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          Maman Monique speaking at the meeting of the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches, in Potsdam, Germany, January 2001. Her subject: “The Market Economy in the Democratic Republic of Congo.”
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Prologue


THE PLACE IS ZAIRE (now Democratic Republic of Congo), in the middle of Africa. The time is 1972, under the rule of General Sese Seko Mobutu.

I was just twenty, small and thin, a university student on her way home from the capital for the summer. After boat and train, the last leg of the trip was by truck. My brother and I and quite a lot of people were crowded in with all our baggage. Suddenly, we were stopped by a military barricade across the road. We had suitcases; I had bought clothes and things for my family. On the truck there were people from Katanga with their goods too. The soldiers ordered us to get out and let them search our suitcases or bundles. If we did not have sales slips for each item, they would seize it. I got out, but I was not having any of this theft. “If you want the suitcases, get them down yourselves!” The soldiers were astonished, and the other people terrified. “Maman, why are you doing that? You will get us arrested!”

“I will not get out my suitcase. Show me your orders. President Mobutu has forbidden barricades on the roads. People know where I am; if you hurt me, they will come and get you. You don’t have the right to search people’s belongings.” We were speaking Tshiluba, but I switched to French. The soldiers hurried to their commander, in a brush hut. They said, “There is a girl here—she speaks Tshiluba, she speaks French. She is reprimanding us; she says that we don’t have the right to put up barricades. They know where she is.” The commander said, “Bring her to me.”

They brought me to him. He said, “What! Why are you speaking in front of the soldiers that I sent?” I said, “Commander, can you show me your orders? If you do, I will obey what you say.” He said, “What? You are impolite!” I said, “When the commander speaks impolitely, you answer him impolitely. If you are the commander, you should know that the supreme commander has given orders not to put up barricades. But you have put them here. You should know what awaits you. Even if you kill me today, you will also die. You won’t last two days.” The commander said, “Okay . . . good thing I called you over here. You must be some personage, but you should not speak like that when we are working.” I said, “You are ruining what the president said. You should obey the president of the republic.” He said, “Go!” They let all the passengers get back into the truck with their belongings, and we left.

When we got to the stop where my father would meet my brother and me, all the people in the truck told my father, “What a child you have, what a daughter! No, she is not a daughter; she is a man! She saved us.” My father said to me, “That is good! You must always be like that.” To them he said, “She is educated, she knows things, she is not afraid. Why were you afraid?” But they were afraid because they did not know how to defend themselves. The soldiers were going to steal all their things, but I was able to defend them. It was God’s hand on me.

Later on, I founded a nonprofit called FEBA, which also took courage and has delivered many people from trouble. But that is part of the story to come.
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  Introduction


  Why This Book Matters and Where It Fits In


  Elsie Tshimunyi McKee


  

    

      MAMAN MONIQUE’S STORY



      Muoyo webe = life to you! That is the common greeting in Tshiluba, the language that Maman Monique and I grew up speaking. I am Elsie Tshimunyi McKee, and I have the great joy and honor of introducing my best friend, Monique Misenga Ngoie Mukuna, “Maman Monique.” My job is to set the stage for her and accompany you along the way. I will begin by telling you why I want to share Maman Monique’s story.


      First, Maman Monique is one of the most inspiring people I have ever met. She possesses a remarkable strength of purpose and has exhibited a lifetime of commitment to educating and serving women and girls and all “the least of these”—living her faith in ordinary life, day by day, year in and year out.


      Second, Maman Monique is one of the most comprehensive models of a strong and compassionate woman that I know. She has never stopped learning and growing, initiating and creating, and then following through on a wide range of projects to improve life for the world around her. Gifted student and politically savvy citizen, farmer and expert tailor, talented school teacher/principal and successful businesswoman, visionary social activist and smart networker, steadfast church leader and gadfly—all while being daughter, wife, mother, go-to person, and reluctant matriarch for her extended family. And for just about anyone else in need of wise counsel, a meal, a shoulder to cry on, a temporary roof, some frank speaking, a hospital or school fee paid, a biblical story of inspiration. With all this, Maman Monique is also one of the sanest people I know, with warmth and humor, grace and courage.


      Third, I want to share Maman Monique’s story because she opens a window on so many levels and aspects of life for women and girls in central Africa (and, I suspect, more widely in the Majority World). She tells other women’s stories; she reveals the varied conditions of life as a girl or woman in that world. She also has brought other women and girls to tell their stories: this book includes many more voices than Maman Monique’s. A significant number of her friends and associates and students graciously agreed to be interviewed, not all of whose first-person narratives could be printed here. This is their story, and its publication is for their joy.


      Fourth, Maman Monique’s story is worth sharing for its panoramic view of Christian women at work at every level of the church and community—from the local congregation through denominational and ecumenical women’s groups to national and international venues. It demonstrates the engagement of laywomen (not just clergy or theologians) and provides clear evidence of women’s strength of Christian faith, and the strength women draw from their faith, as well as the ways their faith can lead them to address injustice and discrimination in church as well as society.


      Fifth, Maman Monique tells a good story.


      To start off, you may want to know how this story came to be written. Every story has a story, and this one began about ten years ago, in 2010, when Maman Monique and I sat on the porch of her home in Kinshasa. This was my first visit back to Congo since she and I had met in 2008. We were both born in the large Kasai province, she in East Kasai, I in West Kasai, but her education was in Tshiluba and French, mine in English, so we did not cross paths at school. In fact, coming to know her as an adult, I was perhaps better able to appreciate how remarkable this sister is than if we had actually grown up together, though I am sorry for all the years of friendship that we missed.


      When my husband, John, my sister Beth, and I arrived in Kinshasa in August 2010, Maman Monique was in the midst of a major crisis in her ministry, brought on by patriarchal jealousy (you will hear more about that later). While visiting her home, we met women and children whom she had rescued—and taken into her home. We heard their stories:


      

        	

          • The young girl in shock who fled from an abusive older husband: He already had a wife and grown children when he tricked her family into sending her to marry him, sight unseen. With counseling and education, she is now a confident and accomplished woman.


        


        	

          • The young widow whose in-laws stole her inheritance, who had nowhere to go with her infant daughter. After sewing school and her own further studies, she is now a self-sufficient and successful businesswoman, and her little girl happily visits her “grandmother” at Maman Monique’s.


        


        	

          • The HIV-positive widow, victim of her husband’s infidelity. She now has the medicines she needs, a microloan-based means of self-support, and a full and active life with her children.


        


        	

          • A family of orphans seeking help to survive. Food, school fees and supplies, and hope.


        


        	

          • All these and more.


        


      


      We talked with Tatu Mukuna, Maman Monique’s devoted husband and partner in faith, and with the colleagues who have for many years loyally followed her in her service to “the least of these.” And we heard about FEBA, the nonprofit that is her brainchild, established to empower women and fight systemic poverty. Although Maman Monique has been engaged in various kinds of Matthew 25 ministry all her adult life, as an individual and through her church (informally and officially), the living embodiment of her spirit is the nonprofit Femme, Berceau de l’Abondance. The French acronym is FEBA or, in English, Woman, Cradle of Abundance. Inspired by the international Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women, Maman Monique and some friends established FEBA in 1999. After challenges of various kinds, FEBA was relaunched by Maman Monique in 2010.1


      The story I was hearing and seeing in Kinshasa in August 2010 began to take shape in my imagination. Who was this amazing woman? What else had she done? I wanted to know more. And the more I learned, the more I wanted to share the story of this remarkable Christian and her ministry. It is not just Maman Monique’s work, though FEBA would never have happened or survived without her. She and those she inspires are demonstrating that those on the margins, “second-class citizens” of their world, can be instruments of “cradling abundance” (John 10:10) for others. This story is a window on the shared faith, deep prayer life, and sheer grit and guts of so many African Christian women who confront all kinds of challenges: human and natural, political and economic, educational and spiritual, day in and day out. And they never give up, never stop caring, and never stop singing and hoping and working for life abundant in Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd.


      This book is Maman Monique’s personal story, and the stories of her friends and students who offered me the privilege of hearing the words from their lives and hearts. It is not an objective collection of statistics about women and poverty. It is not a careful analysis of politics or culture. It is a personal conversation among friends, which English readers now can “overhear.” The original conversations were taped (a few video, mostly audio) over the course of about seven years (2011–2018), primarily in French, with some in Lingala or Tshiluba with French translation. (Some of those I interviewed did not know French, the common language of educated Congolese; I do not know Lingala, and my Tshiluba is rather rusty for anything except reading the Bible, so Maman Monique and her colleague Maman Antoinette translated into French.)


      Then the tapes had to be transcribed and typed. They produced about 679 pages of French (169,696 words, over twice the length of this book). Translating to English was not a problem. Cutting and editing was something else, particularly since the conversations had wandered over many subjects, as conversations do. (My most frequent interjection was Quand? [When?] to determine whether what she was saying came before or after the previous story.) Then it was necessary to make a chronological and/or topical order and decide what had to be cut to make a book of reasonable length. Maman Monique collaborated all along, but the structure is my contribution. She read and corrected different drafts, and we continued to add more miniconversations in the last several years, 2018–2020, to bring the story up to the present. We are both very grateful to my students at Princeton Theological Seminary, who read an earlier version in class; to our editor Jon Boyd; and to the anonymous reviewers for IVP Academic, whose good comments helped identify things that needed to be clarified for you, our readers. Some of those questions are answered in the historical and cultural overview that is presented here, and more information is found in my sidebars throughout the story. Before turning to the larger history, it is helpful to explain how Maman Monique and her friends are called.


      Names are very important, and in African culture they also tell a great deal about a person. Traditionally, a child has a given name from the family, normally from the father’s side. For Maman Monique, that is Misenga, for her paternal grandmother. The “surname” is the father’s given name. For her that is Ngoie: Misenga Ngoie. (To help keep things straight, the “surname” will be underlined. However, it is not appropriate to call someone by the surname alone because that is in fact the identifying name of another person.) When a woman marries, her husband’s given name is added or, more often, substituted. For Maman Monique that is Mukuna: Misenga Mukuna. Since Christianity came, most people have received a baptismal name, which is usually biblical or Western, though it can be Bantu. In this case, it is Monique. Sometimes an additional name (or two) signifies a particular characteristic. For example, Luba twins are called Mbuyi and Kanku along with whatever given name they receive; Maman Monique’s maternal grandmother was Mbuyi Kaleka. Finally, a person who is outstanding for some specific character trait may have yet another name. That same grandmother was called Mutangila Nzambi, or “one who has seen God,” for her close relationship with God.


      In African culture, one never addresses an older person without some title, and often a title is used when speaking about any adult. Thus it is Mamu Misenga or Maman Monique (depending on whether the speakers are using Tshiluba or French), or Tatu Ngoie or Tatu Mukuna (for her father or her husband). Tatu or Mamu is a title of respect as well as a way of naming father or mother. Maman is the French equivalent but is often used also with the Tshiluba name.


      To give an English example, let’s use my name. My parents were Charles and Anne McKee; my father’s parents were George and Elsie McKee. I would be Elsie Charles, my father would be Charles George, my mother’s married name would be Anne Charles, and my grandmother’s would be Elsie George. When missionaries came to Congo, they became part of the community. Their Congolese friends gave them Tshiluba names, and their children were baptized with Tshiluba names. My grandparents George and Elsie McKee were named Tatu Ntalaja (or Ntalasha) and Mamu Tshimunyi. Their older son, my father, was baptized Ngulumingi and known as Ngulumingi Ntalaja. I was baptized Tshimunyi and known as Tshimunyi Ngulumingi. In a happy reversal of expectations, my Christian name is Tshimunyi; Elsie Anne McKee is my American name.


      To keep the naming as simple as possible, in this book usually a person will be referred to by the name she or he most often uses, along with the common title, e.g., Maman Monique / Tatu Mukuna. The list of those interviewed will provide a brief identifying phrase for each person, and the list of key people also identifies several people named in the text.


      Maman Monique’s story belongs in the wider horizon of African women writers, especially the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians, often simply called the Circle. This organization was founded by Dr. Mercy Amba Oduyoye and friends in 1989.2 The work of the Circle was initially a response to the fact that male and non-African researchers were effectively oblivious to African women’s voices. The Circle has done remarkable work in changing that, opening doors to real conversations by African women, about their lives and religion—remembering that religion touches on virtually every aspect of life in Africa. In their pathbreaking book, The Will to Arise, Dr. Oduyoye and Dr. Musimbi Kanyoro gathered essays from a rich range of Circle voices. They affirm “the benefit of learning from the first-hand experiences of women,”3 which I might call putting the stress on embodied theology, living witness.


      

        As women relate their own experiences, the church in Africa will be forced to listen to a people who have until now been denied a voice. The church will not only listen, but will be enriched by talents and gifts that have remained untapped until today.


        Women will gain more courage and respect. As they hear each other, East and West and South and North, African women will begin to see their stories as collective and corporate stories of God’s people of faith.4


      


      Oduyoye and Kanyoro say that “patterns emerge as African women search for wholeness and transformation of both the African culture and the church.”5 Tracing some of those patterns is one purpose of this book. The leadership of Dr. Oduyoye in the World Council of Churches’ Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women played a critical role in Maman Monique’s own story, prompting the birth of FEBA. Words of wisdom from members of the Circle celebrated the launch of her other brainchild, Tumekutana, the continent-spanning network of African Presbyterian women.


      Members of the Circle have normally been women with theological education, able to stand on the same professional ground as their male colleagues, correcting the inadequacy of the common interpretations of African Christianity. The Circle has broadened over its forty-plus years, and its members and publications have become more diverse. It is fitting that Maman Monique’s story now joins the writings of so many gifted women, and brings its own distinctive contributions. Perhaps the most obvious difference is that, unlike the other Circle leaders, Maman Monique was not trained in theology. She is a laywoman whose formal degrees are in education although she has certainly learned from and led her full share of Bible studies. In fact, as with many African Christians, Maman Monique’s life is permeated by the teaching of the Bible, so much so that she usually does not even mention specific texts, although Genesis 1:27 (“God created male and female in his image,” author’s paraphrase) and the FEBA foundation text, John 10:10 (“I came to bring life abundant,” author’s paraphrase), are favorites.


      A second distinctive contribution of this book is that, while there are rich autobiographical essays by Circle members, these have been short.6 Maman Monique presents here a full-length life story, the kind of case study that has space to show in rich detail the conditions and constraints, the creativity and determination, the joys and sorrows of African women’s lives. Not just her own, but also those of family, friends, neighbors, and anyone she encounters, from illiterate child brides to highly educated professional women, from abandoned orphans to competent businesswomen, and more. Since Maman Monique’s story will fit very well in courses on African women where Circle writers and other authors appear, a study guide is available from the publisher’s website: www.ivpress.com/cradling-abundance.


      Knowing where someone comes from and seeing what her world is like always make a story richer. Without cultural or historical or political context, we can miss the point of a joke (and Maman Monique’s humor is often understated). Or we may puzzle over the connection between statements (Why would it matter to Maman Monique’s husband’s job security where the leader of the opposition party was born?). Or we may be upset about something that seems extremely sexist in our context (How could it be praise to say that “my daughters will be men”?). The next section outlines the political and religious history of Maman Monique’s world. More cultural comments will be found in the sidebars of the chapters to follow.


    


    

    

      MAMAN MONIQUE’S WORLD



      Maman Monique’s Congo is a large and diverse world with a complex history. The nation known today as the Democratic Republic of Congo is a very big country (about 905,370 square miles) at the heart of the continent of Africa.7 The region got its name originally from the people called the Kongo. Under European rule it was first called the Congo Free State (1884–1908) and then the Belgian Congo (1908–1960). At independence in 1960 it became the Republic of Congo and in 1964 the Democratic Republic of Congo. The name was changed to Zaire in 1971 by President Mobutu and then back to the Democratic Republic of Congo in 1997 under President Laurent Kabila. To simplify matters, in this book the name Congo or D. R. Congo or Congo-Kinshasa will be used for Maman Monique’s country; its capital will be called Kinshasa throughout. However, to compound confusion, there are two contiguous African states called Congo. The other, smaller one had been a French colony; today it is called the Republic of Congo or Congo-Brazzaville (for its capital). Brazzaville and Kinshasa face each other across the Congo River.


      Geography and languages. The Democratic Republic of Congo, a mostly landlocked giant, is the second largest country in Africa, set right in the middle, straddling the equator. It is more than one-quarter the size of the forty-eight contiguous states of the United States. There are mountains in the northeast, east, and southwest of the country and tropical rainforests along the Congo River and its delta. However, much of the center, including Maman Monique’s region of the Kasai, is a plateau of savannah and forests. The single most important geographic feature is the Congo River, the second largest in water volume in the world (after the Amazon). With its major tributaries, the Congo River has always been key to travel in the country, and many cities are located on one or another of these rivers. The Congo River itself is broken by three major cataracts; the ones just below Kinshasa long formed an insurmountable barrier to the interior.


      Over time the D. R. Congo has been divided into different numbers of provinces, from seven or eight to twenty-five or twenty-six. For practical purposes here, the major geographic regions are identified according to the divisions used in the early 1960s since those names are still fairly common, as is seen on the map (see fig. 1.1). There are six main regions:


      

        	

          1. Bas-Congo to the west of Kinshasa, reaching down to the Atlantic Ocean, partly heir of the ancient Kongo kingdom and well developed


        


        	

          2. Equateur in the northwest, in the Congo River basin, heavily forested and less densely populated


        


        	

          3. Orientale, in the northeast, the largest and most populous province, with rich agricultural resources but also somewhat inaccessible


        


        	

          4. Kivu, in the east along the lakes of the Great Rift Valley, mountainous but well populated and home to minerals like coltan


        


        	

          5. Kasai, rich in commercial diamonds, in the south-central plateau


        


        	

          6. Katanga in the southeast, the richest in many kinds of minerals, linked closely to southern Africa by history, economy, and ethnicity


        


      


      The D. R. Congo is home to more than 80 million people, in hundreds of tribes speaking about 200 languages and 450 dialects of the Bantu family, which is the dominant language family in sub-Saharan Africa. There are four major trade languages: Kikongo, Lingala, Tshiluba, and KiSwahili. (The first three are Bantu; KiSwahili is a combination of Bantu and Arabic.) Kikongo is common in Bas-Congo; Tshiluba in the Kasai and Katanga; KiSwahili throughout the east: Katanga, Kivu, Orientale; and Lingala in Equateur and Kinshasa, and wherever the army is. Originally, smaller linguistic communities learned the languages of those who traveled for trade in their particular regions.8 When walking is the primary mode of travel (there were traditionally no real beasts of burden; the largest domestic animals are goats), it takes determination to become a traveling salesperson. Maman Monique’s people, the Luba, were the leading traders in the Kasai.


      

        [image: ]


        

          Figure 1.1. Map of the Democratic Republic of Congo


        


      


      Political history. So how did all these different, widely scattered tribes—often traditional rivals, sometimes enemies, or entirely unknown to each other—get lumped together as one country? What did they have in common that would make a basis for a modern nation state? That is a complex, and historically fraught, question. The simple answer is, they were colonized by Europeans, specifically by Belgium. A brief glimpse back at history is helpful. In this place I will sketch the outline; more detailed notes about particular events will be added at appropriate places in the story.


      In the centuries before and after AD 1500 a number of significant kingdoms and cultures—the Kongo, Kuba, Luba, and Lunda—developed in the western and southern parts of what would become Congo. It is important to note that this geographic region has its own rich history of empires and cultures. For present purposes, the main task is to outline how people who had lived in essentially homogeneous communities, without written vernacular languages or easy communications, have dealt with the (often involuntary) transition to a complex and diverse modern world, going from barter to a money economy, from tribal societies to modern nation states, in just a few generations.


      The impetus for many of the changes that we call “modern” came from Europe or Europeans so it is necessary to trace the intersection of Europe and Africa. It began with trade, particularly the early modern European desire to find a water route to the wealth of the Far East. That led the seafaring nations (Portuguese, French, Dutch, English) to work their way south around Africa to reach India and beyond. Portugal led the way, arriving in Kongo in 1483 and India in 1498. Along the way these Europeans traded or settled in coastal areas of Africa, but until the nineteenth century they had virtually no contact with the interior. Trade included, of course, the horrors of slavery. Actually, there were three slave trades: war captives in African societies, European chattel slavery to the west, and Afro-Arab slave trade to the east. In local African practice, slaves had rights and some mobility. When captives were exported, the conditions of slavery were significantly different and usually much crueler.


      There were some changes around the beginning of the nineteenth century. Europeans and North Americans abolished their slave trade, and later the practice of slavery. However, the industrial revolution meant that their economies were now more dependent than ever on finding large amounts of raw materials and new markets. Previously, the interior of Africa had been too difficult to reach, and industrialized countries had concentrated on easier sources, but the latter had become very limited, and the wealth of Africa’s inaccessible interior developed a greater appeal. Parallel to this, nineteenth-century African empires such as the Luba and Lunda were beginning to collapse as their own trade routes across Congo were destablized by internal conflicts and European and Arab pressures (in the West and East respectively).


      So began the European “scramble for Africa,” which resulted in almost the entire continent being divided up among European colonizers. The Portuguese, Dutch, English, and French, who had already gained a foothold along the coast, pushed inward. Some European countries, however, came late to the scramble. Belgium and Germany were two that were determined to make up for lost time. King Leopold II of Belgium decided to commission the Welsh American Henry Morton Stanley to explore, make treaties, and claim land for the king. Stanley was internationally known as the man who had “found” David Livingstone so Leopold considered this journalist-adventurer the best person to stake his claim.


      The Congo Free State. With Stanley’s report in hand, Leopold and the German leaders put together a conference in Berlin in 1884–1885 to draw lines on the map of Africa to distinguish each European country’s sphere of influence or colonial jurisdiction. In Leopold’s case, this meant that the incongruously named Congo Free State became his personal possession. (In fact, the first nation to recognize Leopold’s sovereignty was the United States, in April 1884.)9 The Act of Berlin, February 26, 1885, was supposed to ensure that Leopold (and other colonizers) followed “certain principles: freedom of trade and navigation, neutrality in the event of war, suppression of slave traffic, and improvement of the condition of the indigenous people.”10 However, these principles were often neglected or even given only lip service, in Congo and elsewhere. The European lines both balkanized Africa, since they frequently cut across traditional linguistic or political boundaries, and unilaterally redefined traditional adversaries as one people, without regard to their own histories or desires.


      Leopold alone could not personally exploit the Congo’s many rich resources so he worked through corporations. For example, La Compagnie du Kasai was engaged in extorting as much rubber as possible from that area; African workers who failed to meet their quotas had their right hands chopped off. This scandal eventually came to international attention. An African American journalist, George Washington Williams, was the first voice in 1890, followed over the course of the next fifteen years by protests from Edmund Morel, a British writer, and American Presbyterian missionaries William H. Sheppard and William M. Morrison. Their publications led to the end of the Congo Free State, and Leopold’s private domain was handed over to the Belgian government to be run as a colony.


      The new Belgian Congo was established with the mandate to adhere to the Berlin principle of “improving the condition of indigenous peoples.” However, its administration was built on the basic legacy of Leopold’s state.11 It imposed control on the exploiting companies, greatly expanded means of transportation such as roads and railroads, and encouraged literacy but continued the imperialist or paternalistic attitudes, keeping power in the hands of Whites.


      An important part of the mandate for “improving the condition of indigenous peoples” included Western education. Although it was perhaps the part of “modernization” that eventually enabled Congo to become an independent nation, new ideas of education were in their own way a challenge to traditional culture. All societies have educational practices determined by their own goals, whether these are the skills of hunting, farming, fighting, reading, cooking, childcare, carrying water, or any one of a number of other activities considered productive for the life of that group. Thus, it is important to distinguish between traditional education and literacy, especially when speaking of places like sub-Saharan Africa, where written vernacular languages came late.


      Sub-Saharan Africans had many forms of traditional education, appropriate for their own social purposes, but they did not have written languages. That changed with the coming of world religions like Islam and Christianity, teachings grounded in books. West African empires that had become Muslim in the eleventh century acquired Arabic for religious purposes, but this did not lead to vernacular education because the Qur’an is not translated. Christianity, however, puts a high value on bringing religious faith into peoples’ own languages, and, especially for Protestants, that means learning and writing down new languages in order to translate the Bible for their converts. So major Bantu languages became written vernaculars.


      For European colonial rulers, education meant literacy, but there were different ways to organize this. The French and English set up their entire school systems in the colonial languages so all who learned to read and write learned French or English, though there was less effort to see that every child went to school. They also educated the brightest boys through university and some postgraduate professions, including physicians and scholars. The Belgian policy was the reverse: universal education was offered in one of the four major Bantu languages (Kikongo, Lingala, Tshiluba, Swahili); later, French was added as the medium of secondary school or university. This meant that everyone could in theory learn to read. It also meant there was a considerable divide between the great majority of the population and the limited number who could achieve a “Western” education in French, and this led to resentment on the part of some of the majority who did not have that opportunity. At the time of independence the Congo “boasted one of the highest literacy rates in Africa,” but there were “less than 30,000 enrolled secondary students (2 per cent of total enrollment), fewer than 200 high school graduates, and only about two dozen Congolese [with] university degrees.”12 Most schools in Congo were initiated, run, and supported by Christian missions. Some government subsidies were available, but usually parents have also had to pay fees to supplement teachers’ inadequate salaries or cover other expenses such as uniforms or supplies, so education has not been free.


      After World War II the political situation began to change rapidly in Africa.13 Soldiers who had fought with the Allies had encountered a wider world; across the continent there was a growing impetus among Africans to reject the colonial powers. One early sign of this in Congo was the appearance of new “higher ranks” for some Congolese in the paternalistic Belgian system. Those who were well educated in the Western ways and largely assimilated into a European social culture were called évolués, among the most obvious markers being that évolués knew French and were usually secondary school graduates. The legal term immatriculé referred to their position as “honorary” Europeans in the segregated society. (Maman Monique’s father was an évolué, working for a Belgian agricultural project.) In the 1950s members of these groups formed “associations” based on ethnic ties or as alumni of a common secondary school since political parties were not allowed.


      The Belgian Congo came into the Pan-African independence movement rather abruptly and almost totally unprepared. Belgium had thought in terms of eventual and gradual autonomy, but significant international events sped up the calendar, beginning with Ghana’s independence in 1957. Soon there were Congolese cries for “immediate independence!” Associations became a basis for political parties when Belgium accepted that local elections might be held in 1959, but some parties boycotted. Fighting along ethnic lines broke out in October in the Kasai and the Katanga as tensions between Lulua and Luba escalated into massacres, huge destruction of property, and many thousands of people driven from their homes. (Maman Monique’s family members were Luba living in the Kasai. In the next chapter she tells several stories of this time.) In January 1960 a Round Table Conference of Belgians and Congolese agreed that the Belgian Congo would become the Republic of Congo on June 30, 1960, with a temporary constitution. Elections were held in May, and the top two vote-getters (from different parties and completely different political philosophies) became the new heads of state. Joseph Kasavubu of the Alliance of Bakongo became president, a largely ceremonial office, and Patrice Lumumba at the head of the National Congolese Movement (MNC) became prime minister.


      Congo’s Independence: June 30, 1960. There were big parades and flags flying. A few days later the army rioted for a raise in pay, and foreigners left or were evacuated. (Elsie’s family was evacuated. Her father returned a few weeks later to stay with the church in the Kasai, but the rest of the family could not return until early in 1962.) At the request of Congo’s government, the United Nations sent troops to help with police and administrative needs, but the country was soon faced with multiple secessions by regions possessing mineral resources that would make them viable stand-alone states. On July 11, 1960, the State of Katanga seceded, a separation that would last until early 1963. Lumumba’s party, the MNC, split, and on August 3 the breakaway region led by Albert Kalonji also seceded from Congo to form the “Independent Mining State of South Kasai” (where Maman Monique’s family lived). The fighting between Lumumba’s and Kalonji’s armies continued for months, and thousands of Luba and Lunda died. Famine was widespread.


      Meanwhile, the national government was also separating along party lines. To complicate matters further, the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union played a significant part in the conflicts within Congo. President Kasavubu (supported by the West) and Prime Minister Lumumba (aligned with the Soviets) mutually dismissed each other, and Lumumba was placed under house arrest. In the upheaval the young army chief of staff Colonel Mobutu took control on September 14, 1960. Lumumba escaped and tried to flee to Orientale Province, where his supporters held power and planned to secede. When he was captured and assassinated on January 17, 1961, Orientale Province and some of Kivu seceded. In February 1961, Mobutu returned control of the national government to a new civil administration, and both the Kasai and Orientale secessions ended as their leaders joined the central government.


      Congo’s political situation remained very difficult in the early 1960s.14 After the Katanga secession ended in 1963, its leader, Moise Tshombe, went into exile but returned the next year when President Kasavubu appointed him prime minister. In October 1965, Kasavubu dismissed Tshombe, who refused to leave, and the army took over on November 24, 1965, making General Mobutu the head of state. Mobutu announced that he would lead for five years and then elections would be held, but he soon set about centralizing power in his own hands and in the Popular Movement of the Revolution (MPR), which he established in 1966. With the army coup d’état its presence became much more marked everywhere. In 1967 Mobutu began the program of “authenticity” intended to draw people together as Congolese by diminishing tribal allegiances and centralizing power in the presidency. He took the name Sese Seko (instead of Joseph-Désiré). The country was renamed Zaire, and all its inhabitants were told to drop their European names and European dress. In time Mobutu’s MPR became the only legal party, and in 1974 the party became the state. International powers generally turned a blind eye to Congo’s human rights abuses until the end of the Cold War. In 1997 Mobutu was forced from power by the military alliance led by Laurent Kabila, who ruled until his assassination in January 2001, when his son Joseph Kabila took over the reins of government. Congo experienced its first peaceful transfer of power in January 2019 when Félix Tshisekedi became president.


      History of Christian influence. Christian missionaries first came to Congo near the end of the fifteenth century with the Portuguese.15 The peoples they met were at least partially receptive, and a Christian church developed in the Kingdom of the Kongo, mostly south of the Congo River along the coast. (Some of the slaves brought to North America from this region of Africa were already Christian.) The interior of the continent was not affected by this coastal movement so both Roman Catholic (favored by Belgium) and Protestant missionaries (tolerated) came to Maman Monique’s Kasai only in the late nineteenth century.


      Although this was certainly not the initial purpose, missionaries brought with them Western medicine. This has often—though not always—been the most welcome aspect of modernization. The Western split between health of mind and health of spirit does not apply in African culture. Religion and well-being are tightly intertwined in traditional societies so introducing “new medicines” was a significant challenge to traditional religious ideas and practitioners. However, the effectiveness of new treatments of old diseases, especially in terms of addressing infant mortality, could be a very important factor in winning a hearing for the Christian word. Today about 70 to 80 percent of the country is Christian, divided among various communions: Roman Catholic about 50 to 60 percent, Protestants about 20 percent, Kimbanguists about 10 percent and some other African Instituted Churches. Approximately 10 percent are Muslims and 10 percent follow traditional religions, although the influence of the traditional ideas is still widely felt.


      The first Protestants—English, American, and Swedish Baptists—had begun to arrive in Congo in 1878, working near the coast. In 1890 Samuel Lapsley and William Sheppard were sent by the Presbyterian Church in the United States (southern) to Congo. They stayed with the Baptists briefly and then moved inland. (All the Protestants cooperated, and those already settled would help each new mission get oriented before it set out to evangelize new groups in the vast interior.) For the Presbyterians, going inland meant getting beyond the first big falls on the Congo River, at the site of what was then Leopoldville, now Kinshasa. Sheppard’s account of the journey around the falls and upriver is a remarkable, graphic—and sometimes terrifying—adventure story, complete with hundreds of hippos, which can be quite dangerous.16


      So in 1891 Lapsley and Sheppard made their way about eight hundred miles up the river system, first by the Kasai River (the Congo’s largest tributary), and then the Lulua River, to Luebo (see fig. 1.2). This was situated where rapids marked the end point for navigation on the Lulua, at its juncture with the little Luebo River, where a Belgian stock company had a small station. The Americans received permission to lease land across the Lulua, in an open space in easy walking distance of several villages. There they established Luebo-Mission (so called to distinguish it from the commercial station Luebo-Etat).


      

        [image: ]


        

          Figure 1.2. Map of the Democratic Republic of Congo for Maman Monique’s story


        


      


      The first task was to learn the language(s). The African porters whom they had hired from the Baptists could help with a smattering of words, but most of the study had to be conducted by the old method of point-and-name. And Bantu languages have a completely different structure from Western ones so this was a considerable feat of cooperation by Africans and Americans. Preaching and teaching began as soon as the missionaries could speak Tshiluba at all. A dictionary, grammar, and a Bible followed as quickly as possible, mostly the work of William Morrison, while Althea Brown Edmiston’s dictionary and grammar successfully tackled the Kuba language.


      The Americans were a small, “seed-planting” group. Lapsley, a Caucasian, died of tropical disease less than two years after he came to Luebo, but the intrepid African American Sheppard carried on. New colleagues joined him, many recruited by him. In the first twenty years, about half were a remarkable group of African Americans, including Sheppard’s wife, Lucy Gantt; Althea Brown; Alphonso Edmiston; and an amazing elderly woman named Maria Fearing, who promptly opened a home and school for young girls (a program that was the forerunner of Maman Monique’s ministry). Along with preaching and translating, the missionaries were active in attacking injustices. As noted above, Sheppard and Morrison were major players in the public battle to bring conditions in Leopold’s Congo to international attention and force the king to hand over his private domain to Belgium. They also freed slaves whenever possible.


      The main work of spreading the faith was in the hands of Africans. The people closest to Luebo-Mission were the Kete, clients of the neighboring powerful Kuba people among whom Sheppard and then the Edmistons worked. Response to the gospel among Kete and Kuba was slow, but the Luba and Lulua tribes were soon drawn to the new teaching; the first convert was baptized in 1895. The Lulua lived to the south and east of Luebo in what came to be called West Kasai, and the Luba further to the east, in East Kasai. Some were part of the workforce the Belgians imported to Luebo and compelled to build railroads beginning in the 1890s. Some were brought by slave traders such as the Zappo Zaps and bought and freed by the missionaries. Others came to Luebo-Mission because they heard about the new religious teaching, either through the small handful of missionaries themselves, as they walked to villages at a distance from Luebo, or more often from Lulua or Luba who had come to the little schools at Luebo and returned to their own villages to share the news.


      In the first years, those who became Christians, whether they originally came to Luebo for that reason or not, moved to Luebo-Mission and established their own flourishing new village around the growing Christian settlement. Already by 1906 several thousand Luba and Lulua had come. By 1911 there were probably about ten thousand Congolese gathered in Luebo-Mission, mostly Lulua and Luba, including over seven thousand baptized converts. The Reverend George McKee, Elsie’s grandfather, who arrived in 1911, remembered that the largest groups were from Bakwanga (Mbuji Mayi), Ba Kua Kalonji, and Bena Kalambai, all Luba from East Kasai, the original homes of Maman Monique’s ancestors (see fig. 1.2).17


      The movement of Presbyterian evangelization south and east was strong, starting around 1912 with the establishment of the station called Mutoto among the Lulua, 160 miles southeast of Luebo. George and Elsie McKee helped begin this new educational center. Many tribes in other parts of the Kasai were also asking for missionaries, who brought Western education and medicine along with their preaching. In 1917–1918 the McKees and another couple established a new station at Bibanga, 180 miles southeast of Mutoto. This was the land of Mutombo Katshi, chief of over forty thousand Luba, who had for some time been requesting a mission station within his territory. (Elsie’s father was born at Bibanga, which would become the site of the first Presbyterian secondary school, Maman Monique’s alma mater.) Evangelization continued to extend south, often along the railroad that now linked the Kasai and the Katanga with Kinshasa and the Atlantic coast. Among the missionaries was Maman Bitshilualua (Virginia Allen), who came through the city of Ngandajika, Maman Monique’s birthplace, and taught her grandmother Mbuyi Marthe to read and write.


      Maman Monique Misenga’s paternal great-grandparents were probably among the first Christians in West Kasai, and her maternal grandmother was one of the early powerful Christian voices in East Kasai. Now that we’ve set the scene, let’s hear her tell her story.
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