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The Papers

The assumption behind our colloquy is that the title refers, not to four topics, but to one.  We
are concerned with the relationship between these forces, issues which arise from the nature
of the relationships between Western and non-Western civilizations in the last two centuries.
Our papers take us from the early nineteenth century to the 1970s.  They introduce us to
British, French, German and, indirectly, American modes of presence in the non-Western
world.  The part of the world to which the papers direct us for the encounter is Africa; though
Dr Wong sets out the China story for comparison and Dr Rogers tellingly takes us to North
America.  But it is Africa – North, South, Central and West – that provides most of the
theatres where we can watch the dramas unfolding from the interplay of missions,
modernization of the colonial process and its unravelling.

Our papers take us from early days of European rule in Africa to the aftermath of its end.
They also take us from a time when Christianity was a Western religion, and the religion of
Europe, to a time when Europe was resiling from its Christian profession and Africa was well
on the way to becoming the continent with the largest number of Christian believers.

Dr Rogers’ paper represents the earliest stage chronologically, the first half of the nineteenth
century, a time when colonies have nothing to do with Empire and exist for commercial or
strategic purposes or represent the emigration of Europeans seeking a better life than Europe
could offer them.  For Christian missions this set a twofold agenda.

On the one hand it made possible, or might reasonably be expected to make possible, or at
any rate placed prominently before the eyes of the faithful, the evangelisation of entire
peoples hitherto without significant contact with the Christian faith.  On the other, it revealed
how partial perhaps how already nugatory, was the Christian influence on large sections of
the population of Europe, how readily that influence could ebb away as populations were
transplanted out of Christendom.  The double agenda was largely difficult to fulfil; one arm of
it was always getting in the way of the other.  The missionary movement never solved the
dilemma, whether in the early period of what Rogers describes, or later.  Different patterns
were followed at different times and places, depending on local circumstances.  It is striking
that in each of the cases described by Rogers, Algeria, Senegal and the United States,
missionary institutions, often against their first intention, came to recognize the European
population as the urgent priority.  There were special circumstances in each case:  the model
on which the sisters worked could not readily be introduced into a Muslim environment
(especially one where the French government forbade conversion) such as North Africa,
whereas it was well adopted to a French or French-Arab one.  In Senegal, while the French
population was smaller, the larger mixed population was patently open to French cultural
influences.  In North America the openness of a European population to what the sisters could
offer forced the idea of a mission to the Native Americans into the background for over
twenty years.  The missionary movement, called into being by the vision of peoples outside
Christendom, often found itself postponing the implementation of that vision in order to deal
with the overflow of Christendom into the non-Western world.

Rogers introduces us to the operations of French womens orders in Algeria, Senegal and the
Mississippi Valley between the second and the fifth decade of the nineteenth century,



showing how they saw their work in the light of a civilising mission, and education as its
principal mode.  Their ministrations however, as we have just seen, were within this period,
directed less to the notionally “savage” peoples outside civilization as they understood it, but
to French (and in the United States other European) people, and to peoples who occupied the
margins between the colonizers and the colonizer – all groups who without these
ministrations might lapse into “barbarism”.  The understanding of civilization to be conveyed
through education was fundamentally religious;  a Catholic world view underlay it all;  yet
circumstances required that this religious element remain at the integrative level;  the more
radical visions of Christian life which had brought the orders into being and which had called
many of the sisters into them, could not be transferred into the new setting.  The social
assumptions of European Christendom, together with ideas of what was an appropriate form
of education for the various social divisions, could, however be transferred;  but this led to
complications when these social divisions intersected with racial divisions which were no part
of their original context.

But a most interesting feature of Rogers’ paper is the way in which in each case the local
receptor population reshaped the product according to its own needs.  This was particularly
the case in the United States, where local political and social ideals were out of tune with
many of the assumptions underlying the essentially French style of education that the sisters
offered, and yet Americans wanted the product, even valued some of its distinctively French
features.  The result was an amalgam, which could successfully accommodate to American
mores, and become both American and Catholic, while upsetting devout visitors from the
Mother House in France.  Despite the dismay, within thirty years over a third of the sisters
working in Missouri were native born.  Here, as so often, missions could be described as
successful, but not by their own canons or in the fulfilment of their own intentions.

Several features of Rogers’ paper deserve special attention.  One is the issue of gender, which
should give us pause for consideration since it is not directly addressed in the other papers.
We see here agencies consisting solely of women, directed by women, addressing themselves
to women, with a very specific ideal of womanhood before them.  It is worth remembering
what a high proportion of the missionary movement was female;  women were vital to the
inspiration, agency and infrastructure of both the Catholic and the Protestant movements; in
the latter they achieved numerical dominance.  Rogers makes the interesting point that
women missionaries (she is, of course, speaking of the congregations in her study) saw the
family as the locus of the Christian, “civilised” impact they believed themselves called to
make, whereas their male colleagues thought more in terms of political structures.  This is
worth more consideration and investigation in other situations.  Of course, the host societies
did not necessarily share the same understanding of the constitution of the family, and this
factor, too, needs further exploration.

Second, we should take note of the theme of civilization which is so significant in the
vocabulary and outlook of the sisters.  Civilization is not the same thing as Modernization, but
the two concepts have enough in common for us to pause to consider what they comprehend.
The constitutive experience for all West Europeans is the Roman Empire.  Even those parts of
Western Europe which were never effectively part of that Empire became heirs of it through
their adoption of Christianity into the basis of their society.  Europe inherited an essentially
Greco-Roman view of the distinction between civilized and barbarian;  but it was a post
Constantinian Roman view, in which the classical inheritance had been subjected to the
acknowledged rule of Christ.  That concept, surprisingly resilient, helped to form the
assumptions of the early representatives of the missionary movement;  its traces are there
even in the constituents of the education deemed by the sisters to be suitable for young ladies.
It was not a static concept;  it was able to incorporate the scientific and technological
developments that occurred from the sixteenth century.  Dr Rogers says that the peculiarly
French concept of civilization had its roots in the eighteenth century.  It is a remark with
wider applications.  The European Enlightenments forced European Christianity, in both its



Catholic and Protestant forms, to new syntheses, which became formulated during the
eighteenth century.  The form of Christianity associated with the Christian missions of our
period, that is, had been woven closely into European thinking.  On the one hand, it could
claim to represent the heritage of the centuries, the legacies of Greece and Rome fused with
and transformed by that of Jerusalem, its learning the perfect synthesis of the sacred and
profane.  On the other, it had, apparently successfully, negotiated new currents of thought and
activity which could have destroyed it.  Confidence that comes from modernity could elide
with the confidence that comes from antiquity.  The Christianity of the missionary movement
was a Christianity that had made its peace with the Enlightenment.  Most of the societies in
which the missionary movement had to operate had no experience of the Enlightenment.
Insofar as our theme of modernization itself belongs to the Enlightenment, the first paper in
our survey draws our attention to missionaries as modernizing agents;  a thought, one
presumes, far from the mind of Mother Galitzine as she shook her head over the society’s
dancing pupils in America.

Finally, the paper introduces an important consideration by bringing the United States into the
same context as North and West Africa.  The sisters who worked in Gorée or Algiers might
equally be despatched to St Louis, Missouri;  the same ideas, the same ideals, the same modes
of action, informed all three situations.  It is pointed out that the United States remained
juridically “mission” territory until 1908.  That fact can be misrepresented (Protestant
countries in Europe also long remained within the sphere of the Propaganda Fide), but it
draws attention to the fact that in the nineteenth century, the expanding United States was a
subject of missionary activity (Catholic and Protestant) quite as much as a source of it.
Indeed, one could claim (and Rogers’ paper offers further confirmation) that the United States
was the one outstanding success of the missionary movement within the nineteenth century.
During that century the United States expanded over a continent, and at the century’s end
Christian presence, profession and activity were greater than at its beginning.  This was the
reverse of the situation in Europe, which by the end of the century was aware of its churchless
multitudes while the intellectual classes were reassessing the attitude to the Christian
inheritance.  In the consideration of missions, modernization and colonialism we cannot
ignore the American factor.

With Professor Chamberlain’s paper we enter the high imperial period of inter-European
competition.  At its centre lies an essay on colonialization from 1879 which, Chamberlain
says, “triggered the whole German colonial movement.”  The striking fact about the tract is
that its author was the long-serving chief executive of a major mission agency.

Friedrich Fabri’s unabashed advocacy of German colonial aggrandisement (set out some
years before Germany had any colonies at all) raises in acute form the question of the
relationship between missions and colonization, as it raises also the question of missionary
ideology, of what missionaries, and those who recruited and sent them, believed their task to
be.  How characteristic was Farbi of missionary thinking;  how characteristic even of German
missionary thinking, and how distinctive in this respect were German missions?

Professor Chamberlein points out that Fabri’s essay Does Germany Need Colonies hardly
mentions the spread of the Gospel in the context of colonies.  The essay, in fact, is not a
missionary tract at all;  it is an argument, addressed to the German political classes and ad
hominem, about Germany’s place in a wider world than those classes, engaged in intra-
European issues, generally thought of.  The significance of Fabri’s missionary connections is
that they are the source of that wider geographical vision.  His mission was, after all, deeply
involved in the Dutch East Indies.  The missionary movement frequently acted (sometimes
deliberately, sometimes simply as a by-product of its normal activity) as the consciousness-
raiser about the non-Western world in the Western.  This said, Fabri still seems unusual in the
intensity of the effort be devotes to the colonial question.  Most missionaries, and most
missionary administrators, favoured the extension of their country’s rule, and viewed it as



generally beneficial.  Outspokenly anti-imperial missionaries are few until the dying days of
empire; but judging from missionary writings they normally favoured colonial extension
because they saw (not always correctly, as it turned out) colonial rule as establishing
conditions that would be favourable for their work.  Protestant missions feared the territorial
expansion of France, Catholic missions that of Britain.  In other words, it was the task of
spreading the Gospel (different missions had different views as to how this should be done)
which has primacy, and the perceived effect on this determined attitudes to colonial rule.  In
the implementation of this, missionaries and mission administrators tended to be most
conscious of particular pressing local situations and how difficulties there could best be
relieved.  A Scottish churchman who chaired the mission board of the national church could
write a book with the title Our Empire’s Debt to Missions;  but the point it seeks to make is
that the missions have been to the benefit of the Empire (as, the author would argue,
Christianity has been to the benefit of every state) by doing their own job;  by spreading the
Gospel, establishing socially beneficial institutions, doing good works.

Early nineteenth century missionary thought had seen trade expansion as benefiting Africa,
making it a full partner in a world economy, and reducing the violence and exploitation it
suffered.  Fabri sees the projected colonies in Africa and the Pacific as benefiting Germany.
The American factor hovers in the background; the huge German population there “lost” to
Germany as German settlers in Africa would not be.  There was a time when Livingstone
could envisage settlement in Central Africa as solving the problems both of the Scottish poor
and the African poor;  long before his death, which occurred six years before Fabri wrote, he
had changed his mind.

The German presence in the missionary movement still needs a comprehensive treatment.
Most recent study has centred on the development of an essentially German mission theology,
such as is associated with the activity of Bruno Guttmann in Tanzania.  Its studies have
revealed the ambiguities.  On the one hand, by applying principles from the German
Volkskirche it avoided the fissions in the community so often produced by Protestant
missions, and enabled appropriation of Christianity in local cultured terms.  On the other
hand, by eschewing the culturally alien models, such as the residential grammar school,
favoured by other missions it held back its constituency from modernization, and thus from
making a political challenge to colonialism.  The question has also been discussed by some
how for the “blood and soil” ideology suited not only a traditional African or Melanesian
society, but the new ideology of National Socialism.

However, this represents only one strand of German missionary thinking and activity.  It is
important to recall how far the German missionary movement antedotes Fabri.  It is (if we
except Puritan New England) much the oldest Protestant missionary movement, noticeable in
the earliest years of the eighteenth century.  Even in the nineteenth century, when we look at
the work of the Basel Mission (Swiss in foundation, primarily German in personnel) which
gave rise to the situation described in Professor Simensen’s paper, we are a long way from
Fabri.  In the Gold Coast, at different times under Danish, African and British authority, the
Basel missionaries developed a vernacular church that could produce the quality of debate
that Simensen describes.  They developed trade, not to form a “trading colony” of the sort
Fabri favoured, but as “profit for the Lord” to encourage local self-support.  And their
German identity was only fully established when the British government deported or interned
all their missionaries in the First World War.  At the same time, and by similar measures,
Germany’s colonial empire was being dismantled.  It did not so appear at the time, but it was
merely the first in line.

The imperial dream did not last long, and Professor Simensen’s paper takes us into an entirely
different world.  His paper, pivoted on the years 1941-42, looks back to earlier times, to the
early preaching and policy of the Basel Mission in the Akan Sate of Akyem Abuakwa in the
Gold Coast.  This had produced a church marked by its abstinence from participation in



national institutions, the state festivals (including the Odwira, the yam festival, recognising
dependence on the soil and its staple crop, and Adae, the commemoration of the ancestors of
the nation), the traditional courts (because of the oaths required) and most forms of traditional
office, notably chiefship.  In the early days, the Gold Coast Basel Mission encouraged
converts to live together in ‘Salems,’ thus forming Christian quarters in towns.  The purpose
of this was to develop a Christian communal lifestyle.  That lifestyle contained elements of
‘modernization;’  these were literate communities, where education was developed in the
context of the church.  But the Salems could easily be seen as a means of taking people out of
chiefly jurisdiction and putting them under the control of the mission  The church was thus
the germ of a state within a state, with a customary law independent of the customary law of
the nation;  for even when, with the numerical increase of Christians and the wider spread of
Christian influence, the Salem system fell into disuse, the Christian community retained
features suggesting its autonomy within the state.  Its disciplinary system, in plentiful use for
sexual offences, could be considered as an alternative court to the traditional court;  and the
time came when Christians claimed exemption from communal state labour on the grounds
that they already had similar commitments to the church.

Yet, as Simensen shows, the line was never absolute.  Christians did recognise that they were
members of the nation;  they could turn out with their distinctively Christian Institution, the
brass band, to support their nation’s land rights.  And the Paramount Chief recognised the
church as an institution of the nation, and gave liberally to it.  And the church was inseparable
from the network of schools, the principal ‘modernizing’ agency in Akyem – which were by
now a highly prized asset of the state.  The Paramount Chief could and did create his own
schools, but he knew he could never replace those of the church.

Simensen outlines the fascinating debate conducted over a deliberative period between
African state and African church, with an outstanding spokesman on each side, PC Ofori Atta
II and the late Christian Baëta..  It is an inter-African debate; it is about African decisions at
local level, not about missionary ideology.  And it is an intra-Christian debate. Ofori Atta, a
modernizing chief, is a Christian who looks to a totally Christian future for Akyem and is hurt
and frustrated by the withdrawal of his church privileges through his acceptance of the chiefly
office.  He re-interprets traditional ritual and liturgy to soften or remove their “idolatrous”
content;  his arguments for Christian participation in Odwira, for instance, are essentially
theological.  This is not the Emperor of China ordering suppression of a dangerous sect,;  it is
more like a medieval investiture controversy.

It is a political and jurisdictional dispute; clearly Ofori Atta was determined not to let the
Akyun Christians get outside his jurisdiction.  But the matter went deeper than a ruler’s
normal desire to beat off challenge to his rule.  Ofori Atta speaks of “attachment to the soil
and land and country and loyalty and devotion to the holder of the revered office of the ruler
of the Oman.”  The identity of the nation is at stake in the person of the King.  He speaks of
the festival and the court oath as referring to historical events;  but those historical events are
embodied in the ancestors.  Royalty and the ancestors belong together;  and kingship is
accordingly sacred.  It is around this reality that the debate circles, Christian theologian and
modernizing monarch seeking common ground that will permit the Christians of Akyem to
acknowledge their solidarity with the nation of Akyem without compromising the right of
God alone to receive worship.  They compromise, but do not resolve the issue; it was to pass
to the next generations.  But Christians had in effect begun the secularization of the
monarchy, and of other innovations of Akyem.  Ofori Atta II, unlike Ofari Atta I, was
prepared to accept a partial secularization of his role.  As Simensen indicates, both the
developed colonial state under the British, and the Ghanaian nation state under Nkrumah,
sought to clip the wings of the traditional states with their intense loyalty to place and kin,
which collided with the new policies that they were trying to introduce.  The Christians had
been there first.



Which takes us to the time of decolonization, on which John Stuart gives us a valuable
perspective by showing us government and missions struggling to respond effectively to post-
Second World War developments in Central and Southern Africa.  We see how an unexpected
event like the marriage of Seretse Khama could produce government actions that left missions
uncertain how to respond; how an individual charismatic maverick missionary figure like
Michael Scott could force the pace in the battle for Western public opinion (initially about
South West Africa, but in principle about South Africa too), leaving the official church
mechanisms behind;  and how the missionary movement finally found its voice in time for
one last shout, on the issue of the establishment of a white-dominated Central African
Federation (significantly the British government tried to sideline the missions by opening
direct links with the churches of Britain on this issue).  He paints a striking picture of the
missionary movement in what was in reality a period of disengagement, brought about by the
erosion of its economic base and the general decline of Christians in Britain.  The impression
is of uncertainty; good intentions, ringing affirmations of general principles, but great
difficulty in adjusting to specific situations, and without the machinery to respond to the
speed of events.  The old fusion of evangelistic with humanitarian concern that had marked
the earliest missions was still there;  the person who had sought most strenuously to prepare
the movement for this day, J H Oldham, was still alive; but the day came as a surprise.
Traditional missionaries had been cultural brokers, and had got used to thinking of themselves
as guardians of African interests towards other Europeans.  As Stuart points out, missionaries
genuinely did not always realize that they were tied into a political relationship with the
colonial and imperial structures, but believed themselves independent of it.  In the end, the
decolonizing deals were done, with more or less upheaval or sometimes no upheaval at all,
but without the use of brokers.  In the era of decolonization, the International Missionary
Council itself ceased to exist, merged into a World Council of Churches whose membership
and concerns more and more reflected the southward gravitational pull of Christianity away
from the West and towards what had once been thought of as mission fields.  The missionary
period was over;  not that missionaries ceased to exist, but their function was for ever altered.
The real work of the missions had already been accomplished;  and we see its results in the
papers by Professors Simensen and Kalu.

Appropriately, our final paper brings us to the decolonization of the Church.  Stuart shows us
a missionary constituency unprepared for the implications of decolonization at a global level
and in the political sphere;  Kalu depicts one equally unprepared for those implications at
local level and in the ecclesial sphere.  Self-governing churches had always been the
missionary ideal.  Every so often the ideal was realized but every so often it was decided that
the time was not yet ripe.  The emergence of the new nation states out of the former colonies
forced the pace of change in the churches; if the nation had indigenous leadership, how could
its churches retain foreign leadership?  Churches turned their thoughts to nation building, a
natural extension of the ideals behind the education programmes which had been so important
in mission development.  Kalu also indicates the ecumenical initiatives and plans for church
union to give the Christians a stronger voice in the new states.  South India pioneered the idea
of a church which would supersede all the denominations which had their origin in Western
conditions.  Paradoxically, as Kalu shows, Africa has on the whole preferred to keep the
denominations, while largely ignoring their European antecedents.

But the special force of the paper comes in its demonstration of the ways in which
Christianity was appropriated in Africa, taking the story on from the stage we see reflected in
Akyem in the 1940s.  That debate showed that the decolonization of African Christian
thought had already begun;  that it had begun to move outside the parameters of Western
experience.  Professor Kalu shows how swiftly and how multifariously it moved thereafter.
He describes for instance, African readings which recovered themes in the Bible (prophecy,
healing, deliverance) that had been blanked out in a Western Christianity attuned to
Enlightenment modes.  He describes an indigenous Christian radicalism, led by young,
educated lay people, and the powerful impact of para-church organisations.  He paints a



kaleidoscopic picture;  but one thing is clear.  African world views have survived
modernization, colonization and decolonization, and African Christianity, the outcome of the
missions, is deeply engaged with those world views.  Missions came out of Enlightenment
Christianity, and in their capacity as modernizing agencies, brought the Enlightenment to
Africa.  Its effect there has been important, and must not be ignored.  But nor should we
underestimate the capacity of the host society to transform as it appropriates, a point made by
Dr Rogers in the opening paper.  Christianity came to the lands which became colonies as part
of an Enlightenment project.  It flourishes there now because of its independence of the
Enlightenment.

Some Reflections

The birth of the missionary movement in Britain coincided with the development of the
public campaign against the Atlantic slave trade.  Supporters of the one movement were
usually supporters of the other; and the parliamentary leaders against the slave trade were
evangelical humanitarians who were mostly enthusiastic supporters of missions.  They were
also practical politicians who combined their moral stance against slavery with economic
arguments against slavery as an economic institution.

The first African centre for the new missionary movement, Sierra Leone, was explicitly
associated with the anti-slavery campaign.  Its original basis was found in Afro-America:
1100 people of African birth or descent who had fought and taken up arms against their
masters in the American War or Independence and thereafter been transported to Nova Scotia,
travelled to Sierra Leone in 1792.  They took their own churches and preachers to Africa with
them (the first Protestant church in tropical Africa was thus not a missionary creation, but an
African one), and sang that they had passed from the house of bondage to the promised land.
The church that was later formed in Sierra Leone, the first real success story of the missionary
movement in Africa, was based on the conversion of slaves from slave-ships intercepted at
sea en route for the Americas and brought to Sierra Leone by the British navy.  The
“recaptive” community and its descendants provided the missionary force for much of West
Africa for a long time to come.  In the 1880s, there was a Sierra Leonean missionary in
Kenya: and Bishop Crowther planned a Sierra Leone mission to the Congo.

Missionary enterprise in Africa continued to be identified with active humanitarianism.  Two
figures who span the period from 1830 to 1870 encapsulate contemporary attitudes: the
evangelical Parliamentarian Thomas Fowell Buxton and the missionary explorer David
Livingstone.  The assumptions underlying Buxton’s thought may be summarised thus:

1. The nominally Christian nations of the West are in debt to Africa for the extent to
which, by their economic activities, they have despoiled the land and mistreated its
population.  Missionary and humanitarian activity must be seen in terms of reparations
and accompanied by every possible measure to combat slavery and oppression.

2. Africa’s redemption will be best effected by calling forth its own resources.  This is
true of both economic and human resources.  Africa is potentially strong in world trade
if it develops its products instead of wastefully exporting labour; and there are huge
human resources for redeeming Africa in the active African Christian communities
visible in the Caribbean and Sierra Leone.

3. The interest of Christianity and “legitimate” (ie. non-slave) trade in Africa go together,
and one easing the path for the other.  Buxton’s aim was that Africa should be an equal,
independent trading partner; he had no idea of a captive economy, any more than he
had of annexing colonial possessions.



Such ideals were very influential among the missionaries and missionary thinkers of the
middle of the century.  We find the Church Missionary Society developing cotton growing to
produce an export trade for the Yoruba as an arm of missionary policy and as a
discouragement to the slave trade.  The Basel Mission laid the foundations of Ghana’s cocoa
industry.  In the Cape, the only extensive European possession in Africa, Buxton’s associate
John Philip, of the London Missionary Society, was in continual bad odour with the white
community (and some missionary colleagues) for his defence of African rights.  The Scottish
mission in Calabar was established at the behest of Christians not in Scotland but in Jamaica,
and Africans from Jamaica were regularly among the missionaries.

Insofar as the evangelical missionary interest of this period sought to influence public policy
towards Africa, it was interventionist (seeking to rouse interest and concern about violence,
slavery or the threat of it) but not usually annexationist.  There were exceptions to this
(Methodists in South Africa, who were associated with the pastoral care of poor white
settlers, took a settler view of the Xhosa frontier); but, generally speaking, the view
expectation was that African governments and peoples would be steadily influenced by
missionary activity and by the presence in their midst of a small but growing church.
Preaching was thus directed both to conversion and to social change.

This had important implications for the missionary.  Outside some special situations such as
South Africa and Sierra Leone, missionaries could operate only on terms laid down by
African powers.  This meant that missionaries often had to acknowledge that they were
welcomed or tolerated for reasons other than the one that brought them, that of preaching the
Gospel.  The Calabar mission was originally accepted because the education it supplied
would be useful in the palm oil trade which the towns controlled.  The price exacted was that
the mission had to keep out of the towns up-river; Calabar did not want its neighbours
encroaching on its special advantages.  Livingstone is scathing about sentimental talk in
missionary magazines about the “spiritual hunger” of Africans.  Of course, they were not
spiritually hungry, he says; natural man never is.  But, if one could get beyond the areas
which white settlement and oppression had polluted, the Christian messenger would be
accepted for other benefits he could bring, and the door for the Gospel be opened.  In their
relations with missionaries, forceful rulers like Moshoeshoe, Lobengula, Mzilikazi, were
always in charge, and missionaries, however reluctantly, accepted this.  Among the Basuto –
Moshoeshoe’s whole career was a dialogue with the Christian faith – they reaped the benefit
of patience.  Among the Ndebele, the missionaries paid the penalty of betraying trust or acting
impatiently.  It is the basic missionary experience to live on terms set by someone else; and
until the 1880s, that was the missionary norm in most of Africa.

The Missionary Movement in Africa in its Colonial Phase

Generally speaking, missionaries welcomed the imposition of European control as likely to
assist their work. (The painful experience of the early Scottish missions in Malawi in the
transitional period, when they found themselves acting as a de facto government, indicated
how awkward things could be when there was a power vacuum.)  The result, however, was
not all that they expected; in particular the missionary interest became bitterly disillusioned at
the apparent readiness of colonial governments to support Islamic rule and discourage
Christian activity anywhere in the neighbourhood of Muslim rulers. When the 20th century
dawned, some missionaries were complaining that when it came to Islamic interest, pagan
rulers were better to deal with than the British government.

Colonial rule changed the basis of missionary life.  Missionaries ceased to live so directly on
terms set by Africans.  They could not now be removed except by their compatriots in
government, within whose framework they operated; they were part of the structures of
power.  The nature of their task changed; no longer was their message directed to African



society as it existed; such things were now the colonial government’s concern.  One thing in
particular was demanded of them by government; and the same thing was demanded of them
by Africans responding to the new world that had been thrust upon them; Western education
became the most noticeable aspect of missions in Africa.  Wave after wave of new missions
came in, announcing they would be caught in no such trap, that their task was only to preach
the Gospel – ere long they would find it was necessary to build schools, and schools that
would meet government standards.

The public role of missions was reduced.  Occasionally, they were able to affect government
policy.  One of the most effective interventions was the public pressure organised in the
1890s by the London Missionary Society to prevent Bechuanaland, with its Christian high
chief, Khama III, being absorbed by Cecil Rhodes’ British South Africa Company.  Three
Tswana chiefs, with a missionary as interpreter, came to London, and impressed public and
political opinion that their country would be safer in their hands than in those of the dynamic
entrepreneur.  That action made possible modern Botswana.

But such successes were few.  Missionaries could sometimes mitigate hardships (as in the
forced labour issue in East Africa) or the worst injustices (the Scottish missionary Frank
Barlow in Kenya made himself an expert in Kikuyu land tenure and got much land restored
that had been unjustly appropriated – including by his mission).  And there were
uncomfortable prophets such as the Anglican A S. Cripps in Rhodesia.  In general, however,
in the high colonial period (ca 1880-1930), missions were part of the governing system.

In 1924, the convenor of the Church of Scotland Foreign Mission Committee wrote a book
which he entitled Our Empire’s debt to missions.  The chapter most concerned with Africa is
called ‘The civilising work of missions among the child-races of the Empire.’  The
implication is clear: child races need a firm patient tutor.  Nothing could better indicate how
far both missions and missionary language had travelled since the days of Buxton and
Livingstone.  Much as they believed in what they called “civilisation”, that generation never
saw Africans as children.

The language is ironical when one thinks how far it was African initiatives that shaped the
Christians story in the colonial period.  We have mentioned Khama, the architect of modern
Botswana, who sought to turn his chiefdom into a godly commonwealth and skilfully
negotiated with the colonial power.  Missions in the colonial period were frequently reactive
rather than proactive; struggling with small resources to meet growing demands to know
about the complex ideas and activities that included the Bible, Christian faith and worship and
a new way of life.  The crucial period was the First World War.  The War greatly reduced the
number of serving missionaries; the Germans were expelled or interned, and many of the
others went off to the front.  The war years saw the missions’ infrastructure creaking and
sometimes collapsing, but a great numerical increase in the congregations.  It saw also the
emergence of immensely influential African preachers who arose quite outside the mission
structures, or in its humblest levels – Prophet Harris, Sampson Oppong, Simon Kimbangu,
Joseph Babalola, Walter Mattita, Garrick Braide.  These influenced multitudes towards the
Christian faith; huge numbers came under the pastoral care of the missions as a result.  But
these African figures, while not usually hostile to missions, worked essentially outside the
mission framework in obedience to what they recognised as a divine commission.

In the meantime, African churches were coming into being.  It is suggested elsewhere that this
growth was crucial in producing an alternative form of community to the traditional and the
colonial forms.  But it could only be so when the issue of power was resolved, and when it
was clear that the churches were indeed African institutions.



Decolonisation and the Church

Though the missions and the churches contributed so substantially to making the nation state
possible, the missions were often caught unprepared by decolonisation, and the arrival of the
nation state often preceded and hastened the decolonisation of church structures.  There was
very little time, therefore, for independent church and independent state to work out a
relationship.  Adrian Hastings, writing in the seventies of the first quarter period up to 1975,
notes the passivity of the churches in the face of government, the lack of a prophetic ministry,
and attributes it to the absence of any such tradition under missionary direction in the colonial
period.

In the last two decades this situation has changed out of recognition.  It started in Ghana, the
first post-colonial state, when the Ghana Christian Council began to protest, first on religious
issues, such as ritual libation, and then moved against injustices inflicted on individuals and
groups.  The position developed further when the Government patently failed to co-opt the
churches into its mechanisms which were meant to embrace the whole of society.  More
recently it has happened in many countries that churches have been left as the only
functioning national corporate entities outside the Government sector.  This position has
given them, in situations as different as Benin and Zambia, the responsibility of filling the
vacuum when government has broken down, and of taking that nation on to the next stage.
Something like that occurred in South Africa, where the churches became for a time the only
legal opposition to Government, and thereafter helped to facilitate constructive encounter.
Nelson Mandela’s first public statement after his release was made in Archbishop Tutu’s
garden.  It is a situation reminiscent of that described in Europe by writers like Gregory of
Tours; when the organs of the Roman state collapsed, there was nothing left but the Church
by which any civil society could operate.  As for passivity, it was among the Revival-
influenced bishops of Uganda, whose own piety had forsworn all worldly entanglement,
including politics, that resistance to Amin eventually developed; and Janani Luwum paid with
his life.

Africa and the State

The last two centuries or so have seen a multiplication in the forms of the state.  The
traditional state, varied greatly in scale and organisation; but its essential cement was a sense
of kinship of shared ancestry.  There are plenty of examples of large-scale state building,
whether by conquest and absorption, or by consolidation for survival and growth.  The
Portuguese early met, and marvelled at, Monomotapa.  Shaka, by skilfully developing
military techniques and training and tight organisation, created the Zulu nation, incorporating
conquered and displaced peoples into what had been a relatively small Nguni section.  A
decade after Shaka’s death, and thousands of miles from Shaka’s empire, the missionary T B
Freeman was gazing in amazement at the quantity of gold on display at the court of the
Asantehene in Kumasi.  Meanwhile, Moshoeshoe, himself the son of only a minor headman,
was building a new nation, to survive in essentials to this day as Lesotho, from refugees and
leftovers from a time of endemic war, and making use of Christian missionaries for the
purpose.

This is not to say that the large scale state is the African norm; in most of the Continent most
of the time, the units were relatively small, based on kinship (regulated kinship, solidified by
accepted patterns in which marriage alliances can take place) and territory and reflecting a
great variety of political institutions.

Across the West African grasslands and on a stretch of the East African coast, there is a long
history of the Islamic State.  Sometimes, this emerged gradually, almost imperceptibly, out of
the traditional state, as the royal house and aristocracy adopted Islam, the teaching of resident



Muslim clerics took root, and the peasantry adopted Islamic institutions into their mode of
life.  But the 18th century brought a turning point in the great Islamic revival associated with
Sheikh ‘Uthmandan Fodio.  The crucial event in the revival was the unleashing of the Sword
of Truth; the decision to require complete obedience to Islamic norms, which meant waging
holy war on nominally Muslim rulers who were compromising with African traditional cult.
If this did not produce purity of devotion in obedience to the will of Allah (and ‘Uthman died
bitterly disappointed at the fruits of the revival), it did produce the Fulani empire, with its
distinct emirates, incorporating various traditional states and many non-Muslim peoples.  It
also gave a new significance and wide currency to the Hausa language; and it locked West
African savannahs into a religio-cultural system that not only crossed the Sahara and took
Arabia as a cosmic centre, but stretched unbroken from the Atlantic to the Red Sea.  In the
last resort, the Islamic revival of which ‘Uthman’s jihads are a part is more significant for the
future of Islam in Africa than the fact that in Zanzibar, East Africa had its own Sultanate,
originating from Arab presence, that in the Sudan in the late 19th centure a claimant of the
anointed office of Mahdi could so long and so spectacularly defy both a Muslim government
and a Western military presence.

In the course of the 19th century, both the traditional and the Islamic state gave way to new
creation, the Western colonial state.  In 1800, Europe knew little about Africa, and cared less;
by 1880, Europe cared intensely, and by 1910, the entire continent, except for Ethiopia and
Liberia (and they, too, had their predators) was divided by agreement between Britain,
France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, Italy and Spain.  The process can be traced through the
volumes of Sir Edward Herstlet’s The Map of Africa by Treaty.  The title is eloquent; the
boundaries of African states were determined outside Africa, on the basis of the perceived
interests of Europeans powers.  The colonial period represents a very short interlude in the
history of Africa; but its creation of a new type of state is a landmark in that history.  The map
of Africa is still in essentials the final draft of that “map of Africa by treaty” produced
between about 1880 and the First World War by the jostling of a handful of European powers
enforced locally by the possession of technologically based fire power.

The Islamic state, although it collided with both British and French colonial expansion,
survived the transformation much better than did the traditional state.  In Nigeria, the British
maintained the Emirates as the structures through which to rule -–even though so much of the
population was not Muslim.  As a result, Islam spread far more effectively under colonial rule
than it had ever done under the jihads.  In general, the colonial powers were careful about
Islamic sensibilities and did their best to avoid provocation, not least by damping down
Christian missionary activity.

The traditional state faced greater problems.  The new state boundaries usually took little
account of ethnic considerations, or the special “belongingness” of African societies.  In the
case of the larger scale traditional states, where these were a threat to the colonial state, as in
the case of the Zulu, they were broken up; others like the Basuto kingdom survived as entities
by accommodating the colonial power.  Quite often, especially in British territories, the
traditional state was retained as part of the mechanism of rule, but in attentuated form.  Rulers
were subject to review, and above all, the states were incorporated into wider administrative
units which brought together diverse peoples who recognised neither kinship nor common
interest.  (Rulers like Shaka, had, of course, done the same).  There were painful
reconstructions; acephalous communities were an anomoly for administrators, who created
chiefs for peoples (such as the Kikuyu of Kenya) who had never had them before.  Not
uncommonly, colonial fiscal structures forced people into the cash economy, and to wage
labour in particular, thus altering the patterns of working the land; or they demanded forced
labour.  (The main argument in the West against colonies had always been that they were
expensive; colonial budgets accordingly were always tight and administration was supposed
to be as far as possible self-financing.)  In certain parts of Eastern, Central and South Africa
white agricultural settlement involved large scale expropriation, producing landless labouring



populations.  The establishment of mining and industrial complexes in Southern Africa in the
last quarter of the 19th century set up a magnet to draw population over huge areas and across
state boundaries; often a male population, leaving families in the traditional areas with the
traditional modes of production now no longer operable.

The missions, irrespective of their national origin, became part of the colonial state. It could
not be otherwise.  When power manifestly lay with whites, there was little point in
distinguishing one set of white people and another.  In fact, the missions had an important
place in the colonial state, for they provided a high proportion of the educational and medical
infrastructure.  The missions were thus major agents in producing in Africa the organs of the
modern state, with literacy, technology and technologically based communications.  They did
so remarkably cheaply (an important factor with the constrained colonial budgets) and, on the
whole, efficiently.

But if missions brought the modern world to Africa, they also offered African populations the
hope of being able to cope with that world, and with the more traumatic aspects of the
colonial state; and some hope of access to the baffling power concentrated in white hands.
The point is forcefully made in an autobiographical aside from Jomo Kenyatta, Kenya’s first
President.  He is writing of his boyhood, about1907:

I used to see tribal policemen coming to visit my father who was some kind of chief... They would bring a
letter pinned on a stick and after the letter had been read, I would see young people arrested... and sent to
work for European settlers...

I thought, “Well, this is strange.  How is it that these people bring the paper and then say that the European
said so and so from Kiambu?”  After they had gone I would look at the letter and listen to it and I would
not hear it talking... And this created in me a desire for knowledge, and I said to myself, “I must go to
Thogoto to discover this miracle, how it is that a paper can talk from one who wrote it to someone else”.

Thogoto was the Scottish mission.  The young men who wanted to cope with the institutions
of foreign rule (and ultimately to subvert and replace them) recognised that the key to the
process lay with the Christian missions.  A rising generation coped with life by learning to
read, and that process could not be readily separated from the Christian faith.  There are
numbers of African languages where the word “to read” is the same as the word for “to
become an inquirer, or Christian catechumen”.  Reading meant reading the Bible, usually the
first vernacular literature available, and a vital element also even when English was the mode
of instruction.  The Bible, Christian teaching, and a framework that enabled the spreading of
ideas through literacy, provided a new world of ideas, and one to which the traditional state
was not so much inimical as irrelevant.

There were other factors, too, which increased in importance as African churches developed.
Like the colonial administration, church administration might bring together communities
who did not recognise any traditional mutual “belongingness”: unlike the colonial state, it
grounded the link in a new form of bonding, the “belongingness” of shared Christian
allegiance.  Church organisation also formed functioning communities, that were outside both
the colonial and the traditional state.  Churches were also communities in which Africans
could exercise leadership, and have access to power and responsibility, in ways not open to
them elsewhere in the colonial state, and not welcome in the residual traditional state.  The
values of the latter were increasingly conservative and its attitudes increasingly defensive.
The traditional state by now posed no possible threat to the colonial state; the threat came
from the climate of ideas spread far and wide through the Christian Church, with the direct
access to the Bible and other sources (sacred and secular), and the patterns of organisation
and leadership reflected in the churches.



The Nation State

We cannot here consider the perceptions which developed following the First World War that
colonial powers were trustees acting for the benefit of the inhabitants of their colonies, and
that self-government was the ultimate aim for colonies; nor the processes following the
Second World War which caused all the European powers with varying degrees of alacrity or
reluctance, to abandon all their African colonies in little more than two decades. (Portugal,
first in, was last out).  Nor can we consider the ideas and activities which took shape in the
movements for national independence and cultural renaissance in the various African
colonies.  We must, however, consider the outcome of these forces: the African nation state.

The 19th century began the organisation of the world into nation states; the re-drawing of the
map of Europe after World War I made it the norm; the creation of a world assembly of
nation states following each of the global conflicts of the 20th century canonised it.  And so,
beginning in 1957, more than 40 new African nation states joined Ethiopia and Liberia at the
United Nations table.

All the states were colonial constructs, inheriting colonial boundaries and colonial
administrative divisions.  They used the colonial languages – English, French or Portugese.
They inherited the amalgamations and the divisions of ethnic groups that colonial rule had
produced.  The largest, Nigeria, had more linguistic, cultural, historical and religious diversity
than the whole of Europe put together: 250 language groups, several main culture areas,
former Islamic states and other communities with vigorous Christian traditions.  The new
states had to foster and channel a “national” consciousness transcending all nearer loyalties if
they were to survive; and they must do so while retaining the sense of kinship and
“belongingness” of their various internal communities.

But neither the traditional nor the colonial state provided much rootage for national
consciousness.  The traditional state was about kinship and shared origin; the colonial state
was about management and administration.  Most states took over Western parliamentary
institutions as part of nationhood, (a few preferred East European style “People’s
democracy”) but the soil for these in the colonial period was shallow.  Ironically, it was the
traditional state that often had “democratic”institutions, indigenous mechanisms for securing
consensus and for checking arbitrary use of power. But little use was made of these in
national constitutions, and the traditional state could not readily be accommodated to the new
forms of nationality.

The principal motor of the idea of nationality had been opposition to colonialism.  In the quest
for self-determination, in which people from various ethnic groups combined, nationality
provided a platform on which all could unite; and the arena in which progress to self
determination could be measured was that of the processes and institutions that whites
controlled.  These lay in government, the civil service, education, finance; and it was the
colonial state that provided the framework for these.  True, in the 19th century, African
aspirations were expressed in a form of pan-Africanism, with an ideal of “African”
citizenship; and this stream, constantly fed from African American and Caribbean sources,
has never dried up.  But in terms of practical politics, it became manifest after the Second
World War that the attainable target was the development of national movements in particular
colonial territories, issuing in the independence of these territories.

In the emergence of these national movements, and in the subsequent erection of the African
nation states, the Christian faith had a vital influence.  This was by no means always as a
result of deliberate acts of the churches, still less of mission strategy.  The movements
depended on an elite leadership who could take on foreign pretensions in terms of the
foreigners’ own standards, values and arguments, who would play the foreigners at their own
game.  The new states also required for their government and administration people of



modern education who could make a mark in international discourse.  In both respects the
most likely sources were what had once been called “mission schools” for their ethos and
ideals as well as for the quality of their formal teaching.

Further, as we have seen, in the churches Africans first took leadership and managed modern
institutions before such experience was widely accessible elsewhere in the colonial state.
Above all, the Bible was read, and Christian teaching appropriated, and the percepts and
practices of Europeans (and of missionaries) judged in this light.  Christian teaching rings in
the thoughts and utterances of the first generation of the leaders of the African nation state,
even those (such as Kwame Nkrumah, once a candidate for the Catholic priesthood, later the
holder of a BD degree) who separated from the Christian Church.  Some steadily or
ostentatiously identified with the particular church that had helped to form them; some
explicitly drew on Christian resources in enunciating a nation-building philosophy; others
either identified with different religious strands in turn or assumed a position above
ecclesiastical differentiation, making constantly clear their acknowledgement of the potential
significance of the Christian Church.  And large numbers of the activists of independence, the
people who supplied the motive power, were Christians active in their churches.  Whatever
may have been the position earlier, once independence was clearly on the horizon, the
churches seriously and self-consciously assumed for themselves a “nation building” role.

Further, as the new states were born, the churches became national institutions themselves,
often with a new name and constitution to prove it.  We have seen that the new states were
political constructs of colonialism; they were also economic constructs of colonialism.  As
colonies they had been run with modest infrastructure with an eye to avoiding expense.
Externally, their trading relations had been conceived in imperial terms as part of the
economy of the ruling power.  (I recall a distinguished British agriculturalist describing two
phases of his professional career.  He had been sent to colonial Uganda to develop cotton for
the sake of Lancashire.  He had gone to independent Uganda for the very different task of
developing it for the sake of Uganda).  Some were tightly geared to particular markets.  (The
possibilities of expanding cocoa drinking are finite; and when the New York cocoa market
wobbled, Ghana did also).  Some had wasting assets (Sierra Leone’s iron ore ran out, and new
factory fibres made its piassava useless).  Nigeria was unusual in having such a flexible
economic counter as oil; if it wasted its opportunities, it perhaps did no worse than Britain did
in the same circumstances with the same resource.

The Cultural Renaissance

As nation states, the African nations belonged to the world of modernity.  The colonial state
had been the matrix of modernity, with Christian missions as the midwife.  But the very quest
for African self-determination, made in the face of colonialism, awakened African self-
consciousness.  The basis for self-determination was, after all, the value (the God-given value,
Christians asserted) of being African.  But we are what we are because of our past; and to
make a positive statement about African identity is to imply a positive statement about the
African past.  Along with the forces that brought the African nation state to birth, came an
awakened sense of the importance of roots, of African history, of African arts, of traditional
values.  And this was most intense among the educated elite, who once, as the cheerleaders of
modernity, had denied or denigrated so many aspects of the African heritage.

The living guardians of traditional culture were those associated with the residual traditional
state, including those who had most effectively resisted the encroachments of modernity.
Ritually, the traditional state was particularly important.  But politically, strengthening the
traditional state was incompatible with strengthening nationality and central government; nor
could the national state afford to lose hold of modernity.  In Ghana Kwame Nkrumah (a
particularly eloquent exponent of the riches of African culture), became engaged in intense



conflict with the traditional states incorporated within the nation.  The same happened in
Uganda under Obote.  The African state has simultaneously to accommodate modernity and
to affirm African culture, and to espouse the latter without giving such rein to the local,
territorial expressions of African culture that they disrupt national consciousness.

National consciousness requires apprehension of African culture in terms that different ethnic
groups can share: the assumptions and experiences that all citizens have in common.

The churches had been wrestling with a parallel question, and were doing so before the
charge against the missionaries of denigrating or destroying African culture became as
widespread as it has since become.  When African churches were two or three generations
old, the question invariably arose of the relation of Christian faith to the African past.  It arose
in acute form in the independence generation, when the necessity to be fully Christian and
fully African was so obvious.  What was God doing in Africa over all those centuries  before
missionaries came?  Kwame Bediako, in his splendid book Theology and Identity, shows how
similar are the quests of African theologians in the period to the struggles of the Greek
theologians of the early Church; and how similar are some of their conclusions, too.  Christian
theology in Africa cannot escape the ancestors any more than political science can.


