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The Mennonite World Conference in 1994 reported that for the first time in Mennonite and Brethren in Christ history more baptized members lived in Africa, Asia, and Latin America than in Europe and North America. This stunning news created widespread discussion in the church press about the significance of such a development. This story is all the more remarkable when we recall that only one African church had been established before 1900 with only a few dozen communicants. The most recent survey from Mennonite World Conference lists more than 450,000 baptized members in Africa—451,341 to be exact—surpassing the membership of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in North America.

Scholars and missiologists have been predicting for several decades that membership in the fast-growing churches of the global south would soon surpass that of the older northern heartlands. The Roman Catholic missiologist Walbert Bühlmann coined the label “Third Church” in a book first published in German in 1974.1 This new era in church history, he noted, would be worldwide but its centre of gravity would be in the south. In the early 1970s he expected this shift to be in full force by the beginning of the present century. While the south would become numerically dominant, Bühlmann emphasized the interdependence of the worldwide body: “The third (church) needs the second (Euro-American church) for support and the second needs the third for renewal.”2

These earlier projections have been confirmed in numerous articles and books in recent years.3 The most recent statistical summary by David M. Barrett and Todd Johnson in the January 2002 International Bulletin of Missionary Research says that of two billion Christians in the world more than 1.2 billion live in the south—approximately 60 percent of the total.

An international group of historians convened at the Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary in April, 1995 to explore this new reality for understanding Mennonite history. The keynote speaker for this meeting, Professor Wilbert Shenk, now at Fuller Theological Seminary, observed that the populous new Brethren in Christ and Mennonite “heartlands” are in Africa, northern Andra Pradesh India, central Java in Indonesia and the Paraguayan Chaco. Taken together this represents “a massive redefinition of identity.”4 By the time this consultation ended, historians from Colombia, Costa Rica, Zimbabwe, Zaire, India, Indonesia, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands as well as Canada and the United States, urged “that a comprehensive account of the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ experience as a global community should be published by 2005.”5

This present volume represents the first fruits of that recommendation. It took almost two years to finalize the Global Mennonite History Project (GMHP). At Calcutta in January, 1997 the General Council of the Mennonite World Conference (MWC) decided to sponsor the project. It was decided to have one volume for each continent written by representatives from those areas. Each volume would focus on the development of the church in its global area, on the context in which each church lived, and on the character and life of each church. At the strong urging of the Executive Secretary of MWC, work was concentrated on getting the Africa volume prepared in time for the 14th Assembly of MWC scheduled for August 11-17, 2003, in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe.

With the assistance of the African members of the sponsoring committee, Doris Dube of Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, and Pakisa Tshimika, Kinshasa, DRC and Fresno, California, a team of writers was organized early in the year 2000. In the course of three meetings held in Fredeshiem, Steenwyck, the Netherlands (November, 2000), at AMBS, Elkhart, IN (June, 2001) and Bulawayo, Zimbabwe (August, 2002), outlines were developed and initial presentations of the material shared. The writers faced the difficult task of reconstructing the church’s story with few published materials and little documentary evidence. Many oral sources were used, and writers were assisted in travelling to a wide variety of churches in far-flung areas.

This present volume is written by African writers describing their own churches.6 Certain themes re-appear throughout the narrative, even though the authors choose different narrative emphases. The multiple stories supplement each other, broadening and deepening insights relevant to each other’s experiences.

A common theme running through all these stories is a deep appreciation for the missionaries who brought the Gospel to the African continent. At the same time, it is clear that the African encounter with God began long before the arrival of the first missionaries. The story of “God in pre-colonial Africa” recurs in the accounts. This message needs to be appreciated: the story of God’s work in Africa did not begin with the arrival of the missionaries but rather, from the African perspective, their arrival continued, reinterpreted and re-shaped an ancient story.

The encounter between western Christianity and African religion raised a central question that faces all churches in all cultures: What is the heart of the Christian message, and what are non-essential cultural expressions? Readers will find the African churches struggling with these questions. Increasingly the African churches are expressing their faith in Christ in ways that reflect who they are as Africans, winnowing out some of the cultural trappings brought by the western missionaries.

Not all cultural expressions are easily assimilated. The profound religious importance of the veneration of ancestors in African religion remains problematic for Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. So does the practice of polygamy, widely-practiced in traditional African society. Some lingering uncertainty remains (although fading) about the use of African instruments, song, and dance as appropriate expressions of Christian worship. African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches continue to grapple with these issues, testing and discerning God’s will for their lives in the context of their own culture and reality.

Missions were based on a spirit of self-sacrifice and giving, both on the part of the missionaries and the sending churches. The stories told by Africans shed a new angle of light on the legacy of mission generosity. While the churches, schools and hospitals were of great benefit to the African population, their manner of founding, funding, and administration did not have entirely positive, long-term results. A colonial mentality sometimes lodged control of these valuable institutions in the hands of the missionaries. A painful theme that re-appears in this narrative is a legacy of dependency in finances and personnel. The African churches faced a difficult struggle in achieving self-reliance and self-sufficiency when political circumstances changed.

A final, hopeful theme to be found in these narratives is the discovery of the human and material resources to be self-sufficient and self-reliant. The painful adjustments of growing beyond the colonial legacy are receding into the past, and the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches of Africa are blazing their own trails in popular education (religious and practical), church administration, responsible tithing, church planting, grass-roots evangelism and witness. In their creative use of local resources, the African churches are demonstrating that God’s work is established on faith and trusting action, more than on dollars and cents. If such a faith explosion is possible with such few resources and under such difficult conditions, what might be accomplished with more? The story of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa leaves us chastened, but with the light of hope.

We are pleased to put forward this first volume of a Global Mennonite History. We believe the insights expressed by these African writers tell the story of the African churches in fresh and perceptive ways.7 We also know that this book is more like the first word—rather than the last word—on these African churches. Indeed we hope this project will encourage deeper research and investigation; we expect and welcome revision.

This present book is dependent on the support of numerous church bodies and many individuals. We are grateful to church conferences and leaders in all the countries represented for assisting the writers. We are especially beholden to the support of the African members of the Mennonite World Conference executive committee: Fimbo Ganvunze, DR Congo; Bedru Hussein, Ethiopia; and Joram M. Mbeba, Tanzania. Thanks also to the individuals and groups who provided photographs.

Each of the writers had readers for their sections. Those who assisted the editors in reading the entire volume are James Bertsche, Elkhart, IN; Nancy Heisey, Harrisonburg, VA; Susan Godshall, Mt. Joy, PA; Bedru Hussein, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Harold and Annetta Miller, Nairobi, Kenya; Larry Miller, Strasbourg, France; Bishop Danisa Ndlovo, Bulawayo, Zimbabwe; Garry Prieb, Elkhart, IN; Morris Sider, Grantham, PA; Paul Toews, Fresno, CA. Special mention should go to Richard Derksen, Lancaster, PA and Pakisa Tshimika, Fresno, CA, who not only translated French materials into English but also did extensive editing.

The project has been supported by major donors including Mennonite Central Committee, United Service Foundation, Mennonite Mutual Aid, Goodville Mutual Casualty Company, Oosterbaan Foundation through the Algemene Doopsgezinde Societeit, Mennonite Brethren Historical Commission, Mennonite Foundation, Canada, a number of Mennonite Historical Societies, several regional conferences, and individuals in Canada, the Netherlands, and the United States.

As editors we feel privileged to have had the opportunity to work with this group of dedicated and talented writers. Along with them we offer this volume as a testimony and record of “the great new fact of our time,” the coming of the global church.8

John A. Lapp and C. Arnold Snyder,

Global Mennonite History Series Editors


Countries In Africa with Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Churches Total Baptized Membership (2003): 451,341
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Introduction to Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Churches in Africa

by Pakisa K. Tshimika and Doris Dube
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I






An African leader once said, “To be an African is to sing and dance.” For him singing and dancing are two expressions that encapsulate the essence of African life, values and worldview. For Africans, singing and dancing take place in a community and usually as a shared activity. Even though songs and dances are sometimes conducted in relationship to events, they are usually in relationship to people. Through singing and dancing we express and share our joys and sorrows knowing that we are not alone—we belong to a larger community. Through song and dance we share our dreams, our longings and belonging, our frustration, pain, and our hope. The songs and dances are diverse because even though we belong to one continent, the people of Africa are diverse. It is through our songs and during our dances that strangers and aliens are welcomed to celebrate with us.

Writing about Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa is like writing about our songs and dances. When one sees us from a distance, our stories seem simple; however, when viewed closely a diverse, complex, energizing, and powerful reality emerges. As we tell our stories, readers will realize how our history is that of complex and intertwined stories—the songs and dances of our people. The stories tell of the joys and struggles of being committed Christians while remaining Africans. These are stories of people with many opportunities and dreams who face difficult economic and political environments that make their dreams nearly impossible to realize. Our stories are of people torn by civil and tribal wars, and stories of people who have seen God’s hand at work and His grace being sufficient. Finally, our stories are about a people who—in spite of the important contribution of African teachers, evangelists and pastors throughout the period of western missionary efforts—for a long time were perceived to be on the receiving end of the Gospel. Africans today are increasingly seeing themselves as active partners in God’s mission.

Today Mennonite and BIC churches in Africa are approaching half a million members in sixteen different countries. We are organized in twenty-three different church bodies where those who were once enemies due to tribal or language barriers are now brothers and sisters. We are no longer strangers and aliens. How did we get here? The story begins before the missionaries arrived.

It would be very misleading to tell our stories beginning from when missionaries from the West came to Africa during this past century. Any person who takes time to listen to elders in African villages can report stories about African spirituality and the role God played in our lives before the arrival of missionaries; scholars of African religions report the same thing. Africans knew about a Higher God, the creator of everything that exists in the world. He is the God who gives gifts to individuals and to communities. He blesses and punishes. He reveals Himself through His creation. We owe all we have to this God who created people and all the environments in which we live. This understanding of God’s revelation is echoed in Paul’s writing to the Romans when he reminded them that they did not have reasons for not knowing God. God’s creation, eternal power, and divine nature were all known to Africans.

However, for many African societies the spiritual relationships we could understand were with the ancestors, those who had lived with us but were now living in the world of the living dead. The ancestors understood our joys, struggles, and dreams. They could relate to us because they had lived among us, and at the same time they could also relate to God because they now had direct access to Him. When missionaries from the West brought us the story of Jesus Christ as Mediator between God and humanity, in the words of Kwame Bediako, “Christ replaced our ancestors as the Supreme Ancestor,” and we came to know Him as the one who could offer healing, hope, and salvation. We experienced what Jesus said to his fellow Jews who thought he had come to destroy their tradition in Matthew 5:17: have come not to abolish, but to fulfill.

If there is one word that best describes Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa, it would be diversity—diversity of geography, in the genesis and growth of different churches, diversity in ethnic make-up, and in ways of adapting to change.

A careful look at a map of Africa (see page xii) shows Mennonite churches located in central, eastern, and western Africa with several emerging churches in the southern region. The Brethren in Christ, on the other hand, are almost exclusively located in the southern region of the continent.

The birth of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa began with the arrival of missionaries from North American Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. This work was picked up by African nationals and today the African churches make up one of the fastest-growing parts of the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ family.

The Emerging Churches

The first group of African churches emerged out of missionary efforts in the beginning of the past century, when individuals heard and accepted the call from God to evangelize people from other lands. Some were sent directly by their home mission agencies, but many went under other agencies and were later incorporated and supported financially by their denominational mission agencies. In certain regions, such as in the Democratic Republic of Congo, some of the work was begun by non-Mennonite missionaries, but due to financial difficulty, these ministries were turned over to Mennonites.

In many cases, Mennonite and Brethren in Christ missionaries from North America arrived in Africa after other Protestant denominations had already been given their “piece of the pie” by the colonial powers of the time. In some of these cases, Mennonite and Brethren in Christ missionaries had no choice but to go to areas other missionaries had not yet reached.

The first missionaries were faced with a lack of social institutions. They responded by creating primary, secondary, Bible and nursing schools. They founded hospitals and health centres, and in some cases university-level theological training courses and publishing houses. Establishing these institutions seemed a positive thing to do at the time. However, sometimes what seemed to be assets turned into liabilities and a cause of pain and frustration for those in leadership in Africa, North America and Europe.

Many of these African churches today have kept a strong relationship with their North American counterparts. These relationships usually are marked by what we would call a rollercoaster kind of partnership. The down-side of the relationship has usually been caused by questions regarding financial and material resources—who controls the church’s resources and who has the final word in terms of their use in the church? The up-side is marked by new partnerships in evangelism and church planting, and responses to the social needs of the communities outside the churches. The creation of training institutions during the founding era is contributing to the emergence of new leadership for the African churches today.

Nearly every Mennonite and Brethren in Christ conference in Africa has been involved in national struggles for independence or internal conflicts. In Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo several conferences emerged as a result of such conflicts. In Angola there are three national bodies today, each maintaining a Mennonite name. All three church organizations have their roots in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where Angolans fled as refugees during times of internal conflict and years of civil war. While in Congo, several of them came into contact with Mennonite churches and decided to start their own churches when they returned to their homeland. Unfortunately, with time a leadership crisis led to the splitting of the one Angolan Mennonite Church into the three we know today.

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, ethnic conflict forced one tribal group to move back to a location that was known as their place of origin. Without another Mennonite church in the region, they felt compelled to start one. More recent examples are the newly-forming Mennonite churches in eastern Congo following the influx of refugees after the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, as well as the church-planting work in Congo-Brazzaville following the civil war in that country. These “satellite” churches tend to have a very weak link to North American or European churches, but they have strong links to Congolese Mennonite churches.

Sometimes the movement of people between neighbouring countries leads to the founding of churches. This was the case when churchplanting efforts in Tanzania gave birth to the Mennonite church in Kenya, and the efforts in church planting by Brethren in Christ from Zimbabwe gave birth to the Brethren in Christ church in Zambia, Malawi, Botswana and South Africa. This also is how the Angolan Mennonite churches were planted along the border regions of Kasai and Bandundu provinces of the DRC. As many African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches reach out beyond their own borders, they are establishing Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in other African countries.

The diversity of African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches increases when other faith traditions join the Anabaptist family. This phenomenon is often related to churches receiving social assistance from Mennonite Central Committee or other Anabaptist-related groups in times of war or natural disaster. The Mennonite churches in Burkina Faso, Mozambique, Nigeria, and South Africa came into being in this way.

A new phenomenon in African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches relates to the movement of young people, especially those involved in the diamond trade or general commerce, who settle elsewhere in search of a better life. Thousands of Zimbabwean brothers have worked in the mines and industries of South Africa during the past fifty years. Many of them start small prayer cells which have the potential to become well-established churches. This phenomenon is particularly notable in the eastern and southern regions of Africa. Some young people are organizing similar meetings in Europe and Asia. Undoubtedly, more will emerge from this movement.

Diversity through Ethnic Make-up of our Churches

To those who are new to African culture and African people, we look the same from a distance. As will be indicated in more detail in another section of this volume, Africa is a mosaic of many cultures, ethnic and tribal groups as well as languages. This mosaic is also reflected in our churches. In some, one ethnic group might constitute the majority of members. In others, one will find more than a dozen ethnic groups. All have been brought together because of the redeeming blood of Jesus Christ. In general, Mennonite churches in central Africa tend to have more ethnic variety in their congregations than those from other regions. This is likely due to the multiplicity of ethnic groups already present in that region. The result is a multiplicity of languages used for worship and song in many African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ congregations.

We can say with certainty that our songs are a better reflection of the reality of ethnic diversity of African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches than anything else. It does not take very long for a foreigner travelling to any of our churches to realize that rather than hearing one language during a church service, she ends up hearing three or four languages used in the same service. The diversity of language is most often expressed in song, thus making our songs a powerful unifying force for our diversity and ethnic divisions.

Ethnic diversity is not always celebrated in churches. It has often been a source of conflict, pain, and grief, as a close look at the history of conflicts in Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches demonstrates. Ethnic loyalty becomes divisive especially when new leaders must be selected for the church. In some cases conflicts have caused so much tension that government officials have had to intervene. In most of these cases the issues were eventually sent back to the church for final resolution. Where conflicts were not resolved, a division took place and another Anabaptist-related church emerged.

Diversity in Ways of Adapting to Changes

The challenge for African Mennonites and Brethren in Christ has been to know how to be truly African and truly followers of Jesus Christ in the African context. For example, singing and dancing have always been a part of being African. Stories are told about missionaries prohibiting local people from dancing, singing their traditional songs and using African musical instruments. Instead, Africans were taught hymns translated from English and German. For these early Mennonites and Brethren in Christ, to be followers of Jesus Christ also meant being and doing church in the American, Canadian or European way. But how does one discern what is Christian, as opposed to what is culturally North American or European? Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa and in the rest of the world are still challenged by these issues.

The wave of political independence from colonial powers in the late 1950s and early 1960s brought new breath to the churches. Some church members began expressing their new-found freedom by celebrating their spirituality in African ways. Dances, drums and local songs were introduced during church services. Unfortunately, even today our churches are divided in this regard. In some churches using drums during a service or when the choir is singing is no longer an issue, but for others, drums remain a sign of a sinful nature. How the offering is received also distinguishes our churches. Should a basket be passed around (as the missionaries taught us) or should the offering be collected in the front of the church, so members can come forward and present their offering while singing, clapping hands, and dancing? Some young people have left churches because their leaders would not allow them to express the African way of giving offering or singing during Sunday services.

Another challenge is related to the role of women and youth in churches. In some churches women are gradually finding more room to exercise leadership. But thus far, there is only one Anabaptist-related church in Africa where women can be ordained following the same procedures as men. Despite the fact that Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa have made efforts to train women in biblical and theological schools, they have not been able to clearly define the role of women in the churches. Many young women finishing theological training have expressed their frustration at the way churches choose men over women for leadership positions. Some have complained that some of their male colleagues were chosen for leadership positions just because they were men.

This issue is dealt with in many different ways in Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa. In some cases, women are scheduled to preach just like all the other members of the pastoral team. In other cases women are allowed to speak in front of the church only on certain special occasions, usually related to women’s day. There are also churches that only allow women to preach if they are standing beside the pulpit and not behind it. The extreme cases are churches that will not allow women to do anything in the church unless it is approved by the male leadership.

Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches are made up mainly of young people, but the youth have not been able to find a place in their churches beyond singing in choirs and providing logistical services during meetings and large gatherings. The future of the Mennonites and Brethren in Christ lies with these young people. They are responsible for the high energy found in the African churches. They are also to be given credit for many positive changes taking place in the churches, such as lively songs, the messages contained in these songs, and reaching out to other youth with the Gospel. They provide a sign of hope in an African continent torn by war and conflict. Our churches still have a long way to go in preparing these young people to continue the work begun by current leaders. The fact that many of our young people are well-educated and highly-skilled is perceived as a threat by some leaders. Much effort is needed to include the youth and to use their energy to further the mission of the church.

A Common History and Challenge for Being Church

One day, during a conversation about early mission work, a Mennonite pastor shared a story about a discussion he had had with a Mennonite missionary in the late 1950s. They were talking about life in the city and European languages. This missionary told the pastor that it was not a good idea to send his children to the city, because it was a sinful place. The pastor also should not let his children learn French, which was the national language of that country. According to this missionary the French language would be harmful to the pastor’s children, especially for their walk with the Lord. The missionary was also careful in making sure that the pastor knew how awful the French people were, with their lustful literature, and how French people could be found kissing in public places without respect for other people around them.

A couple of years later the missionary returned to North America and the pastor continued his church-planting work in rural areas of his country, and continued teaching young people how to read and write in a local language. After a long stay in North America the missionary returned. This time he was assigned to the capital city. In the meantime he had gone to a French-speaking country in Europe to learn French so that he could communicate with government officials and other city dwellers. A year later, during a church meeting the two men met again. The pastor asked the missionary if God had completely cleansed the cities, the French language and French-speaking people from all their sins. The missionary had forgotten what he told the pastor several years earlier, but the pastor had not forgotten.

Stories like this one can be found in all Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa because the majority of these churches started in rural areas. In most cases missionaries worked among the poor and in the marginalized regions of the country. The move to the cities came about after independence in the 1960s. It also coincided with many people moving to cities in search of a better life, since the rural areas did not have much to offer them beyond involvement in agricultural production. That is why it is not unusual to find churches in cities made up of one dominant ethnic group. Those who first arrived in the cities started churches and were joined later by people from their respective regions or ethnic groups. Mennonite and Brethren in Christ coming from rural areas had to face the dilemma of how to live in the city, keeping in mind that their early spiritual formation had included the teaching that the city was an evil place.

The challenges did not only have to do with the early teaching of the missionaries. Many members who moved from the rural areas joined their relatives and formed a system that preserved their tribal and ethnic practices. It was easy to be a church in a rural area because there were only one, two, or at the most, three tribal groups. In the cities, the church had to face the challenge of including everyone, no matter what their ethnic group, inviting all to become part of the family of faith, where strangers and aliens can become one in Christ.

Africans know that through songs and dances, even foreigners and aliens can participate freely. However, can foreigners and aliens participate freely in leadership? This critical question continues without answer in practically all of the African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. It is even more crucial and critical today than ever before because of our desire to reach beyond national borders, and because the future outreach for Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches will be in the cities.

It did not take long for Mennonite and Brethren in Christ members to discover that the city also brought a high level of vitality to the church. The freedom found in the city brought new ideas and practices to the church. Young people introduced new songs written by Africans. With time, drums and dances entered Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. I recall attending a very heated debate at one of the Mennonite churches where the issue of the use of guitar and drums was being discussed. The bottom line was that the congregation had been taught not to use these instruments, and some people felt that using them would constitute a sin. The same national church is now freely using these instruments in all its congregations.

Many churches were founded by missionaries from North America, who also ran these churches. Political independence movements raised leadership questions, and national leaders began to question missionary control of church affairs. In some churches, missionaries were willing to relinquish control of the church, but in others it was not so easy. The language used during these times is very interesting. National church leaders used the language of independence from the mission; the missionaries and their agencies used the language of turning over responsibilities to nationals. The first phrase implied the right to self-governance; the latter implied a transfer of power.

Despite such struggles, there was remarkably fast growth among African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. Growth seems to have happened faster in countries with a high level of economic and political hardship than in countries where life was easier. A young pastor, when asked why there was such an increase in the number of people attending the churches, replied that many people in his country used to think that when they were in trouble, help would come from the outside. Now they had been disappointed by their national as well as international governments, and they realized the only hope left was in God and God alone.

The African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches that are growing the fastest are also those whose strategies for church planting include ministries that reach out to the whole person. Schools and medical institutions, community development activities, and a strong push for leadership development are contributing enormously to church growth in Africa. It is not unusual to find churches that have developed because of people who left their own countries to go to neighbouring countries for medical care. Upon return to their villages, these people started Anabaptist-related churches based on what they had learned through morning services organized by the hospital chaplain, or the Sunday morning services at the local church. Not enough credit has been given to people involved in school systems in Africa. Both during the missionary era and today, schools contribute enormously in helping young people come to Christ and grow in their Christian faith. At a time when many national institutions and infrastructures are falling apart, schools and hospitals provide spaces where people are put in touch with the message of the Gospel.

During the past several years, several of the African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches have had to face the challenge of violence in their respective countries. Such conflicts raise issues of discipleship in the churches. How well are members trained? During a conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola, several young people from the churches were found among those stealing from stores being looted by other young people from the neighbourhood, or participating in burning the bodies of people considered enemies. Stories are told of people praising God during a church service because they now had food “taken” by their young people during the looting, and also because their children had not been killed by soldiers shooting at looters.

The question of identity, what it really means to be Anabaptist in Africa, is becoming a major challenge for African Mennonites and Brethren in Christ. In many parts of Africa religious groups were divided in such a way that no two Protestant groups could be found in the same area, in order to avoid conflict among them. The result is that people from rural Africa became Mennonites, Brethren in Christ, Baptists, and Presbyterians by virtue of where they lived, rather than by choice. The exception was mainly with Catholics in some countries; they could be found anywhere, even if Protestant churches were already established in a region. Another exception was in the cities, where any Protestant group could be established even if another Protestant church was already present.

The result of this situation has been a strong ecumenical tendency among African Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches. It was more critical for survival to work together with other Protestant groups than to focus on denominational distinctives. Today, because of this history of division, those who became Mennonite by virtue of location are asking the critical question of what it actually means to be Mennonite or Anabaptist.

In the past few years when the question of what it means to be Mennonite/Anabaptist is asked, one immediately begins to reflect on the sixteenth-century European context. The question has historical interest, but it is not where we as Africans will find out who we are. One of the urgent needs of the African church—particularly from the perspective of the global church—is for African Mennonites and Brethren in Christ to bring the gifts of our diverse and particular cultures and histories to the worldwide Anabaptist peoplehood. What are the “roots” of Anabaptism that can be found in Pende, or Xhosa, or Ibo, or Luo, or Ndebele or Chokwe culture? If we say that we Anabaptists are a peace-loving people, what can be found in each cultural heritage and each societal history that sustains that value? The way forward lies in the dialogue between African insights and Anabaptist principles.

The need to define an Anabaptist identity in African contexts is especially acute given the rapidly-changing and sometimes volatile socio-economic and political situations in many countries. African answers to questions of identity will help define what it means to be Mennonite or Anabaptist not only in Africa, but in the world as a whole.

Opportunities in Africa and Beyond

When seen through the lens of the economic, political, and health problems of the past several years, Africa seems to be in a mess. However we Africans are a people of hope. The vitality among youth and churches is a sign of that hope. Mennonite and Brethren in Christ find the recent situations in Africa to be opportunities for outreach in the continent and beyond. Many young Mennonites and Brethren in Christ are travelling to numerous parts of the continent for economic or political reasons, and introducing the Anabaptist interpretation of the Bible in their newly-found homes. Moreover many people of non-Christian faiths are also accepting Christ through the outreach of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches, especially in African cities. As a result, these people are also reaching out to others from their communities and in some cases to their countries of origin.

The Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches in Africa were founded quite independently of each other. Orie O. Miller, Executive Secretary of both Mennonite Central Committee and what became Eastern Mennonite Missions, was one of the few Mennonites who sensed the positive benefits of more conscious inter-relatedness. With his encouragement, MCC hosted a meeting of all the churches at Limuru, Kenya in 1962. In 1964 representatives of the Congo Mennonites visited Tanzania churches. Tanzanians visited Brethren in Christ churches in Rhodesia and Zambia. At Bulawayo, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), the Africa Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Fellowship (AMBCF) was formed. Due to distance and expense there have been few meetings of the group, except in conjunction with Mennonite World Conference assemblies. An elected executive committee organizes these meetings. AMBCF released a major peace statement in 1979 and has worked on study materials for leadership training. This volume is very much a product of the continental consciousness created through AMBCF.

The desire to reach out beyond national boundaries is also pushing Mennonite and Brethren in Christ churches to seek partnerships with other churches from around the world, based on mutual respect and accountability. Many young professional leaders are also ready to serve Christ in other countries, either as missionaries sent by their churches or in self-supporting or “tent-making” ministries. In a context of churches with limited financial resources and with a desire to rediscover the essence of the Anabaptist vision, tent-making ministries might just become the future of church planting in Africa.

Conclusion: Our Songs and Dances Go On

Our people’s stories teach us that even strangers and aliens in the land are welcome to participate in our songs and dances. Their participation, with time, will also shape our songs and dances. New forms of songs and dances are being introduced in our communities. The old and the new are practiced depending on the context. When our people leave the villages, they are expected to carry with them the songs and dances they learned there. The goal is to share them with people in their new homes; otherwise our songs and dances will die.

Mennonite and Brethren in Christ in Africa have much to share with the global Anabaptist family through songs and dances. Because we are a part of this global family, our songs and dances will continue to be shaped by how we relate to the rest of the family; the rest of the family, in turn, will be shaped by our stories of joy and sorrow, pain and celebration, by our hopes and dreams. Our sincere desire is that our vision to be actively involved in the global family will continue to be a reality, in spite of current economic, political and social problems. There is vitality in our churches. Our young people are optimistic and energetic, and the opportunities are limitless for our churches to reach out within and beyond our own boundaries.
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Introduction

The early African histories of the twentieth century were often derived from records of explorers and colonizers who depicted Africa as a dark continent infested with bad-mannered, superstitious savages who needed to be tamed. As a result of such ill-informed reporting by foreigners observing Africa from only one angle, many inhabitants of Africa almost came to believe that they truly were an inferior people. These reports bring to mind the story of the six blind men of India, who each touched a different part of the elephant’s body, trying to discover what it looked like. The blind men, however, were only able to impart partial truths because each held on to only what they had experienced. Some people say ignorance is bliss, but more poignantly, it is worse than a curse and can cause untold damage. Later historical records have tried to be more scholarly and accurate in painting African life authentically and in its entirety.

The purpose of this book is to give a record of the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Church history in Africa. But before these stories can be told, first there is a need to understand something of the background of the African continent.

The African continent encompasses a wide range of climatic and geographical features. The climatic conditions traverse the dry Sahara Desert and the Sahel region in the north, as well as the dry Kalahari Desert in the southwestern region of the continent; the tropical rain forests, the grasslands of central and southern Africa, the Mediterranean region in the extreme north and southern tip, and the highlands of the east.

The history of Africa before and during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was very diverse socially, culturally, economically and politically. This introduction will highlight different themes in African history, from the Africa of the Stone Age period up to the arrival and impact of western missionaries and the rise of nationalism.

Africa is populated by almost 600 million people of diverse cultural heritage. There was no one way of doing things or governing behaviour before the nineteenth century. The same variety subsisted even within one country or within a tribe or a clan. Though a great deal of material has been documented from archaeological records and from the oral tradition concerning many of these cultures, not all the traditions can be considered. Our spotlight will focus mainly on central and southern Africa, and will only briefly touch on other areas in an effort to capture the broader general picture of the African Context.

Stone Age People

Stone Age people lived in various regions on the African continent between 20,000 and 12,000 years ago. Archaeologists have excavated numerous caves to find out more about the way of life of these people. In their rock paintings, the artists of the Stone Age period captured scenes such as men hunting and women gathering fruits, vegetables and nuts, dances and various family scenes, providing insights into life as it was lived by the people of that age. The belief systems, mythical stories and legends depicted in these rock paintings constitute a rich heritage.

Hunting and Gathering Societies

The hunter-gatherers lived mainly from fishing, gathering wild fruit and hunting wild animals. They are often described as later Stone Age people, namely the Khoisan of south and central Africa. The Khoisan lived in small communities, in family groups of about twenty people. These communities moved from place to place following the trail of game, which was their basic food source. They carried their meagre belongings with them. When they set up camp, they would build shelters out of twigs and branches, then cover the frame in animal skins. Some of the camps were set up under overhanging rocks, where they painted depictions of animals and hunters. Many such paintings have been located, added to the fascinating list of African tourist attractions.

The women in these communities spent a lot of time looking for food for the family. Sharing food enhanced community spirit and with time, organized communities began to farm rather than continuing to move from place to place. Parsons describes their activities as follows:



They regularly left the camp to pick plants, wild fruit and nuts, as well as to dig up roots and tubers. They would gather firewood for cooking. Children might assist their mothers, and men would assist in digging up termite nests and collecting honey, caterpillars and plants for medicine or poison. Men and boys would make traps from grass, twine and sticks in order to catch birds and edible rodents or reptiles such as lizards.1



Henry Ellert explains that the men organized communal hunting parties from time to time, but that most of the fresh meat was caught in simple, yet ingenious traps, each designed and suited to the kind of prey they were after. In later times, when village settlements and agriculture had come into being, traps would be laid in and around the fields near the village to capture field mice and any other rodents that were attracted to grain and other crops. For larger animals, traps were set along the paths to drinking places. Sometimes hunting was dangerous, as hunters were susceptible to attacks from marauding or venomous predators. For this reason, hunting was preceded by ceremonial dances and certain medicines were applied to the bodies of the hunters. Dangerous animals were tracked and shot at from a distance with poison-tipped arrows, disabling the game and allowing the hunter to deal with it with ease.2

Herders

Some of the hunter-gatherers domesticated sheep and cattle and became herders. They domesticated dogs as well which they used for hunting. They drank milk and ate meat mainly from sheep. Sheep tails provided the fat that they used in a variety of ways. Cattle were used primarily for transporting goods and for riding. The herders sought good pasture for their livestock, but instead of moving quickly from place to place, the herders settled in one place and built more permanent houses.

During the period known as the Iron Age, cattle became a very important economic resource. Families that owned numerous livestock were richer and had more prestige, and any village that had a big herd of cattle which raised a lot of dust as they went to or from pastures was considered a very rich clan. Cattle were the means for paying the bride price. With the advent of western education, cattle were sold to pay school fees, in order to be able to educate one’s children. Debts and fines were settled in the same way. Cattle were also used as beasts of burden, pulling carts or ploughs and for other transport purposes. During various traditional ceremonies, rituals and rites such as births, weddings, funerals, feasts, initiation rites and other important events, cattle were an indispensable commodity. Cattle were slaughtered for meat or used as mediums for ancestral spirits. From cattle came meat and milk for food, skins for various leather products, horns for different ornaments. Cattle dung was smeared on the floors of houses for a fresh, clean smelling surface.

The Iron Age Civilization

Iron Age civilization seems to have evolved from the north and moved southwards, eventually covering all of Africa south of the Sahara. Iron Age civilization came to Africa as one of the first aspects of technological development, leading to the production of more effective tools and implements. Basil Davidson notes that the “… use of iron enabled people to move into a mainly agricultural economy, to penetrate dense forests, to live in settled and large communities…” Davidson notes further that the emergence and growth of the modern states during the ninth and tenth centuries was intimately related to the skill of making and using iron tools and weapons for farming, hunting, mining, or for defending themselves or fighting against enemies. The new technology paved the way for crop cultivation, rearing of livestock and mining.3

Iron Age people lived in organized communities where they kept livestock and started crop farming. They produced enough food for subsistence and extra for bartering with neighbours. Some of the major crops cultivated were millet and sorghum, which became staple foods. Beans and various kinds of melons were also grown. In the northwestern countries the staple foods were yams, rice, maize, millet and cassava. When a community settled in a place, thick bush was cleared to build houses and to cultivate crops.

Village communities thus became preoccupied with plant cultivation, which necessitated clearing new fields, growing a variety of crops, reaping, storing and starting all over again with the changing seasons. Each household had a plot of land given by the chief to cultivate their own crops. In many communities, women cultivated the land for subsistence. They also took care of the children, found firewood, fetched water, stamped or ground grain for mealie-meal, cooked for the family, and did all the other tasks that promoted the well-being of the family.

Men built the stronger and longer-lasting houses, hunted animals for meat, did some farming and cared for the livestock. The tsetse fly, which thrived under the cover of thick bush, particularly in the valleys of big rivers such as the Zambezi and Limpopo, was a menace to the livestock. They were found around the great lakes as well. Clearing the bush lessened the breeding of these pests that caused a disease called sleeping sickness.

With the advent of trade, grain and other crops were sold in exchange for other products. From this trade came a cash economy. For example, in southern Ghana, cocoa became one of the best sources of cash income. The proceeds financed schooling, housing, as well as other investments.

Slave Trade

Between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, rich merchants began trading in slaves. Traders travelled throughout west and east Africa in search of slaves and ivory. Thousands of villages were hounded and brought to destruction in the process of capturing slaves. Traders ventured far into the interior of Africa, as interest in the slave and ivory trade increased. Weller and Linden tell how


the Bemba grew powerful and prosperous by raiding for slaves. On the shores of Lake Malawi, the last Karonga was murdered and his ancestral shrine destroyed, but the Yao grew rich and converted in large numbers to Islam—a religion which seemed to suit their new role as powerful men of business selling others to the Swahili. In 1863, the Portuguese re-opened Zumbo, at the confluence of the Luangwa and the Zambezi, as a collecting point for slaves and ivory, to be sent on to the ports of the Indian Ocean. From Zumbo, the Chikunda slaves could range far into Central Africa.4



Slave trading was also done on a small scale to provide cheap labour. Slaves were used in household work, and many others were conscripted for military service in Muslim armies. But after the discovery of the Americas, “only hard work could open mines and make plantations flourish; and work was the last thing envisaged by the conquerors….”5 Africans were resilient, hard-working and strong. They were used to tropical farming and mining and so were able to endure the tough work.

So began a regular trade in slaves which went on for over 300 years. Some twelve-million Africans were taken captive and transported across the Atlantic Ocean to labour in the Americas. The slave trade thrived particularly in the west of Africa, where slaves were captured and taken across the oceans in big ships to work in sugar and tobacco plantations in America and in Europe. To this day the west African coast has many forts, called Slave Castles, that were built by western powers as depots where ships stopped to pick up slaves, gold and ivory. They also served as warehouses for captured Africans. Many African Americans visit these places—now tourist sites—and tears are shed in memory of what these forts represent.6

Bantu Languages

Records show that before colonial times, the people of Africa were divided into hundreds of different nationalities and ethnic and tribal groups. These ethnic groups differed greatly in their way of life and language. Basil Davidson says there are more than 1000 distinctive languages from only a handful of root languages.7 One useful way of classifying African societies is by the languages they speak. Some languages are spoken by millions of people, and yet others are spoken by only a few hundreds to a million peoples. Joycelyn Murray says that some languages “like Mandinke, Igbo, Yoruba and Hausa in west Africa, Swahili in east Africa, Zulu and Sotho in the south of Africa and Arabic in northern Africa, have millions of speakers.”8

The languages spoken by people in the central regions of Africa and also south of the equator are referred to as the Bantu languages. The spread of Iron Age culture also had a hand in the spread of these Bantu languages across Africa. Aneas Chigwedere, a Zimbabwean historian, contends that “Before the second half of the nineteenth century, there were no Africans anywhere in Africa who were called Bantu. They were all previously called Negroes … only the Arabs, and in earlier times, Greeks and Romans, called them the Ethiopians. The name Bantu did not exist in the vocabulary of world writers.”9

The name Bantu is linguistically derived, given to people from different ethnic backgrounds because of similarities in their language group. Parsons explains the origin of the Bantu languages, saying:


The Bantu languages, spoken over most of Africa, south of the equator, are classified as a single language group because every language has a noun root similar to -ntu for ‘person’, and a prefix similar to ba- for that noun class. For example in southern Africa there is abantu (isi-Zulu), bantfu (siSwathi), batho (seSotho and seTswana) and vhathu (tshiVenda), vanhu (chiShona), avandu (tji-Herero), and antu (ciChewa), bantu (iciBemba) and watu (kiSwahili), further north.10



It is curious though, that some languages have actually taken this root to mean their specific ethnic grouping. For example, when the Ndebele people of Zimbabwe speak of umuntu (a person) or abantu (people), it is with specific reference to their own people-group, though broadly speaking the words refer to human beings in that language. For example, they might ask, “Ngumuntu?” (“Is he/she a person?”) It seems a ridiculous question, because indeed, a person is a person. What they mean in essence is, “Is he/she a Ndebele person?” or “Is he/she one of us?” Such a question is usually posed when the identity of the person in question is not clear.

This singular root -ntu thus refers to humanness. Lovemore Mbigi gives the most definitive perspective of ubuntu (humanness) as offered by Archbishop Desmond Tutu in 1994.


Africans have a thing called ubuntu, it is about the essence of being human, and it is part of the gift that Africa is going to give to the world. It is about embracing hospitality, caring about others, being willing to go that extra mile for another. We believe that a person is a person through other people. That my humanity is at once caught up, bound up inextricably in yours. When I dehumanise you, I inexorably dehumanise myself. The solitary human being is a contradiction in terms, and therefore you seek work for the common good, because your humanity comes into its own in community and in a sense of belonging.11



Ubuntu is therefore a unifying force among the Bantu-speaking groups. The term values personhood, interdependence and love. It speaks of human dignity.

Patrilineal Kinship

In patrilineal communities, each household had a man of the family as head. Most men in these societies were husbands of several wives. A man had as many wives as he could support since having many wives was considered a sign of wealth and prosperity. A poor man could not afford to marry that many wives, since the lobola (bride price) had to be paid to the in-laws of each wife. Poor households sometimes resorted to giving their daughters to rich men to become new wives in exchange for foodstuff or other property. This, coupled with a general custom of giving away young girls in marriage to old men, caused conflict between some of the early missionaries and the parents of the girls given away. Missionaries saw it as a violation of human rights. Mtshabezi Mission in Matabeleland, Zimbabwe, was started by Brethren in Christ missionaries originally as a school that was a place of refuge for girls fleeing such bondage.

Lobola was paid in the currency of livestock. Lobola gave a husband legal rights over his wife and children, including any other household or crop-farming aspects. A new bride moved to her husband’s village where she was to remain for the rest of her life.

A man’s wealth was also measured by the number of children he had. It was prestigious to have many children who would in turn strengthen one’s political power and economic prosperity. There definitely was power in numbers. Labour was carried out faster and there was more production. Children were also treated as a kind of bank, where one deposits money which can be drawn out at a later date, when needed. Parents always depended on the fact that it was mandatory for their children to support them in their old age. In times past, parents would indeed die and be buried by their children, unlike today, where because of the scourge of HIV/AIDS, many parents in their old age are forced to bury their young children, and many of the young men and women who are dying are leaving little children behind.

Each wife from a household owned her own hut, which she built herself. Her role was to enlarge the clan by bearing children and caring for the family. As a result, her life completely revolved around her home and family. She had practically no power or authority except over her own children. From the headship of her father, she was passed on to the headship of her husband. If her husband died, she was passed on to the headship of her husband’s brother, or her own brother, even if he happened to be younger than she.12

When households began to farm, it was the wife who tilled her husband’s land; she did not have any firm land rights, either in her husband’s household or back in her village of birth. A woman who bore her husband many boys was well-loved and respected by clan members. Boys were considered very important, as they would carry on their father’s name. A family which only had girls was despised.

Matrilineal Kinship System

There were also matrilineal African societies that traced kinship allegiance and inheritance through the mother’s family. In these societies, only daughters could pass on the family line to their offspring. Inheritance of land or maternal positions were transferred by maternal uncles, who also had the authority to organize the marriages of their sisters and children. For example, in central Ghana, a king would never pass on his title and status to his own offspring. That was the prerogative of his sister’s offspring. This is because he was not by right a member of the ruling matrilineal family group.

The matrilineal inheritance system did not by any means bestow any inheritance rights on wives, sisters or daughters. Ironically, patriarchal rule still reigned. Men remained in full control of the land, marriage, dependants and politics without consulting the females involved. But if a woman divorced, her children remained with her, only because their kinship subsisted with their maternal relatives and not with their paternal relatives. Some such societies are those of the Senufo people of the northern Ivory Coast, the Yao of Tanzania, the Bemba of Zambia and the Ndembu of the Democratic Republic of Congo. The women in these societies retain the right to live in the compounds in which they were born. They also have the right to be provided for from their land of birth. In certain instances, men who married were to live in the homes of their maternal uncles.

The Socio-cultural Setting

Governments as they are known in the modern era were unknown in Africa south of the Sahara. Yet there were clearly-defined rules that closely governed each family and community. The way of life differed for each ethnic group scattered across the continent. There were small, stateless communities ruled by chiefs, and very large empires controlled entirely by kings. Neil Parsons differentiates kingdoms and chiefdoms.

The kingdom was a much larger state consisting of a number of chiefdoms under a paramount ruler or king, who was often also chief-priest and doctor for the whole nation. Such sizeable states, which we may call kingdoms, first appeared in southern Africa and around the middle Limpopo Valley by the thirteenth century.13

Historians suggest that a leader’s power stemmed from heroic prowess in warfare or some outstanding skill. The rest of the people in that society then respected and placed total confidence in that individual. It seems that there always is a need for someone to plan, control, organize and lead the rest. Therefore, whenever serious disagreements occurred, there were battles for supremacy, with the defeated becoming subservient to the victor. This is exactly how Shaka Zulu rose from being chief to king in South Africa, rising from being a rejected boy born in about 1778 out of wedlock, to being a chief, and finally a king. His focus and vision was to unite all African tribes in the southern half of the continent under a single empire.

Chiefdoms were smaller states governed by a chief whose position was hereditary from a lineage of tribal rulers. The chief relied on tribal headmen or village leaders to rule his subjects. The hierarchical structure comprised, in ascending order, the family, village headmen, the chief and then the king. Even the stateless societies had leadership in the form of elders, who were respected for their age, wisdom and experience. A council of elders discussed important decisions, dealt with conflicts and any other socio-cultural issues until a consensus was reached.

Senior citizens were well-respected in many African societies. Their voice carried power. In Ndebele there is a proverb, which says Ilizwi lomzali aliweli phansi. Literally translated this means that the voice of an elderly person should not be neglected, since it carries a lot of wisdom. Elderly people have travelled the windy, rugged, rocky, bumpy, hazardous road that the young are still travelling. Therefore, they have earned the authority to advise others on how to negotiate such trails in order to arrive at a destination.

It should be noted, however, that women were never part of the council of elders. Women of any age were considered minors. Only the heads of households would sit among the council of elders. In a household where the man in charge was deceased, another male relation had to stand for that family. The young men in kingdoms were called together and trained in regiments to be valiant warriors who fought to protect their kingdom. Many times they were on the offensive and raided other communities, bringing home loot to enrich their kingdom. Captured communities were also taken as subjects of the captor kingdom.
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