Nubia, Sudan Antiquities service, Khartoum  1954, 16 June 2011 
 <http://rumkatkilise.org/nubia.htm>. 
64   “Ancient Sudan,” 16 June 2011 <www.ancinet.sudan.org>. 
65  “Ancient Sudan.” 
66  Isichei 31.  

http://rumkatkilise.org/nubia.htm
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Nubians were familiar pilgrims in the Holy Land in early medieval times, and maintained 

contacts with the familiar pilgrims in the Holy Land in early medieval times, and 

maintained contacts with the Ethiopian church.67 

 

D. CULTURE IN THE NUBIAN CHURCH 

 

The church worked hard to promote literacy through its Egyptian-trained clergy in its monastic 

and cathedral schools. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 

17. 

“Nubian writing”68 

 

“The Oriental Institute excavated a major monastery at Qasre l Wizz and a large town at 

Serra East which contained churches with frescoes that could be copied, but were too 

damaged to remove. Much architectural information was recovered, along with objects 

from daily life, including superbly painted pottery which was, as often before, the glory 

of Nubia.”69   

 

          Christian objects and symbols were mainly copied from the Egyptian and Mediterranean 

world. The Nubians often added some details and came up with their own unique formal art. The 

cathedral at Faras had some of the greatest medieval paintings on its walls.  

 

 

                                                           
67  Paul Bowers, Africa Journal of Evangelical Theology, iv.1 (1985) 3-23, 20 June 2011 
 <www.theoledafrica.org/OtherMaterials/Files/NubiaNeglectedHeritage.pdf - ->. 
68  Shinnie. 
69  “Christian Nubia,” 20 June 2011, <…tripod.com/new_page_12.htm>. 
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Fig. 16. “The Nubian church, Medieval Nubia”70 

 

             A Polish expedition made some major discoveries of religious objects. These objects 

were kept in museums of Khartoum and Warsaw. Many historical objects were also found in the 

area north of Lake Chad. 

 

E. DECLINE OF THE CHURCH 

 

1. Decline of the Nubian Kingdom 

 

           The Nubian kingdoms survived for many centuries. The conquest of Egypt in 640 AD by 

the Moslems was a heavy blow to them. The Islamic success meant that Nubian Christians could 

no longer communicate with the Alexandrian church. This isolated the Nubian church from the 

rest of the Christian world.  

 

          Some sources report that a Nubian church went to Ethiopia in the 1520’s to ask the 

Ethiopians to provide them with qualified church leaders. But this effort failed. Another report 

says that there was an isolated Christian community in Nubia and that it desired to maintain the 

Christian religion despite the presence of Islam.  

 

The last Christian king of Dongola was Kudanbes, who was defeated in 1323 AD by 

Kanzed Dawla. The Christian kingdom came to an end and the country thrown open to 

the Arabs became rapidly Islamized. For the southern kingdom of Alwah, we have almost 

no historical information, it comes into history in the work of John of Ephesus already 

described, and is referred to in several medieval Arab writers from el Yaqubi in the late 

ninth century to Maqrizi.71 

 

2. Decline of the Nubian Church 

 

            Many historians claim that Christianity remained in the Nubian region until time of the 

Reformation in the 15th century. “A more recent theory appearing in standard histories says that 

Christianity ended with the overthrow of Alwa in 1504, the southern Nubian kingdom centered 

at Soba near modern Khartoum. But modern opinion now tends to concur with the argument that 

we do not know when the Christian kingdom of Alwa fell, but that it happened some time before 

1504, a date actually applying not to the fall of Soba but to the founding of a successor Islamic 

state.”72 Research has shown that a Nubian Christian sub-kingdom was still in existence in some 

parts of the kingdom until 1484. 

 

          There were many factors that contributed to the fall of Christianity in Nubia. Some of the 

possible reasons for the fall are:   

 

a) There was no active sense of evangelism.  

                                                           
70  Shinnie, Image. 
71  “Christian Nubia.” 
72  “Christian Nubia.”  
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b) Nubia was very isolated from the rest of the world.  

c) It was greatly surrounded by Islamic forces.  

d) There were intermarriages between Christians and Moslems.  

e) There were no well-educated people who could preserve the Christian tradition.  

f) The church was affected by hierarchicalism.  

g) The church was utilized by the state.  

h) Christianity was mainly a court religion.  

i) The Nubians changed their way of living by shifting from agricultural life to a nomadic 

life. 

 

 
Fig. 18. “Map of North and South Sudan showing a white boundary between them”73 

 

         Britain ruled Sudan until 1956. In 1983, Sudan became an Islamic state under President Al 

Bashir. Christians were very much troubled with this incident. The south fought a civil war 

against the Sudan Islamic government for decades under the leadership of John Guarang. He 

died in a helicopter crush after a peaceful truce was signed with North Sudan. Christians make 

only 19 percent of the population of Sudan and live mainly in the south and Nubian mountains. 

On the 9 January 2011, the South voted overwhelmingly for independence from the North. 

About 98.5 percent voted for independence. By mid-2011 the South will be wholly independent 

under Saviir Kiir. This is a great chance to the southerners to establish the Christian tradition of 

their forefathers.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The church in Nubia came into being in the earliest period of Christianity. It flourished 

tremendously for a long period. However, it ignored the importance of training its leaders. This 

was a great mistake of the church. The church today must not ignore the significance of 

education. Most often educated and God-fearing individuals help the church in times of crisis.  

                                                           
73 “Al Jazeera English News,” Source Nasa, Maps, 20 June 2011 
 <http://english.aljazeera.net/Services/Search/?q=south%20sudan>. 

http://english.aljazeera.net/Services/Search/?q=south%20sudan
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          The church in Europe managed to survive during dark ages because it had enough 

educated people. They preserved the records and came to know that the church was on the wrong 

track. The era of the Renaissance and Reformation exposed the errors of the church then. The 

modern church must make sure that it is able to reach the unreached, but must avoid anything 

that will bring a negative impact to the Christian faith in the future. 

 

LESSON FOUR QUESTIONS 

 

1. Quote a biblical text that clearly shows that Christianity began in Nubia as early as the 

New Testament period. 

 

2. How can a secular organization assist in writing church history? 

 

3. What is the difference between Monophysite and Chalcedonian Christology? 

 

4. Who visited Nubia in 969 A.D.? 

 

5. List four factors that led to the fall of Christianity in the Nubian region. 

 

6. Who led a civil war against the Islamic government of Sudan for decades? 

 

7. Name two things that show that Nubia had a strong background of Christianity. 

 

8. When did south Sudan vote for freedom from the Islamic government of Sudan? 

 

9. Why do you think a church that ignores education is as well as a dead church? 

 

10.  How can you help churches that ignore the education of their leaders? 
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LESSON FOUR 

 

ETHIOPIA 

 

 

                 
 

                     Fig.  19.  “Ethiopia in 1908, according to Rand McNally map”74 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Ethiopia is the oldest continuing Christian country in the world. It was also called Abyssinia.  

 

“It covered a vast country, namely the kingdom of Saba from which the Queen of the 

South came to Solomon. The Solomonic legend, as related in the Kebra Negast (the glory 

of kings), tells how the Queen of Sheba visited Solomon, and after her return home, bore 

his child, who grew up to become Menelik 1 of Axum. When he grew up, he went to 

Jerusalem and took the Ark of the Covenant back to his own people. From then on, the 

Ethiopians considered themselves, rather than Jews, to be the chosen people of God. The 

Ethiopians called their homeland Siyon (Zion) which is still the Promised Land of black 

spirituals and of reggae music.”75  

 

And when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame of the Solomon concerning the name of 

the Lord, she came to prove him with hard questions. And she came to Jerusalem with 

camels that bare spices, and very much gold, and precious stones: and when she was 

                                                           
74  “Ethiopia,” Map, Wikipedia, 20 June 2011. <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Ethiopia>. 
75   Isichei 49. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Ethiopia


40 

come to Solomon, she communed with him of all that was in her heart. And when the 

queen of Sheba had seen all Solomon’s wisdom and the house that he had built, And the 

meat of his table, and the sitting of his servants, and the attendance of his ministers, and 

their apparel, and his cupbearers, and his ascent by which he went up unto the house of 

the LORD; there was no more spirit in her. And she said to the king, It was a true report 

that I heard in mine own land of thy acts and of thy wisdom. Howbeit I believed not the 

words, until I came, and mine eyes had seen it: and, behold, the half was not told me: thy 

wisdom and prosperity exceeded the fame which I heard. Happy are thy men, happy are 

these servants, which stand continually before thee, and that hear thy wisdom. Blessed be 

the LORD thy God, which delighted in thee, to set thee on the throne of Israel: because 

the LORD loved Israel for ever, therefore made he thee king, to do judgment and justice. 

And she gave the king an hundred and twenty talents of gold, and of spices very great 

store, and precious stones: there came no more such abundance of spices as these which 

the queen of Sheba gave to king Solomon.76   

         

           The world of the Hebrew Bible resembles aspects of African cultures. Both believe in 

dreams and visions. Both have ritual prohibitions for example dietary laws. There are many 

African prophetic churches that keep the Sabbath holy. They adopted dietary and other 

prohibitions similar to those laid down in Leviticus. The symbol of Ethiopian Christianity is 

Solomon. He is the cornerstone of Ethiopian national identity. Rufinus recorded the beginning of 

Christianity in Ethiopia. Christianity came through the Red Sea. It started in the northern 

kingdom of Axum in the fourth century AD.  

 

           Lebanon is credited for the Christianity in Ethiopia because of two of her young men, 

Frumentius and Aedesius. Tradition says that on their trip to India, their ship was pirated on the 

Axumite coast, now Eritrea. The crew was murdered, but the lives of Frumentius and Aedesius 

were spared. They were taken and given prominent positions of steward and cup-bearer by king 

Ella-Amida of Axum. When the king died Frumentius was made an administrator for successor 

Ezana who was under age.  

 

           The two men used their prominent positions to allow Christian traders to preach the 

gospel. Churches were built in the kingdom. Later, they were given leave to go back home. 

Frumentius went to Alexandria to meet Athanasius. He was ordained a Bishop in 334 AD. He 

went back to Ethiopia as a fully-fledged missionary. He became Abba Selama, the Archbishop of 

Ethiopia. This was the foundation of the Ethiopian church. There was a close relationship 

between the Ethiopian and Egyptian churches for 1600 years.  

 

A. ETHIOPIA AND THE CHRISTIAN FAITH 

 

Christianity in Ethiopia began at its royal court. Later it spread to the ordinary people through the 

missionary work of Syrian monks. They were called the Nine Saints. They translated the 

Scriptures into the Ge’ez language. They also translated Patristic texts, entitled Qerilos, into 

Ge’ez. The Nine Saints practiced monasticism. Their churches and monasteries were constructed 

on the mountain tops. “The oldest existing monastery is Debres Damo.”77 

                                                           
76  King James Version, 1 Kings 10:1-10. 
77  Paas 41. 
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          Many illiterate people adopted Christianity. Teaching was ignored, and many preachers 

did not have formal training. There was little Christian commitment, and syncretism crept into 

the church. The Ethiopian church followed the Monophysite type of Christianity. The bishop was 

called abun usually appointed by the patriarch of Alexandria. The king had a central position in 

the church. King Kaleb invaded Zafar and Najram in south Arabia in retaliation for the massacre 

of Christians there.  

 

B. THE IMPACT OF ISLAM ON THE ETHIOPIAN CHURCH 

 

In the seventh century, there were some changes because of the emergence of Islam in Arabia. 

This led to a shift of the center of the Ethiopian church towards the South due to the conflict that 

was there. Some church history writers suggest that Christianity in Ethiopia came to an end 

during this time. It is estimated that about half of Ethiopia came under Islam. However, 

Christianity survived and there are evidences that pilgrimages to Jerusalem went on.  

 

         The center of the church’s influence moved again eventually. The Ethiopian church moved 

to the central highlands in the eighth century, hence, isolating itself from the rest of the world.  

Again in tenth century, 

 

 Ethiopia was threatened from the South by the pagan Agau people who caused a serious 

decline of Christian rule. The Ethiopian Christianity had become very weak. The church 

blamed this decline on unfaithfulness to Ethiopia’s calling as the newly chosen people of 

Israel. The Church also reproached the kings for having severed ties with the patriarch of 

Alexandria, so that for a long time no abun had been sent.78  

 

          Ethiopia came under Islamic pressure in 1468 after the death of King Zar’aqob. Muslims 

had control over more Ethiopian territory than Christians did. Ethiopian Muslims had contacts 

with Arab and Turkish Muslims through slave trade. Imam Ahmad, a freed slave, led a campaign 

against Christianity in 1543. The Muslims regarded him as the Imam of Judgment Day who had 

come to lead Islam to lasting triumph. He was provided with weapons by the Turks.  

 

         The Ethiopian army was defeated at Shimbra-Kure by the Imam’s militias. Many churches 

and monasteries were destroyed during his successful campaigns.  The conflict reached its peak 

during the revolutionary period of the Oromo in the south. The Oromo attacked both Islam and 

Christianity. In the sixteenth century, Muslim wars destroyed the rest of the Ethiopian Church.  

 

 

C. THE IMPACT OF PORTUGUESE MISSIONARIES ON THE ETHIOPIAN CHURCH 

 

Francisco Alvarez was the first European to describe the rock churches of Lalibela, who 

came to this holy city between 1521 and 1525 praising it as a “New Jerusalem”, a “New 

Golgotha”, the “Christian Citadel in the Mountains of Wondrous Ethiopia”.  
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The Zagwe dynasty ruled Ethiopia from approximately 1137 to 1270, when 

Yekuno Amlak defeated and killed the last Zagwe king in battle. The name of the 

dynasty is thought to come from the Ge'ez phrase Ze-Agaw, meaning "of Agaw" 

and referring to the Agaw people. Its best-known king was Gebre Mesqel 

Lalibela, who is credited with having constructed the rock-hewn churches 

of Lalibela.79 

 

 
 

Fig. 20. “Bete Giyorgis from above, one of the rock-hewn churches of Lalibela”80 

 

           The Portuguese opened their Alvarez embassy in Ethiopia. Lebna Dengel appealed to the 

Portuguese for help to suppress the influence of Islam. Vasco da Gama’s son, Christopher da 

Gama, led a fleet to Massawa. The Ethiopians and the Portuguese defeated and assassinated 

Imam Ahmad in 1543 under King Galawdewos. Christianity regained its influence. But the 

church and state were very weak. The majority of the people joined the Islamic religion. “A book 

on penitence, Mesihafe Qedir, was composed to teach the way back to the church. The great 

vision of the New Israel and the New Solomon was darkened.”81 

 

          A new factor entered Ethiopian Church History with the coming of the Portuguese. The 

Portuguese were Roman Catholics. They believed in the universal authority of the church. 
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Portuguese soldiers remained there and acquired their own bishop, Andrew de Oviedo. This 

resulted in a conflict with Roman Catholic Counter Reformation, which endeavored to remove 

heretics who included the followers of the Protestant Reformation. The Roman Catholic Church 

eyed the Ethiopian church as heretical. The Ethiopian church had to be under the Pope.  

 

          Jesuits arrived in 1557, hoping to change the Ethiopian church and unite it under Rome. 

The Portuguese efforts challenged the independence of the Ethiopian church. They also 

threatened the position of the patriarch of Alexandria, who appointed the abun. But King 

Galawdewos did not embrace Latin and Roman Christology.  

 

          The Portuguese further threatened the Ethiopian church in the seventeenth century.  Jesuits 

under the leadership of a Spanish Jesuit, Pedro Paez, entered Ethiopia in 1603. He wanted to be 

the patriarch of a renewed Ethiopian church under Rome. King Za-Dingil and emperor Susenyos 

complied with Paez. They accepted the Christological error of Unionism (denial of Trinity). 

Susenyos made a decision to become Roman Catholic in 1622, and that led to the official 

declaration of the union of the Ethiopian church with the Roman Catholic Church. 

 

             After Paez’s death his successor Alfonso Mendez required the re-baptism of all and the 

re-ordination of members of the clergy. Ethiopian rites and customs were stopped. There was an 

uprising, and many killings took place. This made Susenyos to announce by public proclamation 

the end of his campaign of Romanization. The Ethiopian Coptic Church was revived.  Susenyos 

gave up his position.  

 

        Susenyos’ son Fasilidas moved to Gondar where a new capital was established in 1667. He 

ended his relationship with the Portuguese Jesuits missionaries. The Ethiopian church remained 

isolated for two more centuries, dealing with its own affairs. When emperor Tewodros came to 

power, Roman Catholic missionaries came again. The Roman Catholics tried to bring Ethiopian 

Christianity under Rome through the arrival of Justin de Jacobis in 1839. The Ethiopians were 

fed up with upheavals that took place in the Era of Princes (period of the king’s sons’ 

succession). They were looking for people who could bring peace to Ethiopia. They thought 

problems that had arisen because of different views on Christology (between Unctionists who 

believed that Christ received His divinity only during baptism and Unionists) would come to an 

end. 

 

        De Jacobis was a Lazarist (congregation of secular priests founded by St Vincent de Paul) 

from Italy. He was consecrated by Bishop Massaja, a Capuchin.  This was kept secret in fear of 

the Ethiopian clergy who were dreaming of Ethiopia being united with Rome. Seminaries were 

built. An effort was made to win the favor of the echege (the most important official of the 

Ethiopian church) of Wibe, the local ras (an Ethiopian aristocratic and court title) of Tigray. 

Selama was appointed to be the new abun of Ethiopia in 1841. He favored Protestantism. He 

made contacts with the Coptic patriarchate of Alexandria for a long period. Catholicism was not 

in favor of the abun.  

 

         Abun protector, Tewodros, became emperor in 1855 and rejected the activities of the 

Roman Catholic Church. De Jacobis had attempted to plant an indigenous Roman Catholic 

Church in the north. He started his work in Massaja in 1846. He went to Oromo in the south. He 
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also went to Shewa province to plant a Roman Catholic Church. He got expelled from all these 

places and was finally exiled from the county. 

 

D. THE IMPACT OF PROTESTANT MISSIONARIES ON THE ETHIOPIAN CHURCH 

 

Protestant missionaries entered Ethiopia even before the reign of Tewodros (gift of God). The 

missionaries came during a critical time, when Ethiopian Christianity had almost come to an end 

because of divisions and controversies. Missionaries of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) 

belonging to the Anglican Church (including Samuel Gobat, Johann Ludwig Krapf, Martin Flad, 

H.A Sterns and others) arrived in 1830. They did not want to establish new churches. “They 

wanted to purify and strengthen the Ethiopian church and use it as a bridge for the evangelism of 

eastern and central Africa.”82  

 

                These CMS missionaries had great influence in Ethiopia. Gobat began by the 

distribution of Bibles and tracts among the people. He had great influence. He was invited to 

become abun with Echege Filpos. He later became an Anglican bishop of Jerusalem, and 

communicated with Ethiopia through visiting pilgrims. Krapf was very keen on converting 

Oromo or Galla in the south. He wrote a Galla language grammar and translated the gospels into 

that language. “Flad and Sterns worked among the Falashas, (the black Jews of Ethiopia) and led 

a number of them to the Ethiopian Church.”83 Protestant missionaries translated the Bible into 

the Amharic language. But there were also other translations. In 1840, the translation of the 

whole Bible was made by a French diplomat with the help of an Ethiopian monk.    

 

                 The Ethiopians later discovered that the Protestant missionaries were not in favor of 

monasticism, the veneration of Mary and icons. They also became afraid of a British occupation 

of Ethiopia as the Protestant missionaries were contemplating to scare away the Roman Catholic 

Missionaries. Since the Ethiopians were very suspicious of the Protestant missionaries they 

expelled them in 1842 and 1843.  

 

                 Technological products of western Protestant culture enticed Emperor Tewodros to 

welcome the Protestants again. In 1856, the first group arrived in the country. Some who 

intermarried with the Ethiopians never went back to Europe. The Roman Catholics were expelled 

and went south. But the emperor wanted to be equal with western powers. He imposed land 

taxations and took over church land. He was not happy with the British government and 

imprisoned all English missionaries. The emperor was imprisoned because of his actions in 

1867. He killed himself when his army was defeated by the British navy in 1868. 

 

                  He was succeeded by Yohannes IV. Eventually, the public controversies concerning 

Christology were ended in 1878 when all parties converged at the Council of Boru Meda. They 

complied with the classical Monophysite teaching of the Unionites. Pagans and Muslims were 

also pressed to accept the decision of the Council. Southern Oromo Muslims were brought into 

Christianity.  
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                   The emperor objected to any powers of imperialism that undermined the 

independence of Ethiopia. The Egyptians were crushed in two wars consecutively. A new 

messianic Muslim movement led by Mahdi Muhammad Ahmed was attacked and was seriously 

wounded in 1880. The Italians occupied the coastal town in town of Massawa. 

 

         Menelik II came to the throne in 1913. Ethiopia was under threat by the Italians who 

occupied Eritrea in 1885. The Ethiopian army crushed the Italians shamefully in the Battle of 

Adowa in 1896. This became a seedbed of Ethiopianism (an African Independence movement) 

that spread to all parts of Africa. A new capital was built at Addis Ababa. Artisans and 

missionaries were invited again in Ethiopia. Menelik was succeeded by his cousin Ras Tafari 

Makonnen who later became Emperor Haile Selassie I.    

 

          Haile Selassie got his education in Europe and directed many pagans into the Orthodox 

Church. It was during his time as emperor that the Protestant evangelical movements triumphed 

widely. This was also a time when people came to know that salvation is from Christ alone. The 

Evangelical church took charge among the Oromo people. The Bible was translated into the 

Oromo by freed slaves, Onesimus and Aster Gamo. 

 

       “Ras Tafari Makonnen became a regent over Ethiopia in 1916, and in 1930 he became 

Emperor Haile Selassie.”84 Italy was still not satisfied with the defeat of 1896 by the Ethiopian 

forces. In 1936, Italy conquered Ethiopia. The pope expressed thanks to the Italian army. Many 

Roman Catholics came back into Ethiopia and chased the Protestant missionaries out.  

 

        Haile Selassie led a guerilla war from neighboring countries. The Italians were again 

unwillingly forced to retreat in 1941. In 1944, the Ethiopian regime refused to allow missionaries 

to visit new areas unless they worked hand in hand with the Ethiopian Church. Some 

independent Evangelical movements were also born in Ethiopia for example: Word of life 

Evangelical Church (Sudan Interior Mission) and Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane Yesus. 

 

          After the overthrow of Haile Selassie in 1974, a Communist revolution led by Colonel 

Menghistu Haile Mariam adopted Marxist-Leninist rule. Christians endured a number of 

atrocities. Their buildings were confiscated. Many Christian leaders were killed and tortured. 

However, the church still survived when Mariam’s regime came to an end. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Ethiopian church is exemplary for the modern church today. It maintained its Christian faith 

from time immemorial. Christian countries have been infested with modernity which has 

challenged biblical ethics. Christianity needs to be defended by Christians themselves. If the 

Ethiopians had been reluctant, it would have marked the end of the Christian faith which their 

ancestors adopted. It is very shameful that true biblical teaching is now facing challenges and 

reproaches. The world has turned against the Bible. Christian nations must check the impact of 

Islam. If Islam is never controlled properly, the world will find it impossible to outlast it.  
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LESSON FOUR QUESTIONS 

 

1. Quote the biblical verses that show clearly the relationship between Ethiopians and the 

 Hebrews. 

 

2. Name two young men who are believed to have brought Christianity in Ethiopia. 

 

3. What was the relationship between the Ethiopian and the Alexandrian churches? 

 

4. Who was an abun? 

 

5. Who was believed to be Imam of the Judgment Day in Ethiopia? 

 

6. What is Mesihafe Qedir? 

 

7. State one factor that led the Protestants missionaries to be expelled from the Ethiopia.  

When was that? 

 

8. Name two missionaries who worked among the Falashas. 

 

9. When was the Italian army first defeated by the Ethiopian troops? 

 

10. Who overthrew Emperor Haile Selassie in 1974? 
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LESSON 5 

 

CHRISTIANITY IN WEST AFRICA 

 

          

 

           
                    

                                            Fig. 21. “Map of West Africa”85 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

West Africa was the first part of the African continent to be visited by western missionaries after 

the twelfth century AD. This was so because of its proximity to the European continent. The 

Portuguese were the first Europeans to take this initiative. In 1143 Portugal got her independence 

from Spain. “Spain and Portugal carried the Reconquista [Liberation of the Spaniard Portugal 

from the Muslims] to North Africa. In 1415, Portugal obtained a foothold in Morocco, at Ceuta, 

which still retains a separate political identity.”86  Many coastal garrisons were built on the 

western African coast. In this part of history, Congo, Angola and the interior of Africa should be 

studied together with West Africa in terms of Christianity. 

 

A. THE SPREAD OF CHRISTIANITY IN WEST AFRICA 

 

1. The Portuguese 

 

Prince Henry, the Navigator of Portugal, had a desire to establish Christian rule and to discover 

lands beyond the seas which by that time were not known by most Europeans. The Portuguese 

wanted to bypass the Arabs in their effort to reach the gold fields of West Africa. They also 
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wanted to discover the sea route to India to trade in spices. That dream was fulfilled by 

Portugal’s Vasco da Gama. He reached India in 1498. This shows that apart from the pure 

motives of coming to Africa to spread Christianity, Europeans had also impure motives of 

gaining riches. 

 

         Prince Henry’s ambition to reach Africa to combat Islam and establish Christianity was 

highly approved by Popes Martin V (1418) and Nicolas V (1452). Henry had different goals 

from most explorers. His aim of evangelizing the pagans encouraged expeditions to include 

sailors, soldiers and missionaries. Henry also received a papal blessing to buy slaves, which in 

the African eyes is an embarrassing and sinful act.  The priests were under the Portuguese 

government through a system called padroado.  

 

       By this time, the Spanish had a chain of coastal garrisons in the northwest Africa. The 

Portuguese and Spanish became rivals. Both wanted a big share in the Newlands. The rivals 

appealed to the pope, who through the Treaty of Tordesillas, divided the newly discovered world 

on either side of the Atlantic Ocean for Spain and Portugal. “Portugal” was given a mandate to 

colonize Africa. The rest of the New World was given to Spain. This move was sanctioned by 

Pope Julius II in 1506.”87 

 

        In 1441, the Portuguese reached Mauritania. They reached the Fante coast (now in Ghana) 

in 1470. Fante was attached to the Akan gold coast. In 1483 the mouth of the Congo River was 

reached by Diego Cam. In 1486 the Cape of Storms, which was later renamed Cape of Good 

Hope was reached by Bartholomew Diaz.  

 

2. Other European nations 

      

The Portuguese hegemony did not last very long. It was strongly challenged by the French, 

English and Dutch merchants in about 1530. The interest of some of these people was not to 

spread Christianity at all. “No difference can be perceived between the practices of the Christians 

and those of the heathen,” said a Jesuit in Sierra Leone at the beginning of seventeenth 

century.”88 The Europeans dehumanized Africans by capturing them as slaves. It is very pathetic 

that even though Africans were treated in this manner, generally speaking most African people 

were very generous.  

 

       In many places Africans received the Europeans very kindly. The author remembers a story 

told to him by his grandmother, Everet Jumbe. “She told him that when the Roman Catholic 

missionaries arrived in her village, people used to take turns to help them molding bricks for the 

church building without any payment. These people were not all members of the Roman 

Catholic Church.  She said at that time many people in that village worshipped ancestral spirits. 

But later she herself became a Roman Catholic.”89 
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3. The Religion of the Explorers 

  

A critical study of Europe in the seventeenth century shows that some of the Europeans who 

came to Africa were not strong professing Christians. For many of them religion was like a 

jacket. Christianity did not have deep roots in their hearts. They believed in supernatural 

interventions; for example, they attributed rainfall and outcomes of battles to their ancestral 

spirits. Magic and witchcraft were practiced in Europe as in Africa. They worshipped trees, 

stones and springs. Christianity occupied less than an inch in their daily lives. 

 

In Portugal, the dead were thought to return on All Souls’ Day and the statues of saints 

were mutilated if they failed to provide expected benefits. In modern times, among the 

Kalabari of the Niger Delta, the same fate befell sculptures of dangerous spirits. 

Missionaries were professionally concerned with religion; European traders had other 

priorities. In the words of a visitor to the Gold Coast in the late seventeenth century, “The 

great concern of the Dutch on this coast, as well as of other Europeans settled or trading 

there, is the gold, and not the welfare of those souls: for by their loose lives, many who 

live among these poor wretches rather harden them in their wickedness than turn them 

from it.” A Jesuit described the Portuguese in Guinea at the beginning of the seventeenth 

century as “men turned wild whose way of life is more heathen than Christian.”90  

 

4. Africans in Europe 

 

West Africa was blessed with some local priests and brothers in the Roman Catholic Church. 

Most of them came from the Cape Verde islands and Sao Tome. Despite their smallness, the 

Atlantic islands of Sao Thome and Cape Verde made a great impact on Christianity.  Joao Pinto, 

a black priest, was a prominent missionary from Cape Verde. He worked in the region of the 

rivers of Guinea in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Both islands became 

independent dioceses in the 1530s. They sent priests to Lower and Upper Guinea. A  Protestant 

described their religious practice as follows: 

  

The Inhabitants of the Island are black, and but a sort of half Christian… for if they can 

but read a Pater Noster and Ave Maria, confess to the Priest, and bring some offerings 

with them, they pass for good Christians…I found here also two white Priests, who were 

endowed with no other qualities than the profound ignorance and stupidity of the meanest 

of their neighbors…They invited us to come and see their churches, which we did, and 

found them very handsome, and large enough for four times the number of inhabitants.91 

 

           In 1444, 235 captives were taken to Portugal. It is very annoying in African thinking that 

some of those captives were offered to a church as revenue. Among them was a Moslem who 

later became a friar of St Francis. He was sent to St Vincent do Cabo. 

 

           Many young black men were educated in Latin and theology so that at the end they would 

go back to Africa to convert their own people. It is very interesting to note that women and 
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children were often the first converts of the church. This is also common today in many parts of 

Africa. Almost in all churches I have visited, I notice that children and women surpass the 

number of men considerably. This has even brought confusion of leadership. Women are 

pressing hard to take part in church leadership upon seeing the weakness of men in many areas.  

 

5. The Coastal Lands of West Africa 

 

The Portuguese were very interested in the arid sands of the Sahara and the green vegetation of 

the south of the Senegal. The Wolof people lived there under the leadership of Burba Jolof. 

However, Islam was much more prominent in Senegal and Gambia than Christianity. Black 

Portuguese on the coast maintained their loyalty to Christianity unlike their fellow Wolof and 

Serer in mainland areas.  

 

       The French built their “coastal settlements at St Louis and Goree dated from 1659 and 1678 

respectively.”92 Still very few Africans adopted the French social life and Catholic teachings. 

Some Europeans in confusion were converted to African tradition religions. They were 

convinced that African sorcerers could protect them through magic to become bullet-proof by 

drinking some charms.  

 

        In the Gold Coast Sao Jorge da Mina was built in 1482. It was “on the boundary of two 

African states, Komenda and Efutu.”93 The African local ruler was not happy with the 

Portuguese presence. They were asked to leave the area. “Friends who met occasionally 

remained better friends than if they were neighbors.”94  This was the statement made by a local 

ruler. However, the area was very attractive to Europeans. It was rich in gold and slaves. Along 

480 kilometers of coast, there were 30 forts built by the Dutch, English, Danes, Swedes and 

Brandenburgers. All those merchants were making payments to local African rulers. In Niger 

Delta, merchants traded from their ships. The Dutch took over Sao Jorge da Mina in 1637.  

 

 

6. Forerunners in African Education 

 

In the eighteenth century the two Protestant missions began their activities in West Africa. Nine 

missionaries were sent between 1737 and 1770. Unfortunately, all of them died except for 

Christian Protten. 

 

In 1752, Reverend Thomas Thompson, Africa’s first Anglican missionary, went to the 

Gold Coast. He was in the employ of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 

(SPG), founded in 1701 for the benefit of Britons abroad, whose spiritual welfare was 

endangered by “atheism, infidelity, popish superstition and idolatry.” He had worked 

among the enslaved in America, and went to West Africa at his own request. He 

concentrated on the local people, rather than the expatriate enclaves; when he left after 
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four years because of ill health, he was accompanied by three Fante boys to be educated 

by the SPG.95 

 

       Unfortunately, two of them died before coming back home. The remaining Philip Quaque 

was ordained an Anglican priest and went back home in 1766. He died in 1816. People were not 

happy with his participation in trade and behavior that characterized him as a man of two worlds. 

He ran a school which is regarded as a nursery of educational development in the West Africa. 

There were many West Africans who acquired European education. Frederick Svane studied at 

University of Copenhagen. His father was Danish and his mother was a Ga. He married a Danish 

wife.  

 

       Jacobus Elia Johannes Capitein went to Holland with a Dutch trader. He got the best 

education at the University of Leiden.  

 

With profound irony, he published a defense of the slave trade, in Latin, as being 

consistent with Christianity (Thompson, despite his genuine concern for Africa, also 

published a defense of slave trade). He was ordained as a minister of the Dutch Reformed 

Church, and worked in Elmina from 1742 until his death, five years later, translating 

some texts, such as the Lord’s Prayer, into Fante. His life in Africa seems to have been 

isolated and unhappy-not least, perhaps, because the church prevented him from 

marrying the African wife of his choice.96 

 

             In my opinion, Jacobus betrayed his own people; perhaps that’s why he died a sad man. 

This was also common during African nationalism. There were many Africans who worked hand 

in hand with the colonizers despite the outcry of their countrymen. They were money seekers. 

How could an African church minister justify the evil slave trade which brought miseries on 

many innocent people?   

 

             The author’s ancestors took part in this evil slave trade in the nineteenth century. But 

when he studies how his fellow Africans were being ill-treated, he feels annoyed, embarrassed 

and hatred against the trade. The name Jumbe in Malawi is strongly connected to slave trade and 

Islam which the Jumbes of Nkhotakota practiced. 

 

              William Amo of Axim went to Europe also while young. He got his doctorate degree at 

Wittenberg. He came back to Africa after thirty years in Europe. The cousin of King of Popo, a 

Danish soldier, Christian Protten’s father went to Europe. He got his education in Denmark. He 

came back to Accra in 1737 as a Moravian missionary. He died in Gold Coast in 1769. These 

were some of the forerunners of African educationists in the West Africa.  

 

7. Too few priests 

 

 Togo and Benin lie close to Modern Ghana. This region was sadly called Slave Coast. 

“Whydah, in particular, became a great slave exporting center from 1679 on.”97 The founding of 
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the missions there in 1644 by French Capuchins could have ended this evil practice. But 

Christian missionaries were banished by Dutch and English traders. Traders were afraid of the 

conversion of local people that could damage their trade. But at least a step was made; a 

catechism was translated into the Ewe language. The missionaries again met some constraints 

such as high mortality rates and lack of mission workers. But chief Assou favored the Catholics.   

 

              In Nigeria’s Niger Delta the church of Itsekiri of Warri was founded prior to the 

Portuguese voyages. This can be one of the reasons the Itsekiri adopted new ideas. “The History 

of Christianity in Warri began in the 1570s, when Augustinian monks were sent there from Sao 

Thome.”98 The king’s heir was converted and was named Sebastian. He overzealously supported 

the Catholic Church for his entire life. However, there was a shortage of priests. The Bishop of 

Sao Thome complained, “The kingdom is very poor and clergy would be unable to live there in 

reasonable comfort; moreover their health and their lives would be in very grave danger from the 

great unhealthiness of the climate.”99 

 

           The situation of too few Priests became uncontrollable in the eighteenth century. The two 

missionaries began supporting themselves by selling locally-made pots. This is a very good 

example to the African churches. Most often African churches depend upon foreign aid either 

from America, Europe or elsewhere. African churches must learn to support themselves if they 

want to maintain true teaching of the Bible.  

 

            Depending on foreign churches is very dangerous because when a foreign church has 

fallen apostate, the aided church will follow suit or the foreign church will threaten to withdraw 

aid if the aided church refuses to adopt the new ideology. A very good example is the Anglican 

Church of Malawi. The church has had a long standing quarrel on admitting a Bishop who in the 

eyes of the Malawi Anglican conservatives had an affiliation with homosexuality ideologies.   

 

            The problems of too few priests, dependence on foreign aid and apostasy can only be 

solved by empowering our youth’s education in the church. The African church must start 

seeking means and ways of self-support. By this, I do not mean African churches must not work 

with foreign churches. Since we are living on one globe, African churches cannot live and work 

completely independently. There’s a need for integration in many places. We need to support one 

another where the other is weak. But the African church must not be pushed around by money to 

accept ideas which are strange and diabolic. The two missionaries must serve as examples to 

modern African churches to use resources within our vicinity. 

 

              King Sebastian decided to solve the problem of too few priests by sending his son 

Domingo, hoping that he would be ordained. However, he came back home with a wife who 

bore Antonio the next king. In 1620, Christianity in Warri was seen as a court religion. When 

Domingo was on the throne, the church in Warri was a bit more organized.  

 

“And the Negroes enter this church with paternosters in their hands all the while, like true 

Portuguese people, and they read these, as other Popish Prayers. They appear to be most 

godly, and can also read and write, and eager for the Portuguese books, pens, ink and 
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paper,” Christianity also modified traditional religion: the offerings of human and animal 

sacrifices were abhorred, and no feticeros (traditional religion specialist) were 

permitted.100 

 

              Catholicism went on despite the fact that there were no priests up to the eighteenth 

century. Later the kings became apostate by embracing African Traditional Religions. The statue 

of Jesus was destroyed. The kings of the Olu became polygamous. One of the Olu married up to 

sixty wives. An English explorer reported that the Catholic chapel had been extinguished there 

and the streets were covered with grasses. All this took place because of lack of priests.  

 

8. Benin, West Africa 

 

Benin came into being in the thirteenth century. When the missionaries arrived there in 1515, 

they found a well-organized city. They heard “of a distant, sacred monarch to the East, called the 

Ogane –held in as great veneration as is the Supreme Pontiff with them who sent a newly 

crowned king a cross to wear, crosses which are depicted on some Benin statuary. Not 

surprisingly, they believed they had found Prester John.”101  

 

             The very few people who got converted in Benin were the first Nigerian Christians.  

Afonso Ames founded a school. The king attended and became literate in Portuguese. In 1710, 

the king of Benin provided land for the church. He avoided human sacrifices. Christianity did not 

find good soil in Benin because the people were deeply rooted in traditional religion. A British 

colonial administrator reported about “the Oba (king) that every morning at dawn he entered a 

house alone and waited for rays of a day to illuminate the window, when he pressed the crucifix 

to his forehead and prayed for the Oni of Ife, the Alafin of Oyo and Oba of Benin (about 

himself); after that he prayed for all the other Yoruba kings. That was the custom whether the 

Oba was a Christian or not.”102 

 

              According to Paas, there are three time divisions in West African Church History. In the 

first place there’s a period of European discovery of West Africa’s Coast in the fifteenth century. 

 

The explorers were very much involved in commercial activities. Usually church 

activities were second. Secondly, there was a period of evangelization alongside of slave 

trade. This was an unfruitful period. Thirdly, there was of Christianization of Sub-

Saharan Africa. This was also a period when we see Protestant missionaries sent because 

of the Great Evangelical Awakenings in the churches of Europe and North America.103 

 

9. Modern missions in Africa 

 

             Modern missions in Africa started in west Africa. This was a new phenomenon; both 

blacks and whites were involved in the mission enterprise. The abolition of slave trade in Europe 

and America promoted the spirit of missionary work. Through the creation of Sierra Leone in 
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1787 as a home for freed slaves, different churches were planted; 411 blacks and 70 whites’ 

prostitutes were settled there. Secondly, 1200 former slaves of British soldiers were also settled 

from Canada. Baptists led by David George and Thomas Peters, Methodists by Moses Wilkinson 

and Anglicans began their work there. The missionary work “began not with white missionary 

agency, but as the initiatives of ex-African slaves.”104 

 

              In 1827, Anglican CMS founded Fourah Bay College for the training of teachers, 

catechists, ministers and missionaries. “After the banning of the slave trade by Britain in 1807, 

the British navy, intercepting slave ships, brought in thousands of ‘recaptives’. These freed 

slaves were Muslims or African traditionalists. Most of the latter category became Christians, but 

many Muslims resisted conversion to the Christian faith. The Sierra Leonean immigrants built 

their own culture (Creole), a mixture of African and Western traditions, and they shaped their 

own language (Krio) with English vocabulary and African syntax.”105 

 

           The Christian community in Sierra Leone began missionary activities throughout the 

country and beyond.  African missionaries were sent to the whole of west Africa and farther to 

Kenya. They were working hand in hand with Western missionaries. 

  

B. MISSIONARY WORK OF SAMUEL AJAYI 

 

 In many European Christian writings Africans have been painted as savages, backward and 

primitive. This was challenged by Samuel Ajayi Crowther (1807-1891), the first African who 

became an Anglican Bishop and leader of the Niger Mission. He was born in a Yoruba town 

called Osogun. 

 

He was first a domestic Yoruba slave from the Nigerian village of Abeokuta who was 

sold to a slaver bound for Brazil, but was freed by the British navy and taken to Freetown 

in 1822. He was the first student of Fourah Bay College. After his training he served as a 

teacher and partaker of an expedition in the Niger area, then he went to London, where he 

was ordained priest in 1843. In 1864 he became the first African bishop of the Anglican 

Church.106 

 

           Ajayi was the leader of the all-African Niger Mission in 1857. Most members of the 

expedition did not have sound education. Among the eleven members only four had been to 

secondary school. The expedition consisted of a carpenter, shingle maker, shoe maker, brick 

maker, farmer, ship’s steward and an ex- government messenger. Ajayi wanted to be a 

missionary in his motherland.  

 

             There were many problems which the expedition encountered. Ajayi as a Yoruba could 

not speak local languages of the Niger area. The Niger area was inhabited by the Igbo, Nupe and 

Hausa peoples. Their cultures were completely different from his. The stations were also far 

from one another. Muslims were resistant to conversion. The missionaries were accused of 
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ruthless capitalist practices and immorality. Funds were misappropriated. They were also 

accused of manslaughter. Ajayi was blamed for favoring the Creole rather than the local people.  

 

               Later, fourteen local boys were sent for further studies. Four of them joined commercial 

firms for higher salaries. One of the remaining boys, the gifted Isaac Mba, the first Niger Igbo 

agent was compelled to resign because of European prejudice. Thomas Bako, an Aworro Yoruba 

endured European prejudice but was denied ordination. The mission was in ruins in 1883 due to 

disconnection, dismissal and resignation. It is very embarrassing that even today, there are few 

individuals in some mission works who are denied ordination for unjustifiable reasons. For 

example there are some missions whose theological institutions are headed by people that are not 

ordained. 

 

            Plans to empower Africans were initiated by “Henry Venn, (1873), who from 1841 was a 

Secretary of the CMS. Venn propagated the “three selves,” the necessity of a self-supporting, 

self-propagating and self-governing African church. Also he worked out the idea of cooperation 

between Christianity and commerce, implying that African economic independence was an 

important instrument for the shaping of an African church. He developed the idea that the 

indigenization of native churches ought to become a national institution that would supersede 

denominational distinctions.”107 

 

             Apart from African initiatives in missionary works, there were expatriate missionary 

endeavors. They include efforts by the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS) London Missionary 

Society (LMS) Church Missionary Society (CMS) American Board for Foreign Missions (1810), 

Wesleyan Methodists’ Mission (1813) and Basel Mission Society (1814). 

 

            Ajayi was a scholar, pastor and faithful missionary. A missionary center was set up at 

Onitsha in the Niger Delta among the Brass people even though the number of converts was 

small. “The members were drawn largely from slaves, purported witches, lepers, and mothers of 

twins.”108 This was disturbed by the scramble for Africa where Africa was divided among the 

Europeans without the consent of Africans themselves. Ajayi was embarrassed because CMS 

took over his work and discharged almost the whole staff hence the Africanization project 

declined considerably. Ajayi is highly regarded as one of the most notable African Church 

leaders of the nineteenth century.  

 

C. OTHER MISSION WORKS 

 

1. Among the Igbo (Nigeria) 

 

“There are witnesses that show that Igbo embraced western education with zeal and resolution. 

One Idigo was a titled man and diviner, wealthy and brave, who turned to Christianity when his 

arts could not preserve the lives of his own children ‘I perceived above all,’ said a Catholic priest 

who baptized him as Joseph, ‘that he was religious’, He destroyed his traditional shrines and 

                                                           
107  Paas 78. 
108  Paas 172. 



56 

went to live with witches and slaves on the hilltop Christian village near Aguleri. Christians 

called the settlement either “Mbito (Crossroads) or Nduka (Life is supreme).”109  

 

2. In Bonny 

 

The Niger Mission established a station at Bonny in 1865. The people of the delta had traded 

with European merchants for centuries. Their eagerness to have a mission center was due to what 

they had learned from Europeans about the importance of literacy. They could opt for secular 

education, but that opportunity was not there. “Bonny was divided into two rival complexes of 

canoe houses: the Anna and Mannila Peoples, the former opposed Christianity, and the latter 

welcomed it.”110 There were many problems among the converts because of the following: 

 

1) Christian slaves refused to go to oil markets on Sunday. 

2) Christians would not take part in rituals which other homes embraced for their survival. 

 

              Many Christian slaves were drowned. Some refused to eat and died of hunger. Despite 

persecution, Christian slaves built small chapels at the markets and held church prayers. The 

local people were invited to join them in these prayers. That did not please the chiefs. In 1868 the 

African traditional religion of Bonny declined. The “sacred iguanas were killed and by the 

1880s, the temple of skulls dedicated to the war god, Ikuba, was falling into ruins.”111  

 

3. In Brass (Nigeria) 

 

In 1868, CMS opened a mission in Brass, a Delta state further West. The mission won many 

souls both slaves and freemen. King Ockiya surrendered his shrines and divinities and got 

baptized as Josiah Constantine. But later many of them went back to fetishism due to the fact that 

they were being oppressed by Christians themselves for taking over their trade. King Koko 

became apostate too. 

 

4. With the Yoruba and Ido (Nigeria, Sierra Leone) 

 

Despite the decline of Africanization, the Afro-American missionary and Liberian statesmen 

Edward W. Blyden (1832-1912) and Sierra Leonean pastor James Johnson (1836-1917) 

propagated the ideology. 

 

                 Among the Yoruba and Ido people there were prominent men who contributed greatly 

to the West African Church. Many of them had been taken as slaves to Ibadan, the heart of many 

missionary establishments. Since many of them adopted Christianity, they went home after 

liberation with new faith to places that had never seen any missionary representative. 

Babamuboni from Ekiti was a slave. He was liberated by the highly honored Anglican Priest, 

Daniel Olubi, who became a Christian while working for David and Anna Hinderer. “After 

twenty years in Abadan, Babamuboni returned home, and devoted himself to evangelism.”112 
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                  Shadrach Mogun was an Ekiti. He became a Christian in Ibadan. There was no house 

or compound in Ibadan in which he had not preached Jesus Christ. In 1899, he went home. He 

began supporting himself by farming. He preached to communities around him. “In a hut hardly 

big enough to stand upright in, he lived “all alone with Jesus Christ.”113 

 

                     Samuel Laseinde was from Ora a Yoruba town. He was a slave and became a slave 

in Abeokuta. He was very much attracted to Christianity upon seeing the Sekiri praying morning 

and evening on war movements. “John Okenla (was not a slave), whose example reminds us that 

not all the converts were slaves. He was a famous warrior, and, when asked about the ‘medicine’ 

that underlay his exploits, he showed the enquirer his Yoruba New Testament.”114 He learned to 

read from his fellow slave. He went home in 1899 where he built up a Christian community and 

also introduced commercial farming of cocoa, coffee and kola. The chiefs were not happy 

because the Christians always came into conflict with the mask cult of igungus (the incarnates of 

the collective dead). That led Samuel to be imprisoned for six months. 

 

5. In Benin 

 

 In Benin another man Osiokhai was born. He was a slave of a war leader, Ogedengde. Osiokhai 

went to live with his master in the Yoruba town of Ilesa. He was sent on long trading trips where 

he began to attend church. He changed his name to John Alegbeleye and learned to read Yoruba. 

He went home after the defeat of his master. He began to teach his fellow Yoruba so that they 

could read the Yoruba Bible. He told them of heaven and angels. He also told them of hell with 

fires burning forever where wizards, witches and evil people would go. 

 

6. Ex-Slave missionaries 

 

Liberia has a history similar to Sierra Leone’s. Both became settlements for liberated black 

slaves. “The first settlers arrived in 1822, former slaves, or their descendants, from America.”115  

Twelve thousand settled there. Another 5700 freed slaves on the high seas also were settled later.  

The settlement was promoted by the American Colonization Society (ACS). The organization 

was supported by white slave owners. They were afraid of the freed slaves’ claim to “struggle for 

a place in the sun in America, ‘America is more our country than it is whites’-we have enriched 

it with our blood and tears… and will they drive us from our property and homes, which we have 

earned with our blood?”116  This showed the determination of the freed black population of 

America. 

 

               The settlers of Liberia were fourth or fifth generation Americans. They had adopted 

American culture and could no longer speak any African language.  They followed after the life-

style of those who oppressed them for centuries. They set themselves apart from the local people.  
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Lott Carey a black Baptist Pastor from Virginia played a leading role in early days of 

Monrovia. With tragic irony, he blew himself up in 1828, while making ammunition to 

use against local Africans. A black Episcopalian priest wrote of conflict between 

American-Liberians and local Africans, “A few brave colonists were beset by hosts of 

infuriated savages”. A black American Baptist in Liberia called Africans “servants and 

soldiers for hell.”117 

 

              Even though this was the situation, the indigenous Grebo and Kru people (Liberia) 

opened their hearts to Christianity and westernization. The converts tried to set up their own 

kingdom but failed later. William Wade Harris, a Grebo, changed his life while serving as a 

political prisoner. He became a successful Christian missionary. Edward Wilmot Blyden was 

born in the West Indies and moved to Liberia after being denied the opportunity to study 

theology in America. He was a highly educated man. He learned Hebrew and Arabic.  He 

opposed Christian missions and broke away from the Presbyterian ministry. “His life, like that of 

many others, reflects an agonized quest for identity.” 118 Monrovia was however blessed with 

Baptists, Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians and Catholics.  

 

             Due to the freedom of black African slaves in the West Indies, many Africans who 

desired to evangelize their fellow returned home Africans. Thomas Keith aimed at spreading the 

Gospel to his own people. James Keats went to Sierra Leone and later boarded a ship bound for 

the Congo River. One hundred poor laborers in Jamaica promised to offer their week’s wages for 

missionary work in Africa. About 115 black Americans served as missionaries in the African 

continent in the nineteenth century. Mrs. Kelly Kemp went to Sherbro with her husband, and 

they worked as missionaries for the Brethren for Christ mission. The black and white 

missionaries from Jamaica founded the United Presbyterian mission in Calabar in 1846. The 

black missionaries spread to Congo, Cameroun and Fernando Po. West Indians worked as 

missionaries for the Basel mission in Gold Coast. Andrew Cartwright, born a slave requested the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church to assist him in Liberia.  

 

7. In the Gold Coast (Ghana)   

 

The Gold Coast was also blessed with a number churches. For example, the Methodist Church 

was started by Philip Quaque’s school. In 1828, four Basel missionaries arrived in Ghana. 

Missionaries from Basel worked there for nearly a century. Later they handed the work over to 

the United Free Church of Scotland. The missionaries noted three problems that acted as a 

hindrance to Christianity. They were: belief in fetishes, the polygamy and power of the chiefs, 

and funerals. Though the impact is lower these days, there are still many practicing Christians in 

Africa who are under the influence of some of these practices. The author was told by one of the 

elders in the congregation in which he worships that an elder once went to consult witchdoctors 

to get protection for one of the pastors in the church. This clearly shows immaturity in Christian 

faith.  

 

The first converts were drawn largely from the marginal, ex-slaves, the widowed; the 

childless; and those with some kind of physical abnormality. A small, but influential 
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category of converts were drawn from princes, who, in a matrilineal society, could not 

succeed to their father’s office. The catechists and pastors were often drawn from their 

number. David Asante, for example, was the son of Nana Owusu Akyem, and one of the 

first mission schoolboys, who became a Basel pastor. He was a man of transparent 

devotion, who at first refused baptism, on the grounds that he was not good enough, but 

changed his mind when he heard the hymn that begins, ‘Come ye sinners, poor and 

needy, weak and wounded, sick and sore.119 

 

             Most Christians discarded beliefs in witchcraft. Paul Mohem was baptized in 1857 at the 

age of sixty.  After learning to read and write, he became an evangelist in many villages around 

Accra. Thomas Birch Freeman was born in England (1809-1890). He had an English mother and 

a black father. He was a gardener as his father was.  He came to Africa and worked for over fifty 

two years in Africa. He went to Dahomy (Benin), Asante, and Yorubaland on missionary trips. 

He resigned “in 1855 because the mission authorities had become critical of the expense of his 

work: ‘One single passion has absorbed my life--namely the extension of our work, and in the 

midst thereof I have overlooked and neglected matters of expenditure.’…On his death bed he 

said, ‘I feel like a little bird with wing ready raised for flight.”120  

 

              There were also many women; they outnumbered men in missionary work.  A very 

good example is Elizabeth Waldron, a Euro-African. There were many Methodist churches in the 

Asante region. However, there was a growth in the number of Christians as soon as Gold Coast 

became a British colony. The Saro was a name given to the returnees in the Yoruba which means 

divided identity. In Sierra Leone they were called Aku. A majority settled in Badagry, Lagos and 

Abeokuta. They formed new Christian communities. However, in Abekouta many became 

polygamous. They also adopted a secret society of Ogboni in honor of sacred Earth.  

 

                Missionaries like Henry Townsend and J.B. Wood followed suit. Enculturation and 

contextualization have been a tune of many African churches. This has raised many questions. Is 

this biblical or not? Do people deny Christ because of failure of the church to address their 

cultural issues or because of hardening of their hearts? Is a large membership a sign of true 

Christianity? The questions go on. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The initiative of the Portuguese to discover new lands beyond their knowledge in order to 

expand the Christian kingdom and trade made other Europeans nations to follow suit. The 

English, French, Dutch, Danish and Germans flocked to Africa. This led to great competition 

among them. This is called “The Scramble for Africa”. Otto von Bismarck called for a Berlin 

Conference in 1884 and 1885 where plans to divide Africa were discussed without consultation 

with Africans. The boundaries contributed to a number of problems which Africans still face 

today. For example, people of the same kingdoms and tribes became enemies because of those 

artificial boundaries. Missionaries too sometimes competed with one another.  
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LESSON 5 QUESTIONS 

 

1. What were the following: 

 

a. Padroado? 

 

b. Treaty of Tordesillas? 

 

2. How many slaves were taken to Portugal in 1444? 

 

3. Suggest some possible causes that made Africans more open to Christianity in the 

thirteenth to seventeenth centuries. 

 

4. List two Islands in the Atlantic Ocean that played a great role in the spread of Christianity 

in West Africa. 

 

5. Name a fort built in Gold Coast in 1482. 

 

6. Who published a book in defense of the slave trade? 

 

7. Which classes of people in the African community were more attracted to Christianity? 

 

8. Name two ex-slave missionaries in West Africa. 

 

9. How can enculturation and contextualization be biblical? 

 

10. Who were the Saro people? 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE KINGDOM OF CONGO, FAITH AND CLASSICAL MISSIONS 

A.  NZINGA MVEMBA 

Nzinga Mvemba, also known as King Afonso I was a King of Kongo in the first half of the 

sixteenth century. He was on the throne over Kongo from 1509 to 1543. “The Kongo people 

today numbering 3 million are to be found in Angola (including Cabinda), Zaire and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo.”121 The Portuguese in 1483, led by Diego Cam, brought with 

them not only Christianity but also the slave trade. The king made El Savadar a capital city for 

his kingdom after adopting Christianity. The coming of Christianity destroyed the Kongo 

kingdom. That marked a beginning of brutal era of warlordism. 

 

 

Fig. 22.  “A possible Map of the Kingdom of Kongo circa 1711”122 

            Mvemba Nzinga was mandated to rule Kongo’s northern region of Nsundi. There was a 

number of Portuguese priests in his area. The loyalty of Kongo’s kings to Christianity was, in all 

probability, less a matter of personal belief than of diplomatic strategy. But Afonso became a 
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zealous Christian. Intrigues at court caused the king not to trust his son, and he was deprived of 

his province. Eventually Afonso won his father’s trust and returned to the province. 

                 The monarchy was installed through election rather than heredity. So Afonso was not 

guaranteed becoming the heir. His mother helped Alfonso to take over the throne; she kept news 

of Afonso father’s death a secret. This gave Afonso an opportunity to go to the capital city of 

Mbanza Kongo and conspire with his adherents. Thus when the death of the king was finally 

made known, Afonso had already arrived in the city. The strongest threat to Afonso came from 

his step brother Mpanzu a Katima (Mpanzu a Nzinga).  

                 Mpanzu organized a battalion in the provinces and marched against Mbanza-Kongo. 

According to Afonso, Mpanzu looked down on Christianity. He opposed the conversion of the 

country. In the battle that followed Mpanzu’s followers tried to attack the city. But he was 

defeated, according to Afonso, when the solders saw an apparition of Saint James the Great and 

the Holy Spirit in the sky. Mpanzu’s army had to run away in panic. This miracle, which Afonso 

explained in a letter of 1509, became the basis for a coat of arms (it included the apparition of St. 

James) that Kongo used for the next three hundred years until 1860. 

                 All that we know about in the time of Afonso’s period is best known from his many 

letters. He wrote in Portuguese especially to kings Manuel I and Joao III of Portugal. The letters 

are very comprehensive and give many details about his administration of the country. Many of 

his letters complain about the evil practices of several Portuguese officials. These letters have 

given rise to an interpretation of Afonso’s kingdom as one in which Portuguese interests 

submerged Afonso’s ambitions. 

                 Afonso is regarded as a saintly apostle, preaching and teaching, falling asleep over his 

books late at night. Afonso is well remembered for his determined desire to make Kongo a 

Catholic country. He established the Roman Catholic Church in Kongo. He provided finances 

from tax revenues and established schools. By 1516 there were over one thousand students in the 

royal school. Other schools were also located in the kingdom. The formation of schools led to a 

fully literate noble class.  

                 Afonso wanted to develop proper theology by merging the religious traditions of his 

own country with Christianity. He studied theological text books so much that he could fall 

asleep over the Rosary 
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“Roman Catholic Mariology”123 

(according to Rui d’Aguiar, the Portuguese royal chaplain who assisted him). In order to advance 

his goal, Afonso sent many of his children and nobles for study in Europe, including his son 

Henrique Kimu a Mvemba, who was elevated to the position of bishop in 1518. He was given 

the bishopric of Utica (in North Africa) by the Pope. But he was marginalized by the Portuguese 

clergy. He became ill due to depression. He served in Kongo from the early 1520s until his 

demise in 1531. 

The Kongo people, inevitably, located the new teaching within their own world view- a 

process made easier by the fact that the missionaries translated ‘priest’ as nganga 

(traditional religious specialist), and used nkisi (traditional religious object) to refer to 

crucifixes or rosaries, the Bible becoming mukanda nkisi, and the church, nzo a nkisi. 

Converts reluctant to embrace monogamy defined one spouse as a wife the rest as 

concubines.124 

                Afonso wrote many letters commenting negatively about the behavior of the 

Portuguese in his country. The Portuguese developed the evil slave trade in Kongo. The King 

accused them of helping brigands in his own country and illegally buying free people as slaves. 

He also threatened to close slave trade altogether. Afonso established an examination committee 

to scrutinize the legality of all enslaved persons presented for sale. In one of his letters he 

complained about the slave,  
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And each day, these merchants take our citizens, native to the land and children of 

our nobles and vassals, and our relations, because they are thieves and men of bad 

conscience, steal them with the desire to have things of this kingdom, take them to 

sell, and our land is all spoiled which is not to your service. For this we have no 

more necessity for other than priests and educators, but [send] no more 

merchandise nor merchants.125 

 

Fig. 23. “Slave Caravans on the road”126 

             Towards the end of his life, Afonso’s children and grandson began fighting for 

succession. In 1540, usurpers who included Portuguese residents in the country made an 

unsuccessful attempt on his life. He died later in 1543. 

             Several women who were regarded as prophets by the people of Kongo appeared: 

Appolonia Mafuta baptized as Beatrice and Vita Kimpa, baptized as Dona Ana da Souza. One of 

them,  
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claimed to be the medium of St Antony. A member of the nobility, she had been a nganga 

(priestess), and absorbed the idea of spirit possession from traditional religion. She 

destroyed both crucifixes and traditional nkisi (fetishes) as powerless to save, and taught 

that Jesus was black, born in the Kongo capital. Both nobles and poor responded to her 

teaching, and Mbanza Kongo was reoccupied. She was burnt at the stake for heresy in 

1706, at the age of twenty, her baby son narrowly escaping the same fate. The king’s 

wife, Hipolita, left him to join the movement. The king himself, on one occasion, refused 

to make war on the rebel.127 

           A sister to Nzinga, Vita Kimpa who died in 1663, took an active role in some of the 

changes in the kingdom. She declared herself a prophetess.  “She was the sister of the last 

effective ruler of the West-central African state of Ndongo, whose kings, the ngola a kiluanje, 

gave their title to Angola.”128 She founded her kingdom at Matamba inside Kongo. At first she 

had no interest in Christianity. But in the 1640s, she returned to Christianity.  

            In 1816, an English ship reached Soyo on the Kongo coast. The sailors came into contact 

with a local priest who had a wife and five concubines. He “could read his name and that of Saint 

Antony, and read the Roman liturgy in Latin.”129 A German geographer in 1857 went to San 

Salvador and wrote a false allegation which became widespread in west and central Africa. It 

was generally believed by the local people that “the slaves sold abroad were eaten by cannibals, 

and their bodies processed into oil.”130  There were crosses everywhere in the kingdom. This was 

a sign of the impact of Catholicism in the kingdom.  He was told that “the Portuguese Desu 

(Jesus) was a far too powerful fetish for the common man and could be assigned only to the 

king.”131 

B. THE FAITH MISSIONS IN AFRICA 

Protestant Missions to Africa began in the 18th century and later covered the whole world. This 

was related to the First Great Awakening. Great preachers like Jonathan Edwards and Charles 

Wesley preached zealously and many came to Christ. John Wesley declared: “The world is my 

parish.” They aroused the Missionary Movement.  

            William Carey (1761-1834), an English missionary to India, cannot be forgotten in this 

area. He has been called the Father of Modern Missions. “His life and ministry spanned the so-

called “Great Century” of missionary outreach, a century (1800-1914) which changed the 

religious map of the world.”132 He Founded the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS). He 

transformed the ideologies of the First Great Awakening into a Missionary Movement. He 
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wanted missionary societies to become the agencies of mission more than the churches. This 

marked the beginning of what we call Classical Missions. In Malawi, churches like the Roman 

Catholic Church, Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), the Anglican Church and the 

Lutheran Church belong to the Classical Missions and named themselves after their mother 

churches in Europe.   

            However, here we look in detail at Faith Missions. Despite the presence of these Classical 

Missions, the interior parts of Africa were not yet reached by them. “By 1880 inner Africa, e.g. 

the Sudan Belt and Congo were not touched by Christianity.”133 

The political development which found their summary expression in the 1884-1885 

Berlin Conference (‘Scramble for Africa’), and the great exploratory journeys of men 

such as Livingstone and Stanley, made the whole of the interior of Africa accessible (for 

missionaries as well) before the turn of the century. Before 1885, missionaries sometimes 

reached an area of Africa before the colonialists but later the reverse was true (with few 

exceptions).134 

           There were four regions believed to be unreached in Africa by 1875.The Congo Basin, the 

Sudan Belt, Central Africa and Muslim North Africa. 

1. The Congo Basin 

It was opened during Henry Morton Stanley’s long trip of 999 days. He journeyed from the East 

coast to the mouth of Congo. Of the classical missions, only the English Baptists and the 

American Presbyterians felt able to pursue this opportunity.  

2. The Sudan belt 

It was the largest unreached area and most unreached region. “In those days, the term ‘Sudan’ 

comprised the whole area from Senegal to the borders of Ethiopia.”135 It formed boundaries with 

the unreached Congo Basin in the South. The climate and political circumstances enhanced its 

inaccessibility. The battle of Omdurman in which Mahdi was defeated paved the way for the 

accessibility of the eastern region. The British rule of northern Nigeria made movements of 

missionary workers easy. But even though colonial rule facilitated the movements of 

missionaries, the French colonialists blocked Protestant missions from operating in their areas.  

3. The Central Africa 

It was Dr. David Livingstone who aroused the mission work in this region. He famously said,  
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Sending the Gospel to the heathen must include much more than is implied in the usual 

picture of the missionary, namely a man going about with a Bible under his arm. The 

promotion of commerce must be attended to as this more especially than anything else, 

demolishes that sense of isolation which heathenism engenders, and makes tribes feel 

themselves mutually dependent on, and mutually beneficial to each other. I go to Africa 

to try to make an open path for commerce and Christianity. Do you carry on the work I 

have begun? I leave it with you.136   

This aroused great interest in the senates of the universities of Cambridge and Oxford in 1858. 

They formed the Oxford and Cambridge Mission to Central Africa. This was later changed to 

Universities’ Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) when Durham and Dublin universities joined in 

this project. It was this society that gave birth to the Anglican Church of Malawi, the first 

classical mission to work in Malawi.  

4. Muslim North Africa 

 The hiccups in missionary work in North Africa were due to religious affiliations. An attempt 

was made to evangelize the Muslims there, but no step was made in the Maghreb (north-west 

region of Africa).  

            It is very interesting to note that these missionary movements did not like to compete in 

one area. They were eager to go to new places. They hoped to cover all vacant regions where 

there was no Christianity. Because of this strategy, they were welcomed by classical missions. 

This was a relief for the classical missions as the new movement filled gaps that were left by the 

classical missions.  

C. THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN FAITH AND CLASSICAL MISSIONS 

Table 1: 

FAITH MISSIONS CLASSICAL MISSIONS 

1. Faith Missions accepted missionaries 

from all Protestant churches. 

2. Classical Missions did not accept 

missionaries from other churches 

because they wanted to maintain their 

teachings. 

3. They did not much care about different 

views or the church orders. 

4. They were very strict with their rules 

and church order. 

5. Faith missions did not have specific 

salaries. 

6. The classical missionaries were not 

members but employees, who were 

paid salaries in accordance with the 

scale. 

7. The missionaries were members 8. The missionaries were employees. 

9. The support they got was not based on 10. The salaries were paid based on, 
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seniority and education. seniority and education. 

11. They did not ask for collections or 

gifts. 

12. They asked for collections or gifts. 

13. Faith missionaries were not allowed to 

have debts or borrow. 

14. The classical missionaries were allowed 

to have debts. 

15. They accepted missionaries of any class 

and all qualifications. Spirit, not 

intellectual training was decisive. 

16. The qualifications were greatly 

considered, and they had first to attain 

theological education. 

17. The Faith Missions wives were 

accepted as full missionaries in their 

right.  

18. The wives of the missionaries were just 

wives. 

19. Faith Missionaries were to adopt the 

life of the indigenous people, using 

their language and accepting their 

living conditions. 

20. They were not strict on that. 

 

          The new movements provided new blood, ideas, and finance for the missionary approach 

to inland Africa. The classical missions could not cover all areas because of lack of cash and lack 

of workers. The classical missions concentrated on “Egypt, South Africa, Madagascar, Ethiopia 

and Southern Nigeria.”137  

 

A. FAITH MISSIONS AND THEIR MISSION STATIONS ACROSS AFRICA 

 

We describe here the faith missions which tried to cover all the unreached regions of Africa. 

 

1. Congo region (Central African Republic and Angola) 

 

The Faith Missions below worked in the unreached places of the Congo: Unevangelized Africa 

Mission (1928), Unevangelized Fields Mission (1931), Mid-Africa      Mission (1949), 

Livingstone Inland Mission (1878), Unevangelized Tribes Mission (1961), Worldwide Grace 

Testimony (1939), Africa Inland Mission (1912) and Berean Mission (1938).  Of the Missions 

above, “the Livingstone Inland Missions was led by Fanny Guinness. It was the first Faith 

Mission to start its work at the mouth of Congo River.”138 It was later taken over by American 

Baptists.  

 

2. North Africa region (Egypt, Algeria, Libya, Tunisia and Sudan) 

 

There were also some Faith Missions that pushed their way into the Moslem world of North 

Africa. Peniel Missionary Society (1895) in Egypt, World Wide Mission (1960) in Egypt, Egypt 

General Mission129, World Gospel Mission (1949) in Egypt, Unevangelized Fields Mission 

(1964) in Egypt and North Africa Mission in Morocco and Libya (1889). 
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3. West Africa region (Sierra Leone, Senegal, Morocco, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Ivory 

Coast, Gabon, Gambia, Guinea, Benin, Chad) 

 

Some faith Missions pushed their way into the mid-African continent. Mid-Africa Mission in 

Chad (1925), Sudan Interior Mission in Benin (1946), World Wide Evangelization Crusade in 

Gambia (1966), Christian Missionary Alliance in Gambia (1918), World -wide Evangelization 

Crusade (1938), Sudan Interior Mission (1951) in Liberia.  

 

             The Sudan Interior Mission was founded by Roland V. Bingham. Bingham was a 

member of the Salvation Army. He went to Canada where he became a pastor in the Christian 

Mission Alliance. He joined a number of churches in his life. He went to Sudan, however the 

mission team died of malaria except for Bingham.  

 

                Later on Bingham called his society the Sudan Interior Mission. This mission made a 

great impact in Northern Nigeria, Niger, Ethiopia, Liberia, Sudan, Somalia and Ghana. This 

work prompted the birth of Evangelical Churches of West-Africa. It produced a lot of literature 

and radio work; hence it became very successful. 

 

                The Sudan United Missions was founded by Lucy Kumm-Guiness in 1904. It began its 

work in Nigeria and pushed further into the Sudan belt. It made contacts with tribes that had 

unfortunately already been converted to Islam. 

 

4. Central and East African region (Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Rwanda, Burundi, 

Tanzania, Uganda, Kenya)  

 

The other Faith Missions covered the region of central Africa and east Africa. Africa Evangelical 

Fellowship (1900) in Zambia, The Evangelical Alliance Mission (1942) in Zimbabwe, Africa 

Inland Mission in Kenya, World Wide Mission (1962) in Uganda, Zambezi Industrial Mission 

(1892) in Malawi, Nyasa Industrial Mission134 (1893) in Malawi, World Gospel Mission (1935) 

in Kenya.  

 

5. Southern African region (Swaziland, South Africa, Botswana, Mozambique) 

 

The Faith Missions also covered the southern Africa. Helgelseforbundet in Botswana in 1960, 

Africa Evangelical Fellowship in Swaziland in 1891, Svenska Alliansmissionen in 1915 in 

Swaziland, Hephzibah Faith Mission in 1889 in South Africa, Mahon Mission in South Africa in 

1901, Dorothea Mission in 1901 in South Africa. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

However, the early missionaries did not cover all parts of Africa. This led to intervention of the 

new group which is called the Faith Missions. The Faith Missions indeed covered all parts of 

Africa which were not yet reached by the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
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LESSON 6 QUESTIONS 

 

1. How do you liken the ascension of Nzinga to the throne with the history of Jacob and 

Esau in the book of Genesis Chapter 27? 

 

2. Quote a letter which shows that the situation of slavery was worse in Kongo kingdom. 

 

3. Do you believe Appolonia Mafuta and Vita Kimpa were the true Prophetesses of God? 

 

4. Who was a brother of Nzinga Mvemba? 

 

5. What was the general belief about the slaves who were taken out of Kongo kingdom?  

 

6. State two factors that made the son of King Mvemba of Kongo kingdom, Henrique Kimu 

a Mvemba the Bishop of Utica (in North Africa) to die of depression. 

 

7. What were four differences between Faith Missions and Classic Missions? 

 

8. Is today’s church free of racism, segregation and marginalization?  Explain. 

 

9. If you feel you are suffering from one of the three problems mentioned in question 8 in 

your respective church, how can you address that? 

 

10. Which is better: to fight against sinful act from outside or sinful acts committed within 

the church. 
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LESSON SEVEN 

 

CHRISTIANITY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 

 

 
 

Fig. 24.  “Map of South Africa.”139 

 

A. THE SPREAD OF CHRISTIANITY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 

 

1. South Africa 

 

South Africans first met representatives of Christianity when the Portuguese came. The 

Portuguese had a significant encounter with the Khoikhoi herders in 1488 at Mossel Bay. This 

was the first time the Khoikhoi saw white people. The crew planted a wooden cross on the Island 

of St Croix in Algoa Bay on the Atlantic coast. Nearly ten years later in 1497, Vasco da Gama 

landed in St. Helena Bay. The Khoikhoi wounded many of his mariners. Da Gama moved on and 

                                                           
139  “Map of South Africa,” Map; 22 June 2011 <http://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/africa 
 /za.htm>. 

http://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/africa%20%09/za.htm
http://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/africa%20%09/za.htm
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reached Mossel Bay and erected a cross. There his men saw native people riding cattle, playing 

flutes, dancing and wearing ivory armlets. Port Natal was discovered on the Christmas Day.  

 

               Archeological findings show that people had settled in the area as early as 200 AD. It is 

very interesting to note that the Africans had some knowledge of God. They knew God in a 

deformed way. The natives of South Africa had different names for God. “The San deity was the 

creator Kaggen. The Khoikhoi was Tsui/Goab, the Sotho-Tswana was Modimo, the Xhosa was 

Qamatha or Thixo, the Zulu was Unkulunkulu or Umvelinqangi.”140  

 

               We can attribute the spread of Christianity in South Africa to white settlers and white 

missionaries. The Lord used two groups, the English and Dutch. The Dutch founded a cape 

colony in 1652 under the leadership of Jan van Reibeeck through the Dutch East India Company. 

Christianization began among the “slaves and servants imported from Far East countries by the 

Dutch East India Company.”141 Christianization also began among the Khoikhoi. This work was 

started by George Schmidt of the Moravian Brethren at Baviaanskloof.  The arrival of the 

London Mission Society also paved the way of Good Hope for the evangelization of local 

people. 

           

               Portuguese ships sailed around the Cape but mainly used Angolan and Mozambican 

ports for refreshments and refueling. Antonio de Saldanha in 1503 was attacked in the Table Bay 

and wounded by the Khoikhoi. In 1510 Francisco d’ Almeida was murdered when he went 

ashore at Table Bay. Joao da Nova erected a chapel in Angra de Bras (Mossel Bay) in 1501. The 

Roman Catholic Church did not make any impact due to the conflicts between the Khoikhoi and 

Portuguese. The Portuguese faced challenges to their trade monopoly in the sixteenth century 

with the presence of the English and Dutch ships in the areas along the coast which they 

formerly claimed as theirs.  

 

2. Dutch influence 

 

The Dutch did not recognize any claim made on Cape by the Portuguese. For them the Cape 

belonged to nobody. That led them to occupy the Cape without hesitation. Jan van Reibeeck 

wrote in his diary: 

 

Others will say that the natives are brutal and cannibals, from whom no good can be 

expected, and that we will have to be continually on our guard, but this is a vulgar 

error as will be shown further on. We do not deny that they live without laws or 

police, like many Indians, nor that some boatmen and soldiers have been killed by 

them, but the cause is generally not stated by our people in order to excuse themselves. 

We are quite convinced that the peasants of this country, in case their cattle are shot 

down or taken away without payment, would not be a hair better than these natives if 

they had not to fear the law.142  

 

                                                           
140  “First Religious Encounters, 1487-1795,” RICSA 1, 22 June 2011 
 <http://web.uct.ac.za/depts/ricsa/projects/sochist/read-volume-1-chapter-1.html>. 
141   First Religious Encounters.” 
142  First Religious Encounters. 

http://web.uct.ac.za/depts/ricsa/projects/sochist/read-volume-1-chapter-1.html
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          Jan van Reibeeck stressed that the settlement needed to follow the Reformed Christian 

religion. The Dutch East Indian Company also emphasized the significance of establishing the 

true Reformed Christian doctrine among the wild insolent people. 

 

          In 1665, John van Arkel was appointed to the Cape as the first Dutch Reformed Church 

(DRC) minister. The first church council was elected with full authority over church matters. 

Five congregations were established in the following places: “Cape Town (1665), Stellenbosch 

(1686), Drakenstein (1691), Roodezand (1743) and Swaztland (1745).”143 Amsterdam Classis 

(Presbytery) usually held annual meetings with those congregations to consolidate their mutual 

understanding. 

 

The first synod of the DRC in the Cape did not meet until 1824, by which time the Dutch 

had long since withdrawn from the shores of the subcontinent. By this time the effects of 

a pietistic revival, which generated missionary consequences, under the leadership of 

M.C Vos, Helperus Ritzema Van Lier, Machteld Smith (Van Lier’s most prominent 

convert) and others was under way. It led in co-operation with London Missionary 

Society missionaries to the formation of the South African Missionary Society.144 

           

             The Dutch East Indian Company would not allow the Roman Catholic to work in their 

areas around the Cape. In 1660 the Roman Catholic Bishop of Malagasy and four other priests 

were forbidden to hold mass on the shore. “Six Jesuits who visited the Cape for scientific 

research wrote of the plight of local Catholics for priestly care and the opposition of the Cape 

government to their attempts at pastoral ministry. Five Roman Catholics priests were in turn 

banished from the Cape in 1706 when they attempted entry.”145 

 

           Lutherans were also not allowed to hold public meetings. But later, Lutherans were given 

freedom of worship in the Cape. Rev. Andreas Kolver became the Lutheran minister in the Cape 

region in 1780. French Huguenots despite having the same views of Calvinism as the Dutch 

Reformed Church were also not allowed at first. They were not allowed to open a French-

speaking congregation in Stellenbosch under the leadership of Pierre Simond. But later the 

French were assimilated into the Dutch community.  

 

            The Dutch East Indian Company had strong control over its officials, the subjected 

people and the missionary work among the Khoikhoi. The Khoikhoi were regarded as pagans 

who hardly had any knowledge of God’s existence. The Dutch East Indian Company policy not 

to make slaves of the local people led the governor to import slaves from other areas. Slaves 

came from many places such as Amersfoort, Java, Bali, Timor, the Malayan Peninsula, China 

and India. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
143  First Religious Encounters. 
144  First Religious Encounters. 
145  First Religious Encounters. 
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3. Race Relations 

 

The slave community was divided due to differences in origin and class. The slaves often 

quarreled with one another. Some of the slaves deserted and established their own communities 

in the mountains and coastal hideaways.   

 

             Islam, on the other hand, tended to unite the slaves. Sheikh Abidin Tadia Tjoessoep 

came to the Cape of Good of Hope, having been banished for his resistance against Dutch 

activities in the Indonesian Islands. He influenced the spread of Islam in the slave community. 

“Living with about forty of his followers on the farm Zandvleit (owned by a Dutch Reformed 

minister), he further contributed to the protection of runaway slaves.”146  

 

           It is suggested that the spread of Islam on the Cape was due to the errors made by 

Christians. Christians neglected the children of the slaves. Marriage ceremonies for slaves were 

not allowed in the church. Burial services were denied. Most slaves were very attracted to Islam 

because of the promise of freedom. There were also the humanitarian activities in Muslim 

communities. Moslems bought slaves in order to free them.  

 

           This shows that the beginning of Islam in the Cape was due to the weakness of the 

Christians. Christians often opened the way for other religions because of their disobedience to 

the command of our Lord Jesus Christ, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in 

the name of the father, and of the Son, and of the Father, and of the Holy Ghost,”147 The Synod 

of Dort in 1618 stipulated that “the children of heathen were not to be baptized even if they were 

taken into Christian households.”148  

 

            Many slave owners encouraged their slaves to become Muslims, because of Islam’s 

prohibition of the drinking of alcohol and other social vices. This made slaves more faithful 

workers. In this manner two communities were created on the farms of Christians; the Christian 

slave owners and the slaves who were Muslims. Despite these ups and downs in the early period 

of Christianity in South Africa, the natives who did not experience slavery managed to make 

Christianity their own. Many local communities joined Christianity with open-mindedness. 

South Africa today has one of the largest Christian church memberships in the world.  

 

            It is a pity to learn that sometimes Christianity is used to promote injustice. In South 

Africa especially in the twentieth century, injustice affected all natives. Black Africans were 

used for cheap labor and did most of the menial jobs. Travelling for black Africans was a 

problem due to high bus fares. Housing was a problem, and black Africans were forced to live in 

shanty towns. Black Africans were regarded as wild savages. In the earliest period, black 

Africans were not even allowed to get baptized since that would interfere with their rightful 

captivity. Black priests received less wages than white priests.  This was unfair because both 

blacks and Europeans faced economic stress every day.   

 

                                                           
146  First Religious Encounters. 
147  King James Version, Matthew 28:19. 
148  First Religious Encounters. 
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            More peaceable were the Christians who expressed their faith by resisting oppressive 

authority and attempting to improve communication. For example, many priests both black and 

white did in fact make reconciliation of the races their highest priority. More profoundly 

religious laymen also realized that the subjugation of the native people of South Africa was 

unchristian. These people expressed their Christianity by bringing about a positive change in 

their society. This brought with it some infighting among Christian believers, but it was also 

useful in enlightening others and softening their hearts to the tragic circumstances that the 

country was facing. The Dutch settlers embraced Calvinistic beliefs. This does not mean that 

Calvinist Theology is wrong. Calvinist Theology is Biblical. But man’s way of interpreting it is 

often wrong.  

 

              The great Trek (the movement of the Dutch people into the interior of South Africa) 

between 1834 and 1840 marks the beginning of the remarkable history of Apartheid. It was 

during this period when the Dutch settlers (Afrikaners) began to regard themselves as a chosen 

race. Below are a few quotes listed to portray these ideologies: 

 

 “It was not so much their (the slaves’) being set free as their being placed on an equal 

footing with Christians, [that was] contrary to the laws of God.” Anna Steenkamp. 

 

“The idea of an Afrikaner people as a cultural entity and religious group with a special 

language will be retained in South Africa as long as civilization stands.” P.W. Botha 

 

“So long as we honor God we will survive as a volk (nation).” Constand Viljoen 

 

“Like the Jews, what we want is a country in which we can survive as a people, in which 

we can live our lives, maintain our standards and our Christian way of life.” David 

Harrison149 

 

            The above statements clearly show how sometimes Christians misuse the Bible. We are 

prone to interpret the Bible as we want. This is a great sin. Christians must confess their past 

shortfalls and believe in Jesus Christ for forgiveness of the sins. 

 

            The Great Trekkers’ triumph at the Battle of Blood River over the Zulu on December 16, 

1838 led them to make a vow focusing on the future of the Afrikaner government: 

 

My brethren and fellow countrymen, at this moment we stand before the Holy God of 

heaven and earth, to make a promise if He will be with us and protect us, and deliver the 

enemy into our hands so that we may triumph over him, that we shall observe the day and 

the date as an anniversary in each year, and of thanksgiving like the Sabbath in His 

                                                           
149 Jennifer Nelson, The Role the Dutch Reformed Church Played in the Rise and Fall of Apartheid, 64-65, 22 
 June 2011 < guwe2.gonzaga.edu/againsthate/journal2/GHS104.PDF-->. 
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honor; and that we shall enjoin our children that they must take part with us in this for a 

remembrance even for posterity.150 

 

             “This vow was repeated every December 16 across the country from 1838 until 1994. 

The day itself was preserved as a religious and nationalistic day. The centerpiece in the 

Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria highlights this specific event.”151 

 

             Nelson Mandela and his counterparts fought hard against Apartheid. His activities led 

him to be imprisoned for twenty seven years. Another outspoken church leader was Desmond 

Tutu, then head of the Anglican Church in South Africa. Steve Biko who died in a prison cell in 

1977, Thabo Mbeki, Jacob Zuma, just to mention a few, also played important roles in paving 

the road to independence.  

 

           Although Dutch settlers exercised a monopoly of the multiplication of churches until the 

Nineteenth century, today three fourths of the Black populations are members of Protestant 

churches. The majority of the black Africans opted to join African Independent and Pentecostal 

churches. It is believed that South Africa is the first African country to receive Pentecostalism in 

1908. Within a century about 40% of the black South Africans have become Pentecostals. 

 

          There are several Pentecostal denominations in South Africa, the largest being Assemblies 

of God, the Apostolic Faith Mission and the Full Gospel Church of God. New Pentecostal and 

Charismatic churches have mushroomed recently, forming their own associations. “But the other 

30% of the population consists of the almost entirely Black ‘Zion’ and ‘Apostolic’ churches, 

including the largest denomination of South Africa, the Zion Christian Church (ZCC), and other 

significant churches like the St Engenas Zion Christian Church, the St John Apostolic Faith 

Mission and the Nazareth Baptist Church (amamNazaretha).”152 

 

           According to statistics, there are between 4000 to 7000 smaller church organizations; and 

the majority of them are house churches. Most of these churches focus upon the power of the 

Holy Spirit through healing, prophecy, exorcism and speaking in tongues. Nevertheless, South 

Africa differs widely from other African countries. It has the largest white population in Africa. 

It is also one of the richest nations on the African continent. However the whites dominate the 

economy. This scenario has an impact on the churches. 

 

          It is clear that Pentecostalism, Christian fundamentalism and African religion have blended 

very much in South Africa.  Premillenialism, which focuses on a pessimistic and escapist view of 

the Christian life, was readily used to explain the African experience of oppression, affliction and 

poverty.   

 

                                                           
150  Celliers Sarel as cited in Bulpin, T.V. Natal and the Zulu Country (Capetown: Cape and Transvaal Printers 
 Limited, 1996), 20 June 2011 <http://search.babylon.com/web/celliers%20sarel%20Natal%20and%20  
 Zulu%20Country?babsrc=browsersearch&AF=10588>. 
151  Nelson 65. 
152  Allan Anderson, Cyberjournal for Pentecostal-Charismatic Research, Pentecostal and Apartheid in South 
 Africa during Ninety years 1908-1998, 20 June 2011, <http://search.babylon.com/?q=alan+anderson+ 
 cyber+journal+for+pentecostal+charismatic+research+paper&s=web&as=1&babsrc=browsersearch>. 
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4. Notable missionaries 

 

It would be unfair and biased to leave out some of the notable missionaries whose attitudes 

towards Africans were very positive.  The Dutchman Johannes van der Kemp differed 

completely from the Dutch settlers. It is said that he was probably different because he first 

“worked with the English mission, the London Missionary Society (LMS) and also [because of] 

his different social and political outlook.”153 He is remembered as one of the pioneers of 

missionary work in South Africa. He first lived a sinful life when he was young. He studied 

philosophy and medicine at Edinburgh after working in the army. He was converted to 

Christianity after losing his wife and daughter in a shipwreck. He met the Moravians in 1792; 

they told him much about the London Mission Society that later sent him to Cape Colony in 

1799.  

 

           Van der Kemp became a missionary among the Khoikhoi. He lived very close to them. He 

preached about conversion and justice. His stand was not welcomed by the Boer settlers (Dutch 

farmers). He also worked among the Xhosa and Bushmen, but that effort was not successful due 

to language problems. He learned Xhosa and authored an elementary grammar. He was a well-

known missionary. He was called Yankanna (bald man) or Nyengana (one who comes in secret) 

by the Xhosa people. The Christian converts were also called by his name Yankanna. 

 

           Van der Kemp distinguished himself from his fellow Dutch people. The local people 

looked at him as a man of God, a prayerful man, spiritual man and rainmaker. He wanted to 

identify completely with the local people. Though his fellow whites put on shoes and hats, Van 

der Kemp walked barefooted and bareheaded. He seemed satisfied with his poor living 

conditions. He ate anything provided to him. He was wise and intelligent. He was a man who 

desired to promote equality between the black Africans and whites.  

 

           For Van der Kemp color, race, material possessions, culture and living conditions should 

not form a divisive line between the whites and black Africans. His approach won many African 

hearts. He married a Malagasy slave girl. He strongly disagreed with his fellow whites on how 

Africans and slaves were being treated.  He made an indelible mark among the Khoikhoi. He 

taught them the Dutch language; later Khoikhoi generations could hardly speak their native 

language. The Khoikhoi fully adopted the Dutch language and Dutch names. 

 

          Another Scottish missionary sent to succeed Van der Kemp was John Philip. He also 

promoted the equality of blacks and whites. He desired to defend the Khoikhoi and Xhosa. He 

wrote an influential book called Researches in South Africa in 1828.  Robert Moffat also an 

English man served among the Khoikhoi and the Tswana. He established his mission station at 

Kuruman. He translated the Bible into Tswana. 

 

          The London Missionary Society (LMS) also sent Dr. David Livingstone who later became 

Robert Moffat’s son-in-law. He wanted most of all to be a missionary, but was less successful. 

He became a discoverer who opened up the way for others to carry out their missionary work in 

many parts of Africa. He became very famous for his interest in finding the source of Nile River.  

                                                           
153  Paas 95. 
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He crossed Africa between 1852 and 1856. This journey helped him know the plight of slavery 

in the interior of Africa.  He decided to introduce legitimate trade to replace slavery. 

 

5. The Portuguese and the Monomotapa’s Kingdom (in Zimbabwe) 

 

The Portuguese’ attempt to reach the interior of Africa began around 1560. They were not 

interested only in the spread of Christianity but also in gold and slave trade. They tried to enter 

Monomotapa, a kingdom which was believed to be rich in gold. Antonio Fernandez was the first 

to explore. “The impulse came from the Church. From the spreading of exaggerated tales, the 

strength and extent of the ‘Empire of Monomotapa’ had grown very large in the imagination of 

the Portuguese at home.”154  

 

         There was a desire to convert people of Monomotapa to Christianity. In about 1556, a first 

Shona who was a son of a chief living among the Tonga people was first baptized in 

Mozambique. He asked for missionary work in his area. Father Don Goncalo da Silveira, a Jesuit 

heard this request, and in January 1560, he set out for the Monomotapa’s kingdom.  

 

        The missionaries preached for two years at Gamba village about fifty miles away from 

Inhambane. They were successful at first. The village embraced the new faith. But, because da 

Silveira did not intend to stay there, he left. Missionaries who remained became unpopular 

because of their stand against polygamy, the inheritance of a dead man’s wife and rainmaking 

ceremonies. The people stopped attending services, and this prompted the Portuguese to give up 

and turn to India. 

 

1. Da Silveira met friendly people who gave him gifts of cattle, gold and slaves, but 

eventually he refused them. He had little success in the beginning. The paramount 

chief himself was converted. However, he also met resistance to his insistence on the 

Christian custom of marriage. By that time, Arab traders were in the capital as 

refugees from the Portuguese occupation of Mozambique.  The Arabs were not 

friendly to the Portuguese presence. They feared the challenges they would meet 

from the Portuguese monopoly of gold trade.  They warned the king that da Silveira 

was a sorcerer and that da Silveira’s presence promoted the Portuguese occupation. 

Da Silveira was ordered to leave the kingdom of Monomotapa, but he refused. He 

and fifty converts were all murdered on the same night on order from the king. 

Despite this setback the Portuguese sent many missionaries to the Monomotapa 

kingdom. 

 

         Missionary work in the nineteenth century was very difficult in many ways. Most people 

travelled on foot. There were fierce wild animals. Missionaries sometimes lacked medical 

supplies and food. Above all, there were unfriendly tribes. However, the missionaries dared to 

face such encounters.  

 

           Robert Moffat visited Mzilikazi king of the Ndebele in 1829 at his headquarters at 

Mosega. The Ndebele were one of the most powerful and dreaded tribes of the South Africa. In 

1837 the Ndebele people, under the leadership of Mzilikazi occupied western Zimbabwe. They 
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were still hostile to Christianity; however the London Missionary Society (LMS) made an effort 

to evangelize them. Lobengula, king of the Ndebele, “believed that God had given each people 

the culture he intended for them.”155 The Ndebele themselves did not believe in equality. They 

regarded themselves as superior to the Shona people. The influence of the missionary work is 

shown in the Ndebele song: 

 

“This wind whence comes it? 

From Moffat from Kuruman.”156 

 

The distance from Kuruman to Inyati was some seven hundred miles, at first through 

semi-desert country, where the wagon wheels dragged through deep sand and later across 

the northern tributaries of the Limpopo where the slow and back-breaking task of pulling 

the transport through drifts had to be performed many times. These were conditions 

which were commonplace to all pioneers, missions and traders alike, but were 

overshadowed by the uncertainty of the reception at the journey’s end.157  

 

         John Moffat the son of Robert Moffat reported that the land ahead of them was an 

uninhabited region with another two hundred miles before we they could reach the southernmost 

outposts of the Ndebele, a people so warlike and predatory in their habits that no one could live 

near them in peace. His insight demonstrated the challenges which early missionaries faced. 

Venturing into missionary work demanded personal sacrifice, self-determination and courage.  

 

         Despite all those efforts, there was resistance to conversion. Very many gathered on the 

Sabbath. The king was not converted.  In 1886 one of the Ndebele people lamented, “We like to 

learn and hear about God and His Word but if we say openly that we belong to King Jesus, then 

we shall be accused of disloyalty to Lobengula and of witchcraft and killed.”158 

        

6. Tswana (Botswana) 

 

Missionary work among the Tswana was once dominated by the London Missionary Society 

(LMS). This was because the Tswana lived close to Kuruman where Robert Moffat opened a 

mission station. The Tswana people consisted of the Kwena, the Ngwato, the Ngwketse, and the 

Tawana. Dr. David Livingstone started his missionary work among the Kwena. At first, there 

was some resistance. They did not want their culture which included polygamy and rainmaking 

to be eroded by the missionaries. 

            

        Livingstone was once blamed for a drought. The local people said that the missionary 

activities had prevented the coming of the rain. In the late 19th century, local Christian kings, 

such as Kgama, declared Christianity a national religion. Christianity was so strong among the 

Tswana that keeping the Sabbath was compulsory.  
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7. Lesotho 

 

In 1833 king Moshoeshoe of the Sotho people received news from a Griqua hunter about 

missionaries. He decided to invite them to his kingdom. His invitation was welcomed by the 

Paris Evangelical Missionary Society. The king was very much lured by the Europeans’ 

technological superiority. He also wanted protection from the Nguni warriors and advancing 

Boers. The king attended church service. He encouraged trade with Europeans.  

 

          He adopted Christianity so fully that he supported Christian burial practices. The 

traditional burial practices were stopped. His two wives were divorced in obedience to Christian 

teaching. He opposed persecutions of witches. He wished to be baptized on his death bed, but 

unfortunately he died before it was conducted. 

 

B. CHRISTIANITY IN CENTRAL AND EAST AFRICA 

 

The regions of Central and East Africa were not ignored by missionaries. This is one of the 

regions of Africa with many Christians today.  

 

1. Malawi 

 

In 1616 the Portuguese Gaspar Bocarro, was the first to visit Malawi, but the Portuguese did not 

leave behind any seed of Christian faith.  In 1798, Malawi was visited by another Portuguese, 

Francisco Lacerda. He reported that the Yao people were trading in slaves and ivory from inland. 

The foundation of the Church in Malawi started with the work of Dr. David Livingstone. He was 

a Scottish missionary and explorer who visited Malawi in 1856. After this adventure, he aroused 

great enthusiasm for the missionary movement. 

 

 
 

Fig. 25. “Dr. David Livingstone.”159 

 

                                                           
159  “Dr. David Livingstone,” Photograph, Wikipedia, 23 June 2011 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki 
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         The response of the University Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) led to the birth of the 

Anglican Church in Malawi. A team of missionaries left England for Malawi in 1860. The leader 

of the party was Bishop Charles Fredrick Mackenzie. They identified a suitable mission site at 

Magomero in the Chiradzulo district which became the first missionary site. It was established 

on the slave trade route. The missionaries took an initiative in liberating who came through on 

the slave caravan. Soon the mission site became a refugee camp. Because of this, the 

missionaries involved themselves with inter-tribal differences. Unfortunately, Bishop Mackenzie 

died of fever. The team moved under the leadership of Tozer to Zanzibar Island in east Africa. 

They arrived there in 1864.  

 

          The desire to preach in Malawi was burning greatly in the hearts of missionaries. In 1881, 

William Percival Johnson began missionary work on Likoma Island in Lake Malawi. He died in 

1928. The missionaries built a ship called Charles Janson. Likoma became their new 

headquarters. The Island was under the charge of Charles Maples. William Percival Johnson 

preached along the shore areas of Lake Malawi. Schools and churches were built and were under 

supervision of teachers. A school was also opened on Likoma Island.  

 

           One of the notable pupils was John George Phillips who became a faithful preacher 

among his fellow workers in South Africa. He formed his African Independent church called 

Christian Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion. The Likoma Anglican church became independent 

of the Zanzibar mission in 1897. Chauncy Maples became second Bishop. Unfortunately, he died 

in a shipwreck in 1895 on his way to Likoma after consecration in England.  

 

           Malawi’s second missionary work resulted from the work of Dr. David Livingstone in 

Central Africa which led to the formation of Livingstonia Mission. Livingstone died at Chitambo 

in Zambia in 1873. His faithful servants, Juma and Susi, buried his heart under a tree there. His 

body was taken to the coast where it was sent to Britain and buried in the Westminster Abbey in 

April 1874.  The Livingstonia mission was led by E. D. Young.  Young had knowledge of 

Malawi because he visited Malawi in 1867 during Livingstone’s search expedition. The first site 

of the Livingstonia mission was chosen at Cape Maclear in Mangochi district.  Later the mission 

was moved to Bandawe in Nkhatabay district. Finally, it was moved to Khondowe where it still 

stands as a mission headquarters today. The mission has many developmental projects which 

have enhanced the standard of living of both rural and urban people. 

 

             The third mission station to come to Malawi was Blantyre mission. It was founded by 

the Established Church of Scotland. It was named after Dr. Livingstone’s birth place in Scotland. 

Henry Henderson, accompanied by Tom Bokwito, went to Shire highlands (now Blantyre) from 

Cape Maclear. This was because at first Henry came as a member for Livingstonia. They were 

given land beside Nyambadwe hill by Chief Kapeni. In 1876 the mission work began there. The 

mission opened many stations in Southern region of Malawi which have become centers of 

education development because of schools that were opened there.  

 

              The Dutch Reformed Church was the fourth mission to come to Malawi. It was led by 

Andrew Charles Murray. He set his foot on Malawi in 1888. He was welcomed by Dr. Robert 

Laws. He was later advised to work in the Central region of Malawi. This was a wise decision 

because Blantyre Mission of the Established Church of Scotland was working in the South, and 



82 

Livingstonia worked in the north; hence there was a vacuum in the central region. The Dutch 

Reformed Church also contributed highly in the education sector and many others. 

 

 The Livingstonia mission was interested in establishing a local church and by 1899 the 

Livingstonia presbytery was set up.  Laws wanted a Central African Presbyterian Church which 

would include Blantyre and the Dutch. A move to achieve this dream materialized in 1910 when 

a General conference was convened at Mvera where a proposal to merge was tabled. In 1924, 

two presbyteries Blantyre and Livingstonia met as one session. In 1926, the Dutch Reformed 

Church was incorporated after her concerns were addressed by the two missions. However, today 

there’s a row between Livingstonia and Nkhoma synods of the Church of Central Africa 

Presbyterian (C.C.A.P) over their boundaries. Each accuses the other of intrusion. This row has 

worsened the relationship between the two. I suggest it would be much better for them to remove 

all liturgical differences between the two so that, when a person moves to another synod, he 

would not notice any difference. Secondly both need to ignore all differences and seek counsel 

from the Lord through meditation and prayers. The CCAP is the second largest church in Malawi 

with members in all regions of Malawi. 

 

            The Roman Catholic Church Mission also entered Malawi. This was initiated 1889 by 

Charles Lavigerie, the founder of the White Fathers. They started their missionary activities at 

Mponda in Mangochi district. The Montfort Missionaries too took part in missionary work in 

Malawi. Antonio Cardoso made some contacts with some chiefs in the Southern Malawi. The 

first of three years did not bear good fruits. Later Montfort missionaries opened up their stations 

among the Ngoni people at Mzama in Ntcheu district. The White Fathers also opened their 

stations at Chiwamba, Mua, Kachebere, Kasina, and Bembeke in the central region of Malawi.   

 

           Montfort Fathers also worked among the Lomwe people of the Southern Region of 

Malawi who had just come from Mozambique as refugees. The Roman Catholic contributed 

greatly in the field of education and health in Malawi. Today their schools are among the best 

schools in Malawi. The Roman Catholic Church has the most followers in Malawi. 

 

            Many other missions came to Malawi around the same period of time: the Zambezi 

Industrial Mission (now Zambezi Evangelical Church) in 1892, Nyasa Industrial Mission in 1893 

(now Evangelical Church of Malawi), Seventh Day Baptist Church in 1907, Baptist Industrial 

Mission in 1895 (renamed Churches of Christ) in 1929, Providence Industrial Mission in 1900, 

Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah Witness in 1908. All these began towards the end of 

nineteenth century or in the early twentieth century. There are so many African Independent 

churches in Malawi today that have been born out of the mainline churches. The Seventh Day 

Church emerged as the third largest church in Malawi. 

 

2. Zambia 

 

The church in Zambia began in the Eastern Zambia. The Dutch Reformed Church engaged in 

great missionary activities. Two movements came from the Dutch Reformed Church. The first 

group entered Zambia from central Malawi. The second movement entered Zambia from the 

northern region of Malawi. Malawian evangelists preached beyond their motherland: Afwenge 
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Banda, the father of Hastings Ngwazi Kamuzu Banda, the first president of Malawi, and David 

Kaunda, the father of the first president of Zambia, Kenneth Kaunda.  

 

              The Zambian church first sent its evangelists to get trained at the Overtoun Institution at 

Livingstonia in Malawi. Even now a joint cooperation exists between the Zambian and Malawi 

churches for the education of their ministers. Zomba Theological College in Malawi and Justo 

Mwale Theological College of Zambia are strong partners in theological education. 

 

             The Paris Mission attempted to work among the Lozi people whose king was Lewanika.  

At first, the mission met resistance. Later, the Lozi people responded positively to Christianity. 

“Even Siwi, an influential priest of the local cult, turned to Christ. Also Litiya, the king’s son, 

and Mokamba, his chief minister, became Christians.”160  The opening of mines in the 

Copperbelt also encouraged many missions such as the Anglicans and Methodist Paris Mission 

to concentrate around the area.  Copperbelt became a base for discussion of church union 

because of its integration of churches.  

 

             In 1965, United Church of Zambia was born. This Church merged Congregational, 

Methodist and Reformed-Presbyterian churches. Mindolo Ecumenical Institute contributed to 

this vision too. However, some churches did not join the union. The idea to merge into one 

church came from the ideologies of the International Missionary Council and the World Council 

of Churches.  

 

            The Roman Catholic Church began in 1891 under the White Fathers among the Bemba 

people. The movements of the Bemba to all parts of Zambia helped the Roman Church to spread 

further to all parts of the country. Even though the church reached its peak in membership, it 

went through conflict. Archbishop Milingo started healing practices in 1982. He was summoned 

by the Pope to answer for his activities which were contrary to the Roman church’s teachings. 

He also married a moon-sect member. The Roman Catholic Church is still the largest in Zambia.  

 

              There were more Protestant missionaries in Zambia. The Open Brethren established 

their mission at Kalene Hill among the Lunda people. It was under the leadership of Walter 

Fisher. The church brought a number of social and spiritual changes among the Lunda.  

 

              The Seventh Day Adventists began their work in 1903 at Rusangu. Agriculture was 

developed tremendously around the church community. When Ethiopianism grew among the 

Africans, some withdrew and opened their work at Kemba Hills. The Adventists contributed 

much to the development of the Northern Rhodesian African Congress in 1937, an organization 

that inspired a nationalistic movement in the hearts of Zambians.   

 

             Another missionary work was started by the African Methodist Episcopal Church under 

black Americans. Kenneth Kaunda, the first president of Zambia, was once a member before he 

joined the United Church of Zambia.  

 

             The Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP) also established its churches in 

Zambia. This was due to the presence of many Malawians who went there to work in the copper 
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mines and other fields. The Reformed Church in Zambia was started by the “Orange Free State 

of the Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa.”161 The church opened its missions at Fort 

Jameson, Madzimoyo, Nsanje, Nsadzi and Magwero. A concentration of these churches is found 

in the Copperbelt, Lusaka and Eastern Provinces especially among the Nyanja-speaking people.  

 

              Other movements introduced by Africans also influenced many Zambians. The 

Jehovah’s Witnesses of Charles Tazer Russell spread to Zambia by immigrant workers from 

South Africa who came into contact with Elliot Kamwana from Malawi. Joseph Booth, the 

missionary who opened a number of Churches in Malawi, also introduced Kamwana to the 

Watch Tower Society. Members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses were persecuted by the Zambian 

government. Malawi’s Jehovah’s Witnesses also suffered from the same ordeal. 

 

                In 1972, about 20,000 Malawians went to Zambia as refugees and set up camps at 

Sindamisale. There was also another movement that was led by Alice Mulenga Lenshina. She 

was a Zambian from Lubwa-Chinsali. She was a Presbyterian by birth, and her movement was 

called Lumpa. The movement won many hearts from all mainline churches. However, a majority 

left the movement when a prophecy of the second coming of Jesus Christ failed. In 1963, there 

were skirmishes between Kaunda’s Independence party and the Lumpa movement. Many lives 

of the latter were lost.  

 

3. Tanzania 

 

Tanzania is an East African country. Its coastal lands provided easy access to the hinterland for 

both the Arabs and Europeans. The coastal land was once named by the Arabs as Land of Zanj, 

meaning land of black people. History clearly shows that the first foreigners to visit were Arabs. 

The Arabs traded slaves and ivory from the interior. The routes of slave trade and ivory to 

Zanzibar went through Tanzania.  

 

            David Livingstone urged the Universities Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) to come to 

Africa to establish a legitimate trade. This organization was affiliated with the Anglican Church. 

The UMCA “in 1861 under Bishop Mackenzie in Malawi had come into conflict with the Yao 

slaves traders. This early attempt miscarried. Bishop Tozer took over the UMCA leadership and 

withdrew to Zanzibar in 1864, where they established St. Andrews College and a Cathedral.”162 

The UMCA went to the interior of Africa and established freed slave centers at “Magila (1868), 

Masasi (1876), and Nevala (1878).”163 It was one of the most active missionary movements in 

Tanzania. The UMCA partnered with the Evangelical Church Missionary Society from Uganda 

to spread the Gospel along the east coast of Lake Victoria. This work was handed over to “the 

African Inland Mission, in 1909.”164  

 

         The Roman Catholic Church under the Holy Ghost Fathers established a refugee camp at 

Bagamoyo. This was once a collection point for slaves en route to Zanzibar. The Catholics 

opened schools and established rigorous discipline. They were very successful along the coast 
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especially around Kilimanjaro. In 1879, Christian communities were also established for ex-

slaves by the White Fathers of Cardinal Lavigerie who set his foot in Tanganyika in that year.  

 

          German missionaries became very active before the First World War. “In the North Bruno 

Gutmann worked for the Leipzig Mission among the Chagga from 1902 to 1938, interrupted 

only by five years of exclusion (1920-1925) from the territory due to the Versailles Peace Treaty.  

The Berlin Mission was represented by Klamroth and Hermann Neuberg, working in the coastal 

areas. Ernst Johanssen was active for the Bethel Mission. There were also missionaries of the 

Moravian Mission, e.g. Trugott, who worked among the Nyakusa and the Nyiha.”165 

  

4. Uganda 

 

The Buganda kingdom came into existence in the fifteenth century. The title of their kings was 

Kabaka. The Kabaka was the custodian of balubaala, the traditional cult. The ruling class under 

Kabaka Mutesa was converted to Islam in 1884.  The arrival of Henry Morton Stanley changed 

the king’s attitude to Christianity. The Muslims were not happy; and that resulted in bloodshed. 

Henry Morton Stanley was assisted by an African assistant, Dallington Muftaa. Muftaa 

continued to teach the Ganda people after the departure of Stanley.   

 

             In 1877, Alexander Mackay was sent by the Anglican Christian Missionary Society 

(CMS). His work led to the translation of scriptures into the vernacular language of Luganda. 

The mission was very successful and brought many changes socially, individually and nationally.  

 

            The Roman Catholic White Fathers made their way into Buganda in 1879. Their coming 

brought competition between the CMS and the White Fathers. This made the king resent them 

and he went back to the balubaala cult. Preaching and teaching was banned but permitted again 

in 1880. However, Protestantism and Roman Catholicism grew tremendously, an event that 

annoyed King Kabaka Mwanga, since both of them strongly condemned homosexual activity 

which the king was practicing. It is alleged that the king learned this from the Arabs.  

 

             He therefore started fighting them to win freedom for this practice.  Bishop Hannington 

was killed along with three African Christian Mission Society Christians in 1885. Thirty one 

Catholics were burnt, among them Charles Luangwa who is revered as a Saint in the Roman 

Catholic Church. In 1894, Uganda became a British protectorate. There are many churches today 

in Uganda. The Pentecostal churches have also flooded Uganda especially in the urban areas.  

 

5. Kenya 

 

Kenya’s climatic conditions attracted Europeans to make their settlements there. Missionary 

work took on greater importance. This is seen in the fact that Southern and West African 

Christianity soon became more Africanized. But Kenyan Christianity became a mixture of 

traditional African culture and traditional Christian culture. The Anglican Church Missionary 

Society took a leading role in this development. Ludwig Krapf set up the “first Protestant 

mission station in Kenya at Mombasa in 1844.”166 Rebmann and Erhardt joined him in 1846. 
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They worked hard and opened up mission stations in the interior of Kenya. Freed slave centers 

were also set up in 1874. These were places where Christianity developed strongly.  

 

            The Arabs were hostile to development of Christianity in Kenya and, that led to the 

martyrdom of David Koi and William Jones. Scottish missionaries also under Church of 

Scotland Mission arrived in 1898. They went into the interior of Kenya. The Methodists’ Inland 

Mission of Cameron Scott also worked in the interior of Kenya. The Holy Ghost Fathers, the 

Consolata Fathers and the Mill Hill Fathers of the Roman Catholic Church paved their way into 

Kenya for Catholicism. It alleged that Kenya is more Christianized than any other African 

country. There are about two hundred independent churches in Kenya. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Southern Africa comprises countries such as South Africa, Madagascar, Botswana, Swaziland, 

Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Namibia, Zambia, Angola and Lesotho. It is very interesting to note 

that Christianity in these countries had many adherents. The early missionaries began to plant the 

seed of Christianity among the Africans as early as fifteenth century in this part of Africa. 

Generally speaking, there is no tribe in Southern Africa that has never heard the Gospel of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. However, there are still people who strongly practice African traditional 

religion. The only problem for professing Christians in Southern Africa is religious syncretism. 

This is where people have combined Christianity and African Traditional Religion together. 

 

         Central and east Africa has many followers of Christ. The region also has Islam which 

often competes with Christianity. The Arabs were the first people to visit this part of Africa. It 

used this part of Africa as a source of slaves and ivory. Christianity has also been contextualized 

with the African traditional religion. 

 

LESSON 7 QUESTIONS 

 

1. Who established a Dutch colony in South Africa in 1652? 

 

2. Name six local tribes which came into contact with Europeans and the South Africans. 

 

3. The spread of Islam in South Africa was initiated by Christians in South Africa. True or 

False. 

 

4. List four statements that clearly show that the Dutch Reformed Church misused the Bible 

in South Africa. 

 

5. Which Dutch missionary won many African hearts in South Africa? 

 

6. Which Jesuit missionary was murdered after it was alleged that he practiced sorcery in 

Zimbabwe? 

 

7. What does UMCA stand for? 
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8. Who was one of the martyrs of Christianity in the Buganda kingdom? 

 

9. Name two freed slave centers in Tanzania established by UMCA. 

 

10. Which country in Africa is believed to have the largest number of Christians? 
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LESSON EIGHT 

 

AFRICAN INDEPENDENT CHURCHES AND FACTORS THAT LED TO THEIR 

BIRTH 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

African Churches began in the first century A.D in north Africa, Egypt, Nubia and Ethiopia. 

However, since the eighteenth century there has been no other trace of those churches except in 

Ethiopia and Egypt. In Egypt, the Coptic Orthodox Church has survived up to today despite the 

presence of Islam.  

 
Fig. 26. “1978-1990: Image of Bishop Antonious Markos of the Coptic Orthodox Church, The 

Organizing Secretary of the Organization of African International Churches.”167 

  

             African Independent churches were initially founded in Africa by Africans themselves. 

They get their values and beliefs from African tradition and the Bible. They desire to incorporate 

many African traditional values into the Christian faith. It is estimated that their membership 

may number six million across the whole continent of Africa.  

 

              These churches are known by different names, such as, “African Initiated Churches, 

African Indigenous Churches and African International Churches.”168 These churches came out 

of either European or North American mainline churches. In Nigeria they are also called Aladura 

churches which mean “The Praying People”. Almost all mainline churches in Africa have 

become self-reliant in their administrative structures, but they have maintained the teachings of 

their mother churches (or deviate from the teachings). Nevertheless most African Independent 

churches have not maintained loyalty to Reformed orthodoxy.  

 

A. CAUSES OF THE INDEPENDENCY MOVEMENT 

 

Africans were interested in responding to the religious needs of their places. Africans felt a 

vacuum in their hearts when they stuck strongly to the religious practices of European and North 

American churches. They thought that African Independent churches “provided security, 

fellowship and spiritual guidance in the midst of crumbling traditional structures and the influx 

                                                           
167  “OAIC,” Photograph, Coptic Africa, 27 June 2011 < www.oaic.gov.au/ - 18k ->. 
168  Paas 141. 

http://www.oaic.gov.au/ -%2018k%20-


90 

of foreign religious groups.”169 Christianity was resisted in some places because western 

missions did not welcome any sort of contextualization and enculturation. Some African 

Independent churches advocate the thought that Christianity could much better be adopted if 

some elements of African traditional religion were accepted in the church.  

 

           Africans were also very annoyed by racism and patronization. Adrian Hastings presents 

some of the causes of independency and prophetism:  

 

It was, still more, the racialism within the church, the impression in most cases, very well 

grounded that even able and experienced African ministers remained second-class 

members of the church; always inferior to even the most junior missionary recently 

arrived from Britain. This was a matter of authority exercised, of salary, of details of 

human behavior, such as the sharing of meals. The missionary churches were so 

integrated into racialist society that their membership was profoundly alienating for black 

people.170  

 

White missionaries did not want to be under Africans who knew much more about the African 

culture.  

 

              Africans wanted self-expression and freedom from foreign missionary interference. 

Contextualization was seen as the only way Africans could fit well in Christianity. Most of 

members who were expelled from the church ended up forming independent churches. Some of 

the members who were disciplined for singing African traditional hymns which were seen by the 

church authority as diabolic, organized into independent churches. 

           

             Some African church leaders became very outspoken against colonial paternalism. 

Malawi’s Revered John Chilembwe, the founder of Providence Industrial Mission (PIM), got his 

education in Virginia in the United States of America. He was the most educated Malawian in 

his time. He was not happy with the way Africans were being treated by the whites. He protested 

through the newspapers of that time, but things could not change.  

 

               Africans were being treated less than animals. They were forced to work on white 

farms without any payment. They were not allowed to wear hats in front of a white man. They 

were not allowed to put on shoes in front of a white. His church was burnt by William Jarvis 

Livingstone. Rev. Chilembwe could not sleep under such diabolic circumstances. Therefore on 

15 January 1915, he organized a short-lived gorilla war to liberate his fellow Africans. His team 

beheaded the key figure of the maltreatment of Africans, Mr. William Jarvis Livingstone.  Many 

Africans were killed and arrested by the whites in retaliation. Rev. Chilembwe himself was shot 

to death as he was fleeing to Mozambique. The Africans lost the battle because they were ill-

equipped. 
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B. HOW INDEPENDENT CHURCHES CONTEXUALIZED CHRISTIANITY 

 

Africans wanted the church to address the African fear of witchcraft and evil spirits, which white 

missionaries strongly opposed. Africans could be taught that the presence of witchcraft and evil 

spirits could not bring any harm on true believers. But it was a great mistake to remove 

completely all mention of witchcraft and evil spirits from Africans. This is so because this belief 

is in the blood of Africans. Africans decided to solve this practical problem by opening up 

churches that could offer answers to their day-to-day lives. Many Africans were not satisfied 

with the offering of preaching and catechism lessons only.  

 

            “The missionaries, by and large, condemned traditional healing practices, and the 

provision of western medicine through hospitals and clinics was in short supply to meet the 

needs of the expanding Christian community.”171 The church did not have any strategy for filling 

the need for medical care, and this challenge was filled with faith-healing missions prophets 

initiated by the Africans themselves.  

 

The Church of the Lord (Aladura) is one of the first three Pentecostal churches in 

Nigeria, which have brought considerable revival among African Christians. It has 

introduced a good deal of African culture and many African Christians. The Church is 

also biblical in pattern and Pentecostal in power. Its major concerns in the 21st century 

are to train more efficient church workers, and to expand its social contributions to the 

society at large. The Church’s seminary, Aladura Theological Institute, has now been 

affiliated with the Lagos State University (LASU), and offers graduate and post- graduate 

degree courses in theology and Christian education.172  

 

            It is very interesting to find out that some of the African Independent churches are found 

in the remotest places hence filling the gap left by mainline churches. Some of them do not have 

any liturgy and doctrine since their leaders do not undergo any formal theological training. They 

sing hymns sung by the mainline churches and their own self-composed songs. They are self-

supported churches. They do not dare ask for help from any organization. Africans did not want 

their culture to be undermined by the foreigners. They enjoyed having the word of God in their 

own mother tongue. 

 

              African evangelists with thorough experience in the belief of witchcraft were able to 

make their message conducive “in such a way that spoke meaningfully to the needs of the people 

that formerly came to him for protection and revenge.”173 They won many Africans to their 

churches through their work. “They have introduced a good deal of African culture and many 

African customs for example singing, drumming, clapping and dancing into its liturgy and 

church life. This is now becoming a common phenomenon among many churches on the African 

continent.”174  
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C. HOW INDEPENDENT CHURCHES APPLIED THE BIBLE 

 

When missionaries came to Africa, they worked to translate the Bible into various vernacular 

languages. Africans were able to read and understand the concepts of the Bible without 

assistance from the white missionaries. Because of this, they thought they could preach and teach 

themselves. They saw differences between what was being taught by missionaries and the 

scriptures. 

 

The Old Testament was of particular interest because it resonated with much of what was 

important within an African outlook on life: the importance of fertility and sexuality, the 

place of ancestors, polygamous practice, the importance of land and a host of other 

cultural and religious similarities. It was, above all surprising to see the presence of 

polygamy in the Bible, which the missionaries fought hard to eradicate by imposing strict 

prohibitions on members.175 

 

            In Malawi, this phenomenon even led to the birth of Abraham churches which modeled 

their teachings on the life style of the patriarch. Abraham churches or African churches have 

many founders; they are sometimes called by the name of their leaders. For example in my home 

area, in order to make a distinction of the particular Abraham or African church, people say 

Abraham Kachimanga or African Katchire. The second name refers to the founder of the 

particular African church. Members marry any number of wives provided they can support them. 

People have nicknamed these churches with different names such as Chithakotenga (meaning get 

any woman with big buttocks). Some of these churches are growing tremendously to the extent of 

having as many members as mainline churches. 

 

D. INDEPENDENT CHURCHES AND PENTECOSTALISM 

  

            There are also Independent Pentecostal churches in Malawi. Some of these churches have 

dared to open churches in Europe and North America (for example Living Waters Church and 

Calvary Family church). They have reached an extent of even competing with the mainline 

churches.  

 

              It is very alarming that the mainline churches have begun to follow the approach taken 

by Pentecostal churches. Some Pentecostal practices, such as speaking in tongues, prophecies 

and healing which were previously denied, have now started to appear in mainline churches. 

After experiencing loses of membership, churches have adopted this approach to keep their 

members. This initiative has made some mainline churches to change their image. They are 

becoming Pentecostal in some church matters, but Presbyterian in administration. I suggest it 

would be more advisable to change in order to save lost souls than to change in order to win 

many members who will give many offerings to the church.  

 

           The intervention of Pentecostal churches in Africa also affected indigenous churches. This 

is because the Pentecostal churches have strongly accused members of indigenous churches of 

being syncretistic traditional worshippers. Sometimes they even regard indigenous churches as 

satanic churches. However, indigenous churches are cleverly transforming themselves into 
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Pentecostal churches or charismatic churches. It is sometimes very difficult to identify 

indigenous churches because they adhere to all teachings of mainline churches and Pentecostal 

churches or charismatic churches.  

              

E. INDEPENDENT CHURCHES ACCORDING TO REGIONS 

 

1. West Africa 

 

The leading figures in the foundation of African Independent Churches in West Africa came 

from the elite members of society.  Isaac Akinyele was a ruler of Ibadan and Christianah 

Olatunrinle was a well-to-do woman; both were active in the activities of the Aladura. The poor 

and uneducated were overwhelmingly attracted during the revival of 1930. “But the Aladura 

prayed, not only for prosperity, but for healing and children; sickness and infertility are not 

peculiar to the poor.”176 People of various ranks are members of the Aladura. They range from 

state governors, university professors, and civil servants to the poor. 

 

               The Aladura started as prayer groups within the mainline churches. They were very 

much concerned with the crises that had befallen the people. During epidemics, famine and 

depression, the Aladura brought comfort among the afflicted. We note some of the Aladura 

churches as follows: 

 

 
 

Fig. 27. “1997-2004: Image of Baba Aladura Dr. G.I.M Otubu, The leader of the Eternal Sacred 

Order of the Cherubim and Seraphim, Nigeria.”177 

 

             In 1920, a group of the Anglicans called Precious Stone Society led by goldsmith Joseph 

Sadare and school teacher Sophia Odunlami was founded. They claimed to have visions. They 

rejected infant baptism and both traditional and western medicine. In 1922, the group seceded 

from Christian Missionary Society.   

 

            Joseph Babalola was a road-grader driver. He had several visions. He led successful 

revivals in Ilesa and Ekiti in Nigeria.  Many people joined Christianity because of his work. They 

burned religious images and charms. But later he was jailed on charges of witchcraft.  
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Of the major Aladura churches, it is the Christ Apostolic Church which comes closest to 

the older denominations, and many of its members prefer to be called Pentecostals, rather 

than Aladura. They eschew many ritual practices common to Aladura churches, and are 

much less concerned with witchcraft. They differ from the older churches in their 

insistence on healing by faith alone, and on adult baptism.178 

 

            Moses Orimolade and Christiana Abiodun Akinsowon founded the Cherubim and 

Seraphim in 1925. Orimolade was very sick when he was young; this left him paralyzed.  He 

began his prophetic ministry while very young. “Orimolade challenged witches openly.”179 The 

movement divided into many branches. He was called Baba which means Father Aladura. 

Abiodun took over the leadership after Baba’s death in 1933. She inspired women prophetess by 

quoting some references from the Bible. Christianah Olatunrinle also called Mama Ondo, She a 

well-to-do member of the Cherubim and Seraphim. She devoted herself to the church. She 

claimed to have a vision to be a Bishop. She gave much money to the church. She made a 

number of long missionary journeys.  

  

             “The Aladura Church was founded by Josiah Ositelu, another Ijebu.”180 He was an 

Anglican teacher-catechist. In 1925 he claimed to have visions which he believed were 

associated with witchcraft. But a Christian pastor showed him how to go through them by prayer 

and fasting. He recorded ten thousand visions in a period of nine years.  

 

               The Celestial Church of Christ was founded by Samuel Oschoffa. He was a humble 

carpenter in Porto Novo. He claimed to have visions.  “The Church was originally called La 

Christianisme Celeste in French, the Holy Assembly of Heaven in Gun, and the Holy Assembly 

of Christ from Heaven in Yoruba.”181 In 1952, Gun fishermen established a branch in Lagos, 

close to the sea. The church attracted a number of urban elites. By 1975, it had one hundred fifty 

offshoots in Nigeria alone, and many members in Benin. “The office holders in the church of the 

Lord (Aladura) include Reverend Mother General, Reverend Mother Superior and Reverend 

Mother.”182 The group’s members wear unique white robes which are similar to other Aladura 

churches like the Celestial Church of Christ. 

 

              William Wade Harris, a Grebo by tribe, claimed to have a vision while in prison in 

Liberia. He was jailed for his political involvement. He was influenced by American-African 

lifestyles. He was educated and was brought up by a Methodist minister. He first worked as a 

seaman, later as a teacher, and then as an interpreter. Upon his release, he tried without any 

success to preach in Liberia. Thereafter, he went to Ivory Coast. He was described as the most 

successful missionary who has ever worked in West Africa. He stressed outward changes as a 

mark of human transformation.  

 

                Harris used to put on “a white gown with black bands, and carried a Bible, a cross, a 

gourd rattle, and a bowl for the water of baptism. His wife thought he had gone mad, and she 
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died of grief.”183 He did not want people to worship his cross and therefore he destroyed it. The 

gourd rattle represented one of “his spiritual descendants, the Church of the Twelve Apostles.”184 

He baptized between one hundred and one hundred twenty thousand Protestants annually in 

Ivory Coast.   

 

             People turned from their traditional religion and destroyed their images. He baptized the 

people instantly; however plural marriage was not accepted.  The name of God was added to the 

African traditional songs. “Harris claimed to be the last prophet. A penumbra of miracles grew 

up around him: traditional priests who opposed him died mysteriously, and shrines burst into 

flames. “185 

 

              The French government was very surprised by his message. Harris’ impact grew 

strongly at the beginning of the First World War. He was banished from Ivory Coast and was not 

allowed to go back.  He was a prophet who had no honor in his motherland. But his message 

spread like fire very far inland, to areas he had not known. “Distant villages sent delegates to 

listen to his teaching, and bring it home. Some of the educated clerks from Sierra Leone and 

Gold Coast, often Methodists, became his disciples, and spread his message further.”186 He died 

in 1929. 

 

              There are many churches in West Africa that attribute their beginning to Harris. They 

were characterized by healing and practiced a cleansing ritual of witchcraft. Marie Lalou had her 

own religious encounter in dreams. She had adopted Harris’ tradition; however, her movement 

was very syncretistic. She believed that the white missionaries were weak in trying to get rid of 

witchcraft. She could not allow use of the Bible. She authored her own songs and practices. She 

used what she claimed to be “holy water and ashes for protection against witchcraft.”187 

 

            Garrick Sokari Braide like others claimed to have visions. His activities led to the birth of 

churches. He grew up in Bakana in the Niger Delta on one of the Kalabari communities. His 

father was a slave and an Igbo by tribe. In 1910, he became a Christian and was baptized. He was 

a very active church member. In 1912, he claimed to have visions as he was partaking in the 

Holy Communion.  

 

               Braide adopted healing and prophetic roles. He was more successful than the 

Anglicans. He used the local language Igbo in his pastoral work unlike the Anglicans who were 

using Sierra Leonean or Yoruba. “He won Christians by appealing to their deepest needs and, 

especially, by his success as a healer. Crowds flocked to his services, and converts carried his 

message far into the Igbo interior, sometimes destroying local shrines, against the wishes of their 

devotees.”188 
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                Braide’s influence was so deep that pagans, professing Christians and his followers 

discarded their jujus and ancestral spirits. The trade on spirits ceased as soon as he began his 

ministry. The sick were brought to him, and they got healed immediately. He reached a point 

whereby people called him Elijah II. But the Anglican Bishop regarded his ministry with much 

suspicion and hostility. Braide broke from the church with his followers and got imprisoned on 

allegation of destroying traditional shrines. 

 

                 Some of his followers established the Christ Army Church. But, after his death a 

majority joined the older churches. Braide launched a strong war on traditional religion. He 

instructed his followers to destroy the shrines and charms. He indigenized liturgy. He adopted 

traditional songs and dances in worship. He preached against liquor trade which made much 

revenue for the government. But, he was silent on polygamy which made his mission churches 

lose membership.  

 

                 The Spirit movement began in 1927. It first dominated the Ibibio in Nigeria.  It had its 

roots in the Qua Iboe Mission. It was an interfaith Mission from Belfast Ireland. It was 

characterized with the confession of sins, speaking in tongues and ecstatic activities. But, later it 

adopted some actions of the witch-finding movement. Members moved up and down the country 

burning traditional shrines. 

 

                   Musama Disco Christo Church started as a prayer group for Methodists. The founder 

was Joseph Appiah. He claimed to have visions telling him to establish a new city and become a 

king in the Winneba area in Ghana. It developed into an independent church in 1922. He called 

himself Jemisimiham Jehu-Appiah with a name of Akaboha, king.  

 

                   Appiah married a woman who claimed to have visions. She was called Nathalomoa 

which meant the Queen Mother. The Church leaders were often accompanied with linguists, 

drummers and ceremonial umbrellas. The Church copied practices from the Methodist church 

camp meetings. The members gave themselves heavenly names. The church claims that people 

from all walks of life go there for help. 

 

                    Healing homes are also common in West Africa. The problems of unemployment, 

economic recessions, and sicknesses have encouraged many people to flock to churches for 

hope, protection and answers to prayers. Often these lead people to set up their own churches and 

to raise funds for their own personal upkeep. It is very alarming to find out that a small town may 

have many churches with no doctrinal differences claiming to fulfill the prophecy of Joel:  

 
28And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and 

your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your 

young men shall see visions: 29And also upon the servants and upon the handmaids in 

those days will I pour out my spirit.30And I will shew wonders in the heavens and in the 

earth, blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke.31The sun shall be turned into darkness, and 

the moon into blood, before the great and the terrible day of the LORD come. 32And it 

shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of the LORD shall be delivered: 

for in mount Zion and in Jerusalem shall be deliverance, as the LORD hath said, and in 

the remnant whom the LORD shall call. (Joel 2:28-32) 
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Some of these churches were also founded by women. The Church of Christ the Good Shepherd 

founded by Mrs. Lucy Harrison, the Holy Chapel of Miracles by Mrs. Theresa Effiong, the 

Church of God Lamentation of Jehovah by Mrs. Theresa Inyang are examples.  

 

               Olumba Olumba founded the Brotherhood of Cross and Star. He was born in 1918 in 

Biakpan, Nigeria. “It began as a Christian church, and was registered in 1964 with the aim to ‘To 

advance Christian church religion by spreading the Gospel of our lord Jesus Christ.”189  It is a 

messianic church. It centers on its teacher, Obu himself, as the salvific person. He was selling 

clothes before setting up his healing home in Calabar. He founded his movement in 1958. He 

said that he was the number eighth and last. He claimed to be “one in the series of incarnations of 

God. His first precursor was Adam, and his seventh, Jesus… He lived an ascetic life, sleeping 

and eating little, and dressing simply. He is credited with miraculous healing and psychic 

powers.”190 

 

                There are so many churches in west Africa founded by African themselves in addition 

to ones mentioned above. In brief; the National Church of Nigeria was affiliated with a political 

party. Oberi Okaime was founded among the Ibibio in 1920. The Ancient and Mystical Order of 

the Rosae Crucis (AMORC) was set up in 1925. They claim to have the Gospel of Thomas and 

Kabbala, magic literature. They also claimed to have the Sixth and seventh books of Moses. 

 

2. Southern Africa 

 

South Africa is best known for the policy of Apartheid. Africans were not happy with the way 

the whites, who were mostly Christians, were treating them. This phenomenon led to a protest 

that led the birth of African Independent Churches. Plural marriages were not allowed under the 

Apartheid policy. Blacks and whites had different congregations. This allowed Africans to make 

their own choices. As a historical note, in 1892 the Ethiopian church was founded by Mangane 

Mokone who resented that the whites and blacks were holding missionary meetings separately. 

The shameful defeat of the Italians by the black Ethiopians triggered an overwhelming zeal for 

independence both religiously and politically.  

 

               As early as 1872, Sotho Christians broke away from Paris Evangelical Mission. This 

marked the beginning of rebellion against European hegemony, which is sometimes called 

Ethiopianism. In 1884, Nehemiah Tile founded the Tembu National Church. He became a 

Methodist. But he had had differences with white missionaries over his involvement in politics 

and his addressing a public rally on a Sunday. 

 

                In 1898, the African Presbyterian Church was founded by Pambani Mzimba.  Many of   

his followers broke away from the mission churches. This was a heavy blow to white 

missionaries. James Dwane broke away from the Wesleyans over money he raised when it was 

transferred to church’s General Funds. He left for America to deepen an affiliation with the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church. Today the African Methodist Episcopal Church has spread 

to Botswana, Swaziland, Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Zambia.  
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            Job Chiliza founded the African Gospel Church after breaking away from the Full Gospel 

Church. According to Chiliza, it was very sad that, when Africans spoke about their grievances 

in the church, they were often shown the exit. African ministers were less paid than their fellow 

white ministers. The schools for Africans under the same mission were almost shacks. One of the 

South African women lamented: “The people are flocking to the African churches. The say the 

Europeans did the wrong, and they are now much happier among themselves. They say the 

Europeans only pretended to be Christians-all-of-us and oppress us…But even if it may be like 

that, the Church of England does lots of good. They help with education of our children.”191  

 

             However, many prophetic churches in South Africa came into being because of the claim 

of their prophets. They claimed to have visions of the unknown world and the great demand for 

healing of the whole being (body and soul). As they were expecting “the eternal city, they called 

themselves ama-Ziyoni, People of Zion.”192 About “one thousand churches in South Africa have 

a name that includes Zion.”193 These churches are connected with the Christian Catholic 

Apostolic Church founded by John Alexander Dowie with its headquarters in Zion city close to 

Chicago. 

 

              Zion church members wear distinctive clothing like their sister churches of the Aladura 

in Nigeria.  They wear long robes sometimes with stars. They are involved in healing sessions. 

They are founded either by a man or a woman who becomes a leader after claiming some 

visionary experiences. They are self-supporting churches. They like hymn singing and liturgies 

like the Aladura churches. The Zion churches were very common among the Zulu perhaps due to 

heavy casualties suffered under the white regime. However, the church has also spread among 

the Tswana and Swazi. In 1917, a Sotho established a Zion City in Lesotho. He named himself 

“General Overseer of the World.”194  

 

                   Some of the Zion church founders were from the Zulu royal family. The Christian 

Apostolic Church in Zion was founded by Paul Mabilitsa the Tswana chief’s son.  When 

Mabilitsa died, he was succeeded with his son Philip, Isaiah Shembe and later Johannes Galilee 

Shembe. The Zionists are regarded as the backbone of Black theology. There are also some Zion 

churches that were founded by women like Ma Christina Nku, Ma Mbele. Grace Tshabalala 

attempted to bring all Zion churches together as one church. She also founded a Zion women’s 

movement.  

 

               The Zion Christian Church of Edward Lekganyane has about two million members. 

There are some Zion churches with distinctive names such as Holy Spirit Jerusalem Church in 

Zion, Star Nazaretha Church in Zion of Sabbath, and Holy Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion of 

South Africa. George Khambule also founded a Zion Church in 1919. His church had a 

compartment in which holy stones were kept in an Ark in the Holy of Holies. He named himself 

Saint Nazar. Timothy Cekwane founded his church called the Church of Light. The Thapelo ya 

sephiri meaning secret prayers in the Sotho language are members from various churches who 
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meet together for secret prayers. The traditional leaders like Xhosa Nxele, Ntsikana, Igbo Dede 

and Ekele Lolo adopted some elements of Christianity and became very successful as healers.  

 

            The desire to form independent churches also spread to Zimbabwe. The most distinctive 

group was the VaPostori.  

 

Their women are clad in white dresses and scarves and the men shave their heads and let 

their beards grow. Not only do they look different, but they also are found especially on 

the streets of urban areas, where they conduct commercial activities. They set up ‘shop’ 

along busy thoroughfares to attract customers to buy their homemade wares such as 

baskets, crocheted items, metal containers, and wooden furniture.195 

 

            They are more successful than western missionary churches in winning people to their 

churches.  

 

             The VaPostori Church was founded in 1932 by Johane Masowe and Johane Maranke. 

Maranke’s group is the biggest of all African Independent Churches in Zimbabwe. It competes 

with the Roman Catholic Church and Zion Christian Church. He claimed to have dreamed and 

heard voices which told him to change his name to John. He attributed this command to John the 

Baptist. He was also commanded to tell the natives to do away with witchcraft, adultery and 

rape. His former name was Shoniwa Masedza Tandi Moyo.  “Masowe’s commission, as 

described in his own words, resembled that of Moses, John the Baptist, and Jesus in spending 

time alone in the wilderness, hence the name Johane Masowe, meaning John of the 

wilderness”196 

 

               Johane Masowe’ religion is a mixture of African Traditional Religion and Christianity 

with an affiliation to the Old Testament. He preached against white missionaries and promised 

betterment for Africans in the absence of the whites. The group is messianic in nature. People 

handed over to him fetishes, charms and items dedicated to witchcraft after hearing his inspiring 

sermons. He travelled to several countries such as South Africa, Zambia, Tanzania, Kenya, 

Mozambique and Congo where he preached without fear. He died in 1973 in Ndola and was 

buried in his home Dandanzara, Zimbabwe. 

 

                 Masowe rejected the Bible. This demonstrated resentment against white colonial 

churches. He asserted that Africans did not have books. He said that for somebody to be able to 

read he needed European education and money. He emphasized that God had spoken to him 

directly and claimed that the God of the Bible was Shona God, Mwari. “On this point, Bible 

translators agree with Masowe, as Mwari is the word used to translate God.”197 When the time 

came for Masowe to accept the Bible, he was very skeptical because the white missionaries 

undermined miracles despite their presence in the Bible.  
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In any case, Masowe’s followers came to regard him as more than a prophet. The current 

website of the Gospel of God Church in Nairobi, Kenya contains sophisticated arguments 

to support the notion that Masowe is indeed equivalent to Christ. These explain that Jesus 

had limited His ministry to the lost “lost sheep of Israel” (Matthew 15:24) and so could 

not have fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah 19:20 that a Savior would come to rescue those 

oppressed in Egypt. John Masowe, however, was sent to liberate Africans. This assertion 

is backed up with a quote from 1 Enoch 90:38, “That lamb became a great animal and 

had great black horns on its head and the Lord of the sheep rejoiced over it.” The website 

article concludes that Masowe himself supplied the interpretation of this message: The 

black horns of the animal were a pointer to the fact that the last Messiah would come 

from a Nation of Black people. 198 

 

             Masowe’s group is very vibrant as it has tried to reach people worldwide. It has visited 

overseas countries such as Britain, the United States of America, Germany and India in 

obedience to the commission from Masowe. The group has proved total African independence in 

finance. It is one of the best self-supporting churches in Africa. The Shona Independent 

Churches Conference was founded in Zimbabwe which is also well known as Fambidzano in 

1972.  

 

3. Central and East Africa  

 

Central East Africa was also widely covered with African Independent churches. In Zambia 

Alice Lenshina founded Independent Lumpa Church. She regarded Lumpa as a theocratic state. 

She herself was a queen of Lumpa. Her home village was the New Zion. All her adherents 

flocked to her village under her leadership. Church members were heavily suppressed by 

Kenneth Kaunda’s government, and Lenshina was jailed.  

 

               In Malawi, Yesaya Zerenji Mwase founded the Blackman’s Church (Independent). He 

received his education at Overtoun Institute at Livingstonia Mission of the Free Church of 

Scotland in 1897. He studied theology at the same college and became a licensed preacher in 

1905. He had outstanding intellectual abilities. He was ordained 1914 and became one of the 

three ordained African ministers under Livingstonia Mission.  He became the first African 

Moderator of Livingstonia mission. He was also a clerk of the presbytery at this time up to 1921. 

 

               Yesaya Zerenji Mwase was also recognized as a rainmaker and a miracle worker. 

Wherever he organized his services people called the place a “holy sanctuary”. “During his 

sermons people would become hysterical there or spirit-possessed and would come to the front 

confessing their sins and prostrating themselves before Christ.”199 He was a fearless man who 

could travel at night without any fear. He confronted the forces of witchcraft in the name of 

Christ. He was an exceptional singer.  He loved to sing Psalm 139. Mwase left the Livingstonia 

Mission in 1933 after writing his masterpiece work entitled, “My Essential and Paramount 

Reasons for working independently.” He explained the need for the “naturalization and 
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nationalization of God, Christ and faith if Christianity is to take root in the life of the natives. 

Churches in Malawi today are striving hard to fulfill this dream.”200 

 

             Simon Kimbangu was prominent figure in the formation of African Independent 

churches in Congo.  He was a formerly a lay evangelist for the Baptist church. He was very 

successful in his preaching and healing ministry. Kimbangu’s church is one the largest African 

Independent churches in Africa. He was “born in 1889, at Nkamba, north of Thysville (now 

Mbanza-Ngungu), in the central Congo (Democratic Republic of Congo.”201 

 

 
Fig. 28: “Simon Kimbangu the founder of Church of Jesus Christ on Earth.”202 

 

            Kimbangu did not concentrate his effort on healing only, but also on preaching the Word 

of God. He preached against belief in fetishes. He preached to people to have faith in One true 

God. He alone is to be trusted and worshipped. He could not tolerate polygamy as other African 

Independent Churches did. He strongly “condemned all acts of immorality and non-Christian 

dances, which led to debauchery and lewdness.”203  His words were very powerful and had a 

wonderful effect.                  

 

          The whole country of Congo was so shaken that people destroyed their fetishes and 

charms. Young converts launched a house-to-house collection of images for destruction. The old 

people who were avid believers in fetishes and charms voluntarily destroyed them. The worship 

of them stopped. People regarded him as a savior sent to them by God. They were happy that one 

of their own people was great and powerful. Kimbangu and his family members, wife and 

children were arrested on allegation of bringing threat to the Belgian government and Roman 

Catholic Church. This was really due to jealousy as he done nothing of that nature.  

 

              Kimbangu was “condemned to one hundred twenty lashes and to death by a court with 

no counsel to represent him legally, trial had no witnesses.”204 He was kept in a solitary prison, 

often in chains far away from his home region.  In 1935, the governor of Katanga and prison 
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authorities attempted to release him. It is very embarrassing that the Roman Catholic Archbishop 

advised the government not do so. Kimbangu died as a prisoner in 1951. His movement was 

persecuted by the government; his home village, Nkamba, was completely destroyed.  

 

             The movement was later called the Church of Jesus Christ on Earth through the Prophet 

Simon Kimbangu in 1959. Today the church has made several social contributions in the field of 

education and health. In 1969-1970, the church was admitted into World Council of Churches 

(WCC). It is also recognized by the International Ecumenical Dialogue with African religions. 

The most significant issue was that Kimbangu knew and accepted his weakness. He knew that he 

had little education and therefore allowed other educated people to take part in his movement.  

 

               Balokole was a movement associated with East Africa Revival. The Balokole meant 

saved ones. It has its origin in the missionary churches. Some African members wanted spiritual 

transformation within the church after observing “lack of spirituality, decay, and deadness.”205 

The movement began in Rwanda within the Anglican Church. Simeoni Nsibambi, a Buganda 

was the key figure. Nsibambi and his brother Blasio Kigosi preached total surrender to our Lord 

Jesus Christ. He preached at Gihini and people witnessed the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 

            Many people were converted and the converts were called abaka which meant those on 

fire. This was a move to awake sleeping churches. Kigosi spread the movement to Uganda, 

Kenya, Sudan and Tanganyika. Kigosi was succeeded by William Nagenda when the group was 

still called the Balokole. The movement stressed very much a second blessing and perfection. 

The first black African Bishop of Uganda, Erica Sabiti was a member of Balokole.  

 

             Alice Auma tried to establish a Christian kingdom in Uganda. She declared herself a 

prophetess Lakwena. Her movement clashed with the government. Another section of the group 

called Army of the Lord was defeated by Musevi troops. The Lord’s Resistance Army, another 

cult from the same movement, is still operating in Uganda causing havoc to Uganda and 

neighboring Congo. It is led by Joseph Kony of the Acholi tribe. The group is accused of human 

rights violations such as murder, abductions, mutilation, sexual enslavement and forcing children 

to take part in war crimes. 

 

               The Roho churches (African Holy Spirit Church) in Western Kenya belong to the 

African Independent Churches. The church members salute each other with customary greetings 

of hallelujah and mulembe. They jump in the air to cause the Spirit to fall upon the congregation. 

They fall in trance and speak in tongues. 

 

F. EVALUATION 

 

From close observation, the sin of syncretism is very great in Africa and elsewhere in the world. 

Many professing Christians tend to practice some acts that cannot be accepted in the church 

either secretly or openly.  I suggest that even though many Africans sought independence from 

the white missionaries, some of them did so out of ignorance of the word of God. When we look 

at true Christianity, it is neither a black nor white man’s culture. It is independent of both of 

them. The Bible did not originate in Europe or North America. It is therefore much better to put 
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the Scriptures above the church. In this way, all activities of a particular church will give glory to 

God. 

 

           When one studies critically some of these indigenous churches, it is easy to notice both 

elements of rebellion and ignorance of the word of God. Concerning marriage for example, the 

Bible clearly teaches that God created a man and woman to become one flesh. Though the 

patriarchs married many wives, the Bible does not tell us to follow suit. Those stories were 

written to show us that man is a sinner before God. The patriarchs were also sinners and were 

saved by faith alone. They were not saved by their works, because when you look at their works, 

they were all filled with shortfalls. Jesus plainly tells us in the New Testament that a man must 

have only one wife. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

African Independent Churches are Churches founded in Africa for Africans. Not all white 

missionaries were in favor of white missionaries’ dominance. In Malawi, Joseph Booth wrote a 

book in which he cited the need for Africans to be independent titled Africa for Africans. The 

desire to be independent hindered the work of white missionaries in so many ways. This was due 

to the loss of members. Sometimes it was very difficult to remove such movements from the 

church. As a result some of the white missionaries succumbed to the demands of Africans. Many 

founders of African Independent churches were less educated, but could compete with the 

educated white missionaries because were fed up with their dominance. 

 

LESSON 8, QUESTIONS 

 

1. What are Aladura churches? 

 

2. State four possible reasons for the birth of African Independent Churches. 

 

3. List ten founders of African Independent Churches. 

 

4. Why do you think African Independent Church leaders were able to win more hearts than 

white missionaries? 

 

5. Explain why you think the birth of African Independent Churches was due to the 

weakness of the white missionaries themselves? 

 

6. Explain four characteristics of African Independent Churches. 

 

7. Why did many African Independent churches fall into the sin of syncretism? 

 

8. What lesson should most African church leaders learn from Kimbangu in church 

administration? 

 

9. Name four women who founded churches in Africa. 
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10. State four accusations that show that the Lord’s Resistance Army is unchristian in 

character.  
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