Elochukwu E. Uzukwu BETH 11: 1999, 55-90

A

Politico-theological

55

Assessment of the Ethnic and

National Rivalries in the Central African

Region.'

By
Elochukwu

Eugene Uzukwu,

c.s.sp.

Preamble:

As I begin to write this paper the temptations facing me are many.
The first is to divert to the conflicts in the Balkans since the Serbs
and ethnic Albanians of Kosovo
and Serbia is

amassing
One is tempted

arms

are

and

yet

men

to sort out their

in the

differences

Yugoslav province of

to argue that conflicts are not limited to
Kosovo.
the continent of Africa. Second, as I write, the picture of the
conflicts very close to our door here in south-eastern Nigeria, the

remains very disturbing. Why should we go to the
central African region or the hom of Africa to explore conflicts?

Niger Delta,

The movement for the liberation of Izonland

[as

the Delta

regions
Nigeria are being renamed] arose because of government
neglect, reckless exploitation of land and property, an unpopular
land use decree, and unjust revenue allocation formula. All these
find unity of expression around ethnic persecution. Reading
through the Tempo magazine of February 1999, I am unable to
resist the temptation of asking who ordered the nameless soldier,
referred to simply as "a soldier who spoke Hausa", to cut off the
of

lower lobe of the

ear

of 70 year old Desede Seketire, former

chairman of Kaima customary court in the 1950s, and try to force
Seketire to eat his own flesh. It is another nameless soldier referred
to as "a soldier with yoruba tribal marks" who came and

stopped
forcing Desede Seketire to do the
unthinkable. This happened in January 1999 in Yenagoa, capital of
Bayelsa State.' I am therefore tempted to divert from the principal
focus of the subject assigned to me to concentrate on aspects of
State sponsored violence, and the mayhem that men under arms
may sow when they lose their nerve, go beyond their brief by

the Hausa

speaking

soldier from
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their victims without clear order

torturing

superiors. Or may torture be part of their brief?3 Also
is the ethnic divide
it suffices to hear that a soldier

from their

tempting
spoke Rausa or Y o rub a for imagination to be filled with memories
of those exploited and those who exploit, those oppressed and their
oppressors, those benefiting. from the nation's treasury and those
who hear of the oil wealth from the wireless. My other temptation
-

is to draw attention to the conflict in Sierra Leone, our own West
African region, where poorly maintained Nigerian troops lead
ECOMOG in

peace. In Sierra Leone humanity
has been beaten into full retreat by the rebels who have specialised

in

maiming

keeping

a

fragile

their victims. These victims

fellow citizens the rebels claim to be
horrible

interpretation

is that the rebels

are none

other than the

fighting to liberate.· One
are simply recapitulating

the pattern of human sacrifices made in the past of Africa, and are
reviving African ancestral religion. What blasphemy! The more
charitable
into

interpretation

is that humans in that

atavism and barbarism.

temptations

The

which I face while

indicate how

widespread

region

evocation

are

declining

of these natural

this paper may only
in Africa and elsewhere in

beginning

conflicts

are

world, and why it may be important to seek for explanations of
the conflicts beyond the obvious or ubiquitous ethnic divide.
our

February 1996, during a preparatory meeting for a conference
in Dakar [Senegal] on conflict resolution. in the West African sub
region, the participants underlined the multiple nature of the causes
of conflict in Africa, insisting that one should not limit these only
to ethnicity. These other causes include land issues, manipulation
of public opinion, crying poverty and hopeless living conditions,
uncontrollable circulation of arms, lack of clarity about the role of
the military in a democratic system, personal ambition of some so
called leaders, national conferences which derailed followed by
chaotic transition programmes, irresponsible media, and so on."
These points noted about the West African region apply with equal
force to the Central African region. The only difference, which
In

may not be considered a minor difference, is that West Africa is
saved from the type of ethnic madness that exists between two
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clearly defined antagonists

like the Hutu and Tutsi.

Though

57

there

may be all over Africa what the 1994 African Synod described as
the "idolatry of ethnicity which leads to fratricidal wars?", this

idolatry has reached the level of paroxysm in the Central African
region, precisely in Rwanda. Secondly, the factors which led to the
spill over of conflicts from one part of the Central African region
to another leading to a full" scale war the first world war fought on
African soil involving 8 African nations
may be latent in West
Africa but has become clearly active in the Central African region.
It is noting the evident to remark with the Ethiopian Episcopal
Conference that tribalism is the greatest problem that Africa faces
today. The Ethiopian conference told the 1997 SECAM meeting in
South Africa that the church does well to address herself seriously
to this evil of tribalism. This may be an exaggeration, in view of
-

-

noted above, but the tribal has become the obvious
channel of the emergence of pent-up emotions.

the other

causes

The purpose of this symposium is to search for ways of limiting
this violence and conflicts. My task is to focus on the Central

African

region, point out the multiple causes of the conflicts, and
propose patterns of resolving such conflicts in the future based on
the theological resources of the Christian church implanted here in
Africa.

My primary focus will be Rwanda whose experience of tribalism,
ethnocentrism, and racism culminated in genocide described as
6
possibly the first popular genocide in contemporary history.
Though I have only fragmentary knowledge of the peoples in the
tiny densely populated Central African country, my narrative will
draw from pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial" history to
situate the Rwandan conflict and tragedy. I shall note the potential
of the conflict from this country to spill over frontiers leading to
the production of a war which now engulfs the whole Central
African region.
Second, I shall draw attention to the tragic consequences of a
warped ethnological model, parading some groups as superior
Africans [Hamites and so born to rule] and others as Negroes as
such [and thus inferior serfs to be ruled
Seligman's
-

-
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classification]. This poorly informed model hardened into
doctrine/ideology clothing with the aura of natural causality socio
economic differences that existed before the colonial

mission, charged

with

for

this

era.

Christian

education, is blamed
again Christian mission

transmitting
ideology. And
propagating
discovered too late its error in propagating this ethnic ideology. My
first point of reviewing the possibilities of theological models that
may be useful in addressing the church in the countries around the
region, is a re-examination of the crucial question of Christian
conversion. Exploring with Metuh the theories proposed by
Trimingham, Horton, Ifeka-Moller and Fisher [who depends on the
classic work of Nock] one may askhow far a change of affiliation
may .happen without a change of conviction. This review of
western

,

conversion is not limited to Rwandabut also extends to the rest of

Africa

so

that the

impact

of

baptismal

water

may ultimately be

stronger than the ethnic blood [Archbishop Obiefuna ofOnitshaJ or
at least transform the ethnic blood to create fraternity beyond
ethnic frontiers. Next I shall drrw from what the Churches say to
members my principal source will be the Catholic Church.

their

-

teaching clearly imparts the principles of justice,
for the poor and oppressed, and reconciliation.
hospitality,
Third I ask how one may devise a political theology, which for the
region may be a liberation theology, which may provide models for
getting beyond the negative forces of e: nnicity while harvesting the
positive forces for recreating the societies. As a matter of fact the
theological .model that may be more adequate here may be the
theology of reconstruction proposed by the All Africa Conference
of Churches [AACC] in 1991 for the reform of the Churches and
societies in the region. It may not be idle to suggest that these
models can be connected with the preferred model of the African
synod the model of Church as Family of God. Finally, I shall try
to locate Africa and her problems in the wider world and search for
ways Africa may join the global process through the Christian
commonwealth. There have been calls made in this region and
other regions of Africa for the unification of Africa for the better
future of humans. Theology adding its voice to these calls inserts
This social

care

-
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itself in the wider vision of the realisation of the

Kingdom. In this
not onlyrespected

way the particularity or identity of each group is
but also tested, transformed and converted in the openness to
receive the other.
Elements of Pre-colonial

History:
a warped
today
ethnology, supported by
and
colonial interest
propagated by Christian mission, for the
creation ofan ethnically pitched Tutsi-Hutu divide in Rwanda. As
J. B. W-ebster, B. A. Ogot and J.-P. Chretien wrote in UNESCO
7
General History of Africa, the Hamito-Semitic theory proposed
Hamites as Africans of a superior race coming from the East or
Ethiopia. These are supposed to be responsible for the civilisations
of the Great Lakes region inhabited by Negroes as such or the other
blacks or Bantu found in this region. However, recent and more
Historians

careful

blame

historiography. paying

close attention to oral sources, the

-formation and

yield

more

development of clans instead of castes and races,
interesting and convincing results. It emerges that the

Great Lakes

region

is

one

dominated

intrigues and wars. There
fragmentation and stabilisation

by political ambitions,
development,
of kingdoms movements that can
is

the

formation,
-

be traced back to the 15th century and even before then. Instead of
the sharp distinction between fanners and herders which is

supposed to explain the 20th century conflicts in Rwanda the study
shows clans of mixed composition
Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa and
other ethnic groups both in ancient Burundi and Rwanda. History
points to a fusion of groups and the existence of intimate contacts,
which go as far as the Kivu region in present day Democratic
Republic of the Congo [DRC] before the colonial period. If there
were a contact between "Bantu-speaking groups and groups
speaking south Kushitic or central Sudanese languages", this
appears to recent historiography as only an 'interesting' hypothesis,
but it bears "on too remote a period (the first millennium) to throw
light on the situation in the sixteenth century, given the cultural
-

fusion of these

populations","
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While the

kingdoms around the Eastern side of the Great Lakes
region
Baganda and Bunyoro fragmented in the wars of
conquest and struggle for influence and domination that
characterise this region, the Western side of lake Victoria, where
one has the Rwanda and Burundi kingdoms, showed relative
stability and firm concentration of power in the hands of defined
ruling elite. These two are densely populated kingdoms having
over one million inhabitants each by the end of the 19th century.
Historians have shown that demographic explosion, frequent
calamities, ecological disasters, drought and famine, recorded in
these two kingdoms historically led to population movements in
search of pasture or watered land, and also led to the dependence of
farmers on herders. The herders through the practice of
like

-

transhumance

subsequent
the divine

the

ruling

were

able to

cult of the

ensure

cow or

its

king, mwami, helped

the survival of their cattle. The

use as

symbol

at the

instigation of

the rich Batutsi herd-owners and

circles to maximise their benefit from the

regimes

established 300 years ago.
In addition the gradual centralisation of Rwandan

kingdom was
effected through the system of clientship (ubuhake or protection
guaranteed to a family in exchange for increased obligations; a
process that was used to subjugate influential Hutu lineages). Other
elements of centralisation include military organisation and
ideological control. There was a system of hereditary standing
armies, consisting of young men of certain lineages stationed in
-

camps located

belonging

on

to or

collected tax

-

borders under threat, who also looked after herds
protected by the king, and who later simply

Bahutu, Batutsi and

even

foreigners

are

part of the

The instability introduced by wars of conquest in the 17th
and 18th centuries, the movement of populations in.search of food,
better irrigated lands or richer pastures, caused the break up of
lineages. Cwezi religion offered a refuge in the face of this

military.

attendant
injustice. The very popular
involves initiation into the destiny
which
RyangombelKiranga cult,
of the civilising hero, cut across groups and classes. But the
monarchies sought their legitimacy from these same religious

instability

and

Politico-Theological
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testified
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by myth

and ritual.

nevertheless constituted instruments for

kings."

In

addition,
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The movements

controlling the excesses of
following the slave

increased

inequalities
Europeans, tension increased. Smaller
and
clans
fought to maintain their independence. This is
kingdoms
especially so in Rwanda which started making attempts to expand
its influence from the central plateau region to the northern and
western [Hutu] areas. Mediumship and possession [k?Jbandwa] of
religious nature became strong all over the Great Lakes region to
oppose the political capitals of the various kingdoms. Towards the
19th century and also during the colonial period, kubandwa
movements focused around a female deity Nyabingi, and became
widespread west and north of Rwanda, and around the borders of
DRC and Uganda in opposition to Rwandan expansionist policy.
The Nyabingi cult was an anti-authoritarian association of
priestesses who delivered oracles of the spirit-deity often
challenging Tutsi government. During the missionary, and colonial
period, the oracles were received under the inspiration of the Holy
10
Spirit.
All these show that by the dawn of the 19th century the political
and ,economic realities in the region do not necessarily lead to a
as

trade and contact with

racialist

stereotyping of the

racial stamp -on
may vary

groups. Colonisation put its ethnic and
differences that are social and economic and which

according to

states involved and

according to time ..

Impact of Colonisation and Christian'Mission ..
Germany was the first colonial power that ruled Rwanda. After
the First World War, the League of Nations handed over German
possessions in East Africa to British and Belgian command.
Belgium conveniently merged the area called Ruanda-Urundi for
easier administration. But the colonial policy of indirect rule right
from the time of German rule, which Belgians followed, preferred
not to tamper with the native structures. It rather strengthened such
structures
for easier exploitation of occupied territories
strengthening the hands of rulers against opposition of subjects.
within the established kingdoms and reducing the conflicts
-
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kingdoms in the territory being administered. However,
the Belgians insisted that involvement in political administration
required Western education, which it confided to the missionaries.
But the most disorienting, policy in the region under study is the
inaccurate interpretation of the social, economic and political
realities of the region in purely ethnic and racial terms.
In a paper presented at the 1 st SIST international congress on
mission [November 11-17 1996] Mme Marthe Antoinette Balihe, a
Rwandan, gave an arresting imagery of the consequences of this
racial interpretation, of the pre-colonial social, economic and
political situation. She insisted that the missionaries [White
Fathers] led by Bishop Leon Classe, the vicar Apostolic who
succeed the founder of the Rwandan mission Bishop Hirth,
between

maintained the ethnic division and the exclusion of the Hutu from
political responsibility as doctrine. Reacting to the introduction of
some

Hutu into the administration of the

territory by Belgium, Mgr

Classe declared:

The gravest wrong' that the Belgian government could do to
'itself and the country would be to eliminate the Tutsi caste.
Such

a

solution would lead to

European

communism. As

impossible to

have better chiefs

active and

more

a

anarchy
general rule

or

and

capable people

anti

it would be

to have more

progress. Besides the Bahutu could
II
mines and farms.

an

intelligent,

who will understand

only

occupy posts in

Consequently

in Western education, administration, and in the
minority Tutsi [15% of Rwanda] dominated the

Church ,tp.e
majority Hutu [85%] and
,

[1-2%]. Bauer notes that the
conversion of Tutsito Catholicismwas through Western education.
As a result; by 1945 95% of Tutsi were catholic, they accounted for
half the clergy and religious; and with education in the hand of
Christian. mission, they dominated this key area.12 Consequently,
Christian religion' became .one more instrument of ensuring the
Tutsi hegemony. In the
Rw�dan kingdom the mwami (king) was
Twa
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king having right over life and death. Traditional religion
protected this traditional system, and so during the
early period of the encounter with western Christianity the king
refused baptism. But in the process of christianization of Rwanda,
a prince
catechumen Rudahigwa was enthroned as king in 1931 [as
Mutara IV], and so started his reign as a Christian king. Baptised in
1945, Mutara IV dedicated Rwanda to Christ the King addressing
this prayer to the Lord Jesus, "You have given our country a long
line ofkings to govern it in your stead even at a time when they did
13
This prayer fits in perfectly with the ancestral
not know you".
Christology to be developed three decades later by John Mbiti,
Benezet Bujo and Charles Nyamiti [theologians who hail from East
and central Africa]. But it is obviously a prayer that validates the
position of the aristocracy a group whose thoughts about religion,
as Weber clearly stated, are far from rational/prophetic ethics. «As
divine

and sacred rites

-

a

rule»,

powers

Weber, «the class of warrior nobles, arid indeed feudal
generally, have not readily become the carriers of a rational
says

religious ethic».14 They seek from religion the psychological
assurance of their legitimacy.
It was therefore predictable after the Second World War, with
the changes in the administration of the Church, that the dominant
Tutsi would reject a reformist church. Mgr Andre Perraudin who
was leading the new generation missionaries introduced a clear
social ring to the gospel and ministry. With the replacement ofMgr
Classe by Perraudin there were genuine efforts by the Catholic
Church, to preach the social gospel. The new missionaries were
filled with the passion not to lose the poor and working class as
happened with the Church in Europe. As Jean Delumeau argued,
Christendom was proclaimed, argued and theorised in Europe but
never lived. Consequently Europe was never fully evangeiised ;
should not say that the poorest of the poor, the working
class or the proletariat was ever lost by the Church rather. the
IS
The post-World War II
Church never touched their level.
missionaries saw it as clearly their mission to speak out against
social injustice. This change to preaching social justice interested
and

one

I

the Hutu,

oppressed

and

naturally dominated by

resentment.
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Resentment is understood in the Weberian

the

emotions of

sense

of ressentiment

or

their

suppressed· group, blaming
the corrupt class and expecting divine
intervention to compensate their loss and visit vengeance on the
I
oppressors 6. In Korean and Asian cultures this sentiment is

religious
depressed condition

a

on

expressed in the Han or «a sense of unresolved resentment against
injustice suffered, a sense of helplessness because of the
overwhelming odds against, a feeling .of acute pain of sorrow in
one's guts and bowels making the whole body writhe and wriggle,
and an obstinate urge to take 'revenge' and to right the wrong all
these combineda'", Oppressed Hutu, feeling this resentment, were
turning to Protestant churches for consolation. The new. social
Catholicism with its emphasis on social ethics and general
extension of education to the Hutu was indeed welcome newsl8 it
was the arrival of the salvation they were hoping for. But for the
Tutsi it was a clear betrayal by the Catholic Church. As if this was
not sufficient, the Belgian government also changed its position
about considering one race inferior to the other. Predictably, this
was Unacceptable to the Tutsi. Tension continued to mount.
Christian mission missed the dynamic and popular elements,
within the central African, culture for raising the prophetic
questions about the evangelisation of Rwanda; what Nock
followed by Metuh calls second conversion'", The elites were split
along ethnic lines singing different tunes. The Batutsi, after the
second world war, led by. notable erudite clergy like Alexis
Kagame called for independence from Belgian oppression; the
Bahutu, led by their own. catholic clergy and ex-seminarians were
vociferous for social justice. Very few were searching for a middle
ground. The field of traditional .religion which offered the ground
for neutralising totalitarian regimes has at the time of colonisation
and mission become co-opted by secular hierarchs, or were 'simply
reprobated by missionary propaganda. For example, there was the
cult of RyangombelKiranga originally a civilising hero
king/prophet/magician who contested and denounced the' sharp
emerging Tutsi/Hutu/Twa caste and the idea of a distant [mana
(God), who died in hunting expedition, and to whose cult followers
-

-
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liminal period of the initiation included
identification with the model and possession [kubandwa] by spirit
of Ryangombe. We have also mentioned 'the female deity,
Nyabingi, whose followers were very influential in the 19th
century. Ali these were "practices of initiatory divination and
healing, offering protection against threats coming from near
,,20
But the colonial administrator of
ancestors or abuses of power.
Rwanda, Luc de Reusch, supported by a Christian church hostile to
traditional religion outlawed these rites: F or according to Luc de
Reusch African paganism cannot be protected like the great world
religions by state law?l The post-independence Hutu government
showed a similar hostility to possession because of their prophetic
revolutionary bent and outlawed the kubandwa replacing it with its
are

initiated.

own

Hutu revolution.

The

Independence and the Peaking of Ethnic Intolerance
were leading up to the Hutu social revolution of 1959
appeared predictable. The Tutsi ruling elite was not able to read the
handwritingon the wall. With the necessary administrative changes
being introduced by the Belgian colonial authority under pressure
from the UN in view of full independence, BaTutsi reaction was
clinging to the myth of superiority. Balihe refers to this lack of
clear reading of events in a document published by radicals in the
ruling elite on 17th May 1958. It is a document tracing the
genealogy of the Tutsi kings and recounting their epic. The
document concluded: «Since "our kings conquered the Hutu
country, killing the so-called minor kings, thereby making the Hutu
subject to us, how could these now pretend that they are our
Political

Events that

brothers?»

22

Each group formed its own political party and used every
available means to attack the other: Union Nationale Ruandaise
.

(for the Tutsi) and Parti du Mouvement de I 'Emancipation Hutu
(for the Hutu). Kayibanda, founder of the Hutu party and ex
seminarian editor of the Church paper Kinyamateka, and leader of
the Legion of Mary, moved through the hills for a grassroots
conscientization and mobilisation using the same cells of the
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communicate his ideas. The Tutsi party decided to crush
Hutu party using assassins targeting its leadership. Kayibanda

Legion to
the

went into

hiding

in the south. Then

an

uprising

in November 1959

revolution] ignited the north and all Tutsi huts
following year gave the Hutu
party a landslide victory. Kayibanda led the 'government in 1961.
The Tutsi king, Mwami Kigeri V, went into exile with ten
[the

were

Hutu social

set ablaze. The elections the

thousand

men.

refugees from Burundi, Uganda and RDC
led to repression of Tutsi leading to the death of thousands. In
Burundi the equilibrium in the relationship of the ethnic groups
was upset by the presence of the Tutsi refugees. But Burundi with a
majority of Hutu was firmly in the control of the Tutsi though
ethnic appurtenances are decreed out. Uprisings of disgruntled
Hutu led to repressions and exile. The repression following the
uprising of 1972 was really ethnic massacre [about 120000 Hutu
paid for the massacre of 1200 Tutsi]. In 7th July 1973 another
revolution occurred in Rwanda, the north staged a coup under
General' Juvenal Habyarimana accusing the government of
Kayibanda of favouring people of the central region. The regional
equation will be part 'of the causes of distress in Rwanda. Many
Hutu who saw' through the 'ethnic propaganda will join the
opposition because of regional reasons and will be part of those
massacred in the genocide of 1994. More repressive measures by
the Hybyarimana government followed more incursions of
Rwandan refugees from neighbouring countries where the violent
relations in Rwanda have been exported. Exiled descendants of.the
repressions of the 1960s and 1970s were demanding more and
more their rights, This was interpreted by the Habyarimana regime
as attempt by feudalists to oppress the majority. In Burundi similar
incursions by.the Hutu was interpretedas attempts by terrorists to
destabilise the government, and no recognition was accorded the
Then incursions of the

ethnic divide in the country. In both countries the economic
problems and their social impact were not clearly addressed.
Rather the other [Hutu or Tutsi as the case may
in absolute terms as the cause of the evil. But

be]
by

was

demonised

1990

following
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marginalization of the
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Tutsi in all aspects of social and

political

life since the coup of Habyarimana, there was a well-organised and
highly orchestrated incursions from Uganda into Rwanda, the

beginning of the civil war which was officially interpreted as
aggression from a neighbouring country, Uganda.
From then on the international community has become interested.
The Tutsi in. the USA, in the Ugandan army, and elsewhere in the
Diaspora, used the media and their connections to advantage. The
government of Habyarimana used terror, the army, the media
[especially the state. radio/television and the so-called Radio de
Milles Collines] to plant hatred'". The army behaved in the Tutsi
area of the country as a force of occupation. In Burundi the same
surveillance of the Hutu was systematically carried on. Distrustand
fear plagued the unhappy memory of the inhabitants of these sister
states. Jean-Pierre Chretien has stressed the role fear played in all
this sad ethnic drama which may explain the level of ethnic
madness and the barbarism of the massacres that 'followed.

Reacting to the massacres in Burundi
Fear

...

is

become the

in

August 1988 he" stressed:

not at the background of the drama, it has
key protagonist in the affair. What does it mean

to 'be Hutu or Tutsi? It is

neither to be Bantu

or

Hamite,

nor

serf or lord! It is rather to remember who killed .your
relative fifteen years ago, or to ask each time with a
to be

different answer, who is going to kill your child in ten years
time. Ethnic identification in this country, by default of
being cultural or marked on one's identity card, is written
in hearts in terms of
'

a

series of remembered

or

feared

violence.i"
Compromise, the basis
ancient African societies,
When

one

reflects

on

of modem societies and the ideal of
ignored by the logic of this emotion,

is

the number killed, the type of death reserved

victims, the destabilisation of the-society, the increase in the
number of refugees, one feels the urgency of finding a solution
to the

based

on

the

resources

of the groups and

on

the realities of the

68
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period. In Rwanda 5-8000

of 1972 while

more

lost their lives in the

uprising of

lost in Hutu peasant revolt
than 120000 Hutu lost their lives. In the

1963. In Burundi 1200 Tutsi lives

were

that followed another Hutu

repression
Maranga in the North of Burundi,

mayhem

the deaths

in

Ntega

and

in the hundreds of

are

thousands. Between 1973 and 1990 in Rwanda, the loss of lives in
war and repression of Tutsi residents is again in the thousands. All
.

these build

up

to the very well

planned

colossal

genocide of

1994

in which close to 1000000 lives of moderate Hutu and Tutsi of all

downing of the aircraft carrying the
Rwandan president Habyarimana and his Burundi colleague,
Ntaryamira is supposed to have ignited the holocaust. But the
mounting tensions, the media, the stockpiling of arms, are all
indicators that something of such sinister proportions was being
planned. The international community was of very. little help. One
wonders what may be done now to redress the situation.
lost.· The

description

were

Towards

Politica'�Theological Response

I

was

a

in France

when

the Rwandan

tragedy

hit the world. I

was

prodded by those events to attempt a research into an African
response to the role of the Church in the world. My response drew
me to various conferences organised both in France and Germany.
It also

prodded me to add a section to the course I was teaching on
theology to reflect on emerging Church and State
structures that depend on the resources of Africa. It is from those
responses that finally the book A Listening Church emerged. It is
not really a response in terms of political theology, it is however an
African

attempt

to show that

from_ African

resources

a

courageous and

witnessing (prophetic) Church may be built.
The emergence of a fairly defined political theology goes back to
the works of Johann Baptist Metz at the close of Vatican II. This
kind of theology draws from the gains of Vatican II by moving the
Church away from its self-insulation; a self-insulation that dates to
period of the enlightenment. It focuses on the impact genuine

the

faith should make

society. Sharing

on

Christians for

a

creative transformation of

similar concerns with liberation

theology by

Politico-Theological Assessment of Ethnic/National

Rivalries

69

relating the meanings and values of faith to personal and social
transformation, it moves aside from liberation theology by
addressing the concerns of those who seek the significance of
post-enlightenment cultures.f Metz sees
theology
upon
respond to fundamental questions
addressed to insiders «the account of the believer's hope given to
the believer himself». This is because in the West religion and
society have gone their separate ways since the Enlightenment; and
there has been a break up of the identity of faith and religious
consciousness. Believers often fmd themselves in Diaspora and
have to face the spiritual and intellectual demands made by a
pluralistic society", This situation is also applicable to non
western peoples who may have been influenced by Western
education."
Political theology, as understood by Metz keeps the past and
present in dialectical tension. The depth of the resources of the
living past tradition is remembered .(memoria) and the emerging
positive forces of the present are enkindled to transform the
society. Thus in the Church the memoria makes present the dead
risen Christ and lives in expectation of his «coming kingdom
criticising all efforts at idolatry, whereby persons,
fs0ups, nations,
or empires set themselves up as the lord of history» 8. Again in this
direction, this theology may provide a dynamic model for
transforming the socio-political structures in the central African
region, especially the 'ethnic loyalties or solidarity that some have
interpreted as scientific ethnicism.
The am. of this theology is not simply another social gospel or,
social Catholicism as proclaimed by Andre Perraudin and the new
missionaries after the Second World War, but a theology whose
Christian faith in Western
called

to

-

concerns are

for the whole world church. This is

a

call for

a

second

reformation where the emergent church is fully in touch with the
churches of the poor of the third world. It is not simply a call to

activism, but

search "for

integrating wisdom capable of being
practiced cooperatively in reversing dehumanizing injustices" .19
If the above is generally the designs of political theology: it
contains the grains of liberation theology, though it starts its
a

an
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experience of an insulated Church and
religion.
designs of this theology and the theology
of liberation, which, arises out of the concerns of the poor, caught
in the massive dehumanising conditions of poverty and oppression
in third world countries, help reflection on the tragedy that has
befallen Rwanda. As happened to Europe going through two world
wars, and having genocide on its conscience, the tragedy of
Rwanda calls to question the experience of faith and its practice in
the central African region. Our first reflection will focus on the
need to move towards a second conversion in this region. Our
second focus will be the need to utilise all the dynamic forces of
the past, foundational experiences of life in the Central African
region and received Christianity, to reconstruct the societies.
Finally, one needs the Christian commonwealth and a wider
political vision to re-educate and reintegrate Rwanda and the
central African regioa into the global village, thereby leaving the
region open to the project of the Kingdom.

reflection from the Western

privati sed

On the Need for

The

[Second]

Conversion

There is little doubt in the

region under study that Christianity has
proclaimed
by Africans. It is equally pertinent to
note that this Christianity has not led to the fundamental
transformation of structures. And when one passes this judgement
one is not pretending that Christianity has generally anywhere
succeeded in transforming socio-religious and economic or
political structures. Alyward Shorter noted long ago that the
reception of Christianity in Africa did not really call for radical
change. Whatever this may mean, it may imply either that the
fundamental aim of Christian mission- merged with the aims of the
African communities; or that the means of evangelisation became
forceful motivation for accepting the faith.
been

and received

It has been noted above that

Rwandans, Tutsi but also Hutu

accepted Christianity because of the promises in the area of
education and social- mobility. This is also the case among peoples
of West Africa, for example, .the Igbo of Nigeria. Therefore, what
may be said here about conversion in Rwanda may be applicable to
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other parts of Africa. From the evidence on the ground about the
of April 1994 and previous pogroms in the region,
Christians butchered Christians. Dominant social symbols, like the

massacres

sanctity of life

and the

family,

were no

longer effective.

A husband

buries his Tutsi wife alive, telling her "the hour has come".
Neighbours threaten to destroy the house of a Hutu if he kept on

hiding his Tutsi wife. The wife begs her husband to bury her alive
after praying together she is buried alive. A pastor supervises the
massacre of his flock. The precincts .of the sacred are desecrated.
Christian. churches became centres of 'Slaughter like stadiums. A
traumatised French priest, Gabriel Maindron, who did his seminary
training in Rwanda and who spent all his youthful life labouring in
the place could hardly believe what was happening to his flock. He
found it difficult to preside at Sunday mass. He did conduct the
celebration, his Hutu flock assisted. There appeared to be no
remorse shown by those who participated in the genocide. Father
Maindron had the following conversation with one of his altar boys
who was carrying a machete and who he has not seen since the
-

massacres

-

started:

What

been
-

-

are

doing

with that machete? What have you
all this while?
you

doing

Father, I have killed
You

are

a

dozen

or more.

not ashamed?

No! I

only took part

in

defending the country.
But, I tell you that you are no longer a Christian.
Not at all! I remain a catholic. I have 40ne no wrong,
have no intention of coming to you to confess.i"
-

-

-

and I

who know the power of the media in Burundi, Rwanda,
and
the
whole of the central African region will understand
DRC

Only those

damage done to the psyche of citizens in this region. This led to
a UNESCO commissioned study of the Rwanda media following
the genocide. Jean-Pierre Chretien and his group of researchers
were convinced from evidence that the media
especially Radio de
Milles Collines [radio of one thousand hills], and the extremist

the

-
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journal, Kangura prepared the ground and tele-guided the Hutu
population in transforming their country. into an abattoir. The
researchers .;�rrectly gave the, title Rwanda: Les Medias du
genocide to their book. The White Fathers. who evangelised
-

Rwanda attest that the'

public media

is the

highest

instrument used

to issue instructions to the

the

by
people.
Ha1?yariman� regime
Every news bulletin is preceded by previous speeches of the
president. With this kind of indoctrination researchers were struck
about the passionate commitment and good conscience of
thousands of Killers in performing this barbaric action." If people
could kill with such good conscience, employ such brutality as
.dismembering a victim before actually cutting of his/her head,
what kind of humans, what kind of Christians are these? Are.they
.

converted?

repression of 1963 that led to the death of more than
[Tutsi insurgents refugees had made incursions
provoking the repression], missionaries cried out
the
brutality. The bishops condemned the action as
against
shameful and degrading" Baur recorded the
"unchristian
from .some Bahutu men, «Let us first settle
comments
following
our bills with the BaTutsi, then we shall talk about being
Ch!istians».32 It is possible that the foundation on which the life of
the Hutu and Tutsi Christians are built is far from the apostles and
prophets, rather it is ethnic loyalty and all that the term indicates.
Scholars of African religion and African Christianities
(independentchurches) have wondered about the meaning of
conversion in Africa. The following theories are- prevalent: '(a)
Trimingham proposes the shattered' microcosm or the collapse of
African traditional societies at the impact of western civilisation,
technology, economy and education as cause of conversion to
Islam and Christianity. These religions are able to support new
views of the world that ethnic religions are unable to support, (b)
Robin Horton proposes the intellectualist approach whereby the
movement to the worship of a supreme being as development of
African cosmology in response to features of the modem situation
was already in the air whether or not Islam or Christianity ever

During

the

5000 persons,
into Rwanda

.

-

.

-

.

.

-

-

-
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Consequently, these two religions are catalysts,
stimulators
changes that were bound to occur
whether these missionary religions were brought to Africa or not.
(3) Fisher adopts the historical approach whereby encounter with
Islam followed the patterns of quarantine (whereby the orthodox
faith practised by strangers alone), mixing (natives changing
first conversion),
affiliation without changing their conviction
and reform (or the local people moving to orthodoxy). (d) Finally
Ifeka-Moller proposed the deprivation theory, whereby rapid social
change and growing frustration like being excluded from political
power or reaping reward from eventual change become motivators
for conversion. After examining these four theories of conversion
in Africa, Metuh underlined that the prevalent opinion among
scholars is that conversion is a very complex phenomenon and no
one theory explains it in Africa. But it is important to understand
what scholars mean by conversion, Metuh reduces this to three
categories (i) change of affiliation without change of conviction
st
(or mixing 1 conversion), (ii) change of affiliation with change
of conviction, and (iii) change of conviction without change of
affiliation (2nd conversion).
Many of the elements suggested above, especially the social,
economic and political form part and parcel of the reasons given
for the conversion' to Christianity in Rwanda. But it does appear
that there was a change of affiliation without a clear change of
came to Africa.
or

accelerators of

-

-

-

-

.

conviction. There may be evidence of this but can this be
generalised? What does one say about the context of violence,

predated Christianity? The historical. report of the pogroms
and the reaction of Christians through the '1960s to the drama of
1994 had the footnote that many Christians showed heroic virtue

which

by the manner in which they protected their neighbours as human
beings and Christians. For example, when journalists pressed Fr.
Maindron on whether' the genocide of Rwanda was not signal of
the failure of Christianity, he accepted that the Christian-faith has
suffered a terrible blow. But he believes that the witness of the
thousands who preferred death rather than participate in. the
genocide is an alternative and radical Christian testimony. He
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referred to the collective letter of the Travailleuses Missionnaires,
which declared:
I

mostly the baptised who killed Christians, this
may give
impression that a century of struggle and
missionary generosity in the service of the very poor is in
vain. This is certainly not true. Plenty of evidence reach us
proving that thousands of Christians, Hutu and Tutsi, put
Since it is

the

.

their lives

on

the line to

save

their brothers and sisters The
..
'

spirit of love overcame hate.33
the many faults of the Rwandan church, but he
the
underlined
courageous struggle of this church to which. one has
to pay tribute: 3 bishops, 103 priests, 40 brothers, 60 sisters, and
He

acknowledged

very

Christians have been assassinated. It is not

numerous

church which

civil society,

failed, everything collapsed in Rwanda
the international

community.

34

the state,
Consequently, it will

be rash indeed to reduce the faith in Rwanda to
D. Nock in his classic

only the

-

.

mere

adhesion. A.

of conversion does make

a distinction
study
between this experience, which
i��lies total change, and adhesion,
which does not imply a crossing of religious frontiers. In adhesion
one is touched by external circumstance of contact with the other

and their ways:
These external circumstances led not to any definite
crossing of religious frontiers, in which an old spiritual

home was left for a new once and for all, but to men's
having one foot on each side of a fence which was cultural
and not creedal. They led to an acceptance of new worships
as useful supplements and not as substitutes, and they did
not involve the taking of a new way of life in place of the
old. This
soul

of

may call adhesion, in contradistinction to
By conversion we mean the reorientation of the

we

conversion.

an

indifference

or

individual,
from

an

his

deliberate

earlier form of

turning from
piety to another, a

.
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involved, that the old
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consciousness that

was

wrong and the

a
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great change

new

is

right."

Whatever may have stimulated the conversions in Rwanda, it
remains true that the faith has not been fully purified in the

country. It is

true that some may have lived it to great heroism. The
attitude of some state and church hierarchs indicates that there was

dominant hidden

agenda

Christianity out of cultural
reasons.
why it may be right to a certain
extent to refer to Rwandan Christianity as a cult [Baur] where
nothing of the old order changes; rather than the faith which
challenges every aspect of the society. Again this situation is
a

rather

than, creedal

common

to embrace

This is

to the rest of Africa and the world.

The evidence allover Africa.of what Archille

Mbembe" calls the

of the stomach is partly responsible for the way the faith
embraced in Rwanda. The desire to control political and

politics
was

economic power pushed the elite initially to accept western
education and Christianity. The practice of injustice by the ruling

elite, the refusal
the

to

democratise, and the exploitation of ethnicity

of scientific ethnicism

point
political

to

all directed towards

holding on
gains such power gives. Remi
Anifowose showed in a similar analysis that the shortest cut to
affluence and influence in Nigeria is through politics. In Nigeria,
"the possession ot:political power leads directly to economic
power. Those who hold· positions in the power structure
to

power

are

and the

determined the location and distribution of scarce resources.
Exclusion from this power position is hence veey c()jtly',.37
Mbembe blames it all on famine we live in a time of famine, the
-

by my ethnic group, it is time
now for us to eat. Leadership becomes a self-recruiting oligarchy,
and no self-recruiting oligarchy has been known to tolerate
opposition to itself.
The church in Rwanda at one time favoured the ruling Tutsi and
later the Hutu underdogs
leading to both joy and distress. In
Burundi the persecution of the Catholic Church and the expulsion
of missionaries and proscription of small Christian communities in
scarce resources

has to be controlled

-
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the various hills of Burundi in the 70s

came on

the heels of the

equitable society. The persecutions that
preserving the privilege of one group over the
legitimate human rights of another sharpen the ethnic divide,
Church's -stand for

a more

have the aim of

resentment, and fuel vengeance.
Ethnicity has been so exaggerated in Rwanda, Burundi and now
in RDC that this pest has to be clearly reprobated in the church. In
two books that tried to test the 1991

Conference of Churches

project

of the All Africa

theology of reconstruction, Ka Mana
insists that the continent needs to be liberated from this pharoanic
on

pest by the .God of exodus. He passionately argues that African
governments sacrifice at the altar of the god of blood and soil
which is another word for tribalism and ethnocentrism. The
-

oppression

these unleash is

Israelites in

Egypt.

comparable

to Pharaoh's

God's word intervenes to

these pests. Ka Mana

moves

oppression

of

judge

and condemn

further to condemn all

theological or
identity the

in Africa that tend towards

philosophical projects
Zairian rite, the Christology of Christ-ancestor, Christ master of
initiation, emotional (irrational) prayers of sects and independent
churches, inculturatiorr". While sharing Ka Mana's preoccupation
about the evils associated with ethnicity, especially the way it is
lived in the central African region, it must be emphasised that
ethnic identity or concreteness of a group is clearly important for
their self-perception and self-definition in the world. What is
wrong is the self-perception and definition in absolute terms, as not
-

to allow the

other to be, not to reap from the traditional wisdom
that the stranger is a blessing, that the stranger is the ancestor in
transit. Blood and land need to be affirmed and at the same time
denied or rather transcended. The whole of the Scriptures is replete
with this affirmation and

again with openness

to

universality.

From

the promise of the land to Israel, to co-opting Canaanite festivals as
festivals in honour of Yahweh, Yahwism does not fail to project

Brueggemann calls the «aniconic», If one
cannot hammer Yahweh into images [the struggle against idolatry]
the picture of Yahweh's «imageless identity» emerges. Yahweh
the

picture

becomes

a

of what

God «available for and attentive to those who do not
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the

image-making, image-enhancing, image
image-consuming ways of imperial Iife.» This is
another way of affirming that Yahweh as a living God is "engaged
in a radical social practice which creates aft alternative social
possibility'=". To project such an imageless identity of God that is
not colonised by political
and religious hierarchs is the
intentionality of political theology in this region.
This is the type ·of call that Cameroonian theologians and political
scientists [especially Archille Mbembe, Eboussi-Boulaga, and
Jean-Marc Ela]4o have consistently made in their radical position
about Christian theology and Christian witness in Africa. One must
move away from types of inculturation theology that pretends
Africa is vegetating in a mythical past, one must address the
massive oppression and deception of the people by the elite,
political or ecclesiastical, and one needs to adopt the Christie
model. Despite the uniqueness of Jesus the Christ as Son of God,
his genealogy roots him into a people and a defined land (Matthew
and Luke). For as the Fathers of the Church correctly say, what he
and

did not take he did not redeem. But it is clear that for Christ to

explode the particularist institutional model, what we
interpret as including racial or tribal idolatry, he had to
leaders of his time. Eboussi

Pharisees and Essenians
its

novel

may

today

contest the

the confrontation with Sadducees,
way of leading Christianity towards

sees

as a

self-definition. The transformation of social structures,
project of prophetic Christianity, automatically

which is the

implicates protest. According to Eboussi, for Christianity "its
protests is actually its self-definition, for it comprises the actions
and deeds by which it posits itself in its specific difference. These
primitive refusals and rejections reveal the sort of on-going
obstacles it will have to surmount in order to be itself"." Jesus'
confrontation with the Jews led to his death-resurrection through
which a community where there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither
slave nor free, neither male and female emerged (Gal. 3:28).
What may have happened in Rwanda and what happens. in other
African countries is that those who have been profoundly touched
by the faith, on the one hand, and those who were no longer ready
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accept the ethnic alibi for all socio-economic problems and the

racial discrimination, on the other, did not have the physical force
to impose their viewpoint. This may be their Achilles' heel, but
here also may lie their strength, They are people of the future, with
them will arise a new kind of story; with them will begin a new

living myth. Their task can be described, as
Emmanuel Levinas rightly stressed, with that Greek word which
describes gratuitous public work
leitourgia: a task without
reward; a task whose reward rests only in patience and future hope.
To accept the faith is to face the challenges of a prophetic religion.
Attempts by the Church leadership to project a prophetic
memoria,

a

new

-

faith:

Bishop

Perraudin and the

launched the

post-World War
social Catholicism
good news to
-

II

missionaries

the Hutu but

a

betrayal for elite Tutsi. Theirs was, nevertheless, a redeeming
action for the Christian church. It is moving Christianity away from
being a bourgeois religion, for private life only and having no

impact on the structures of society. Eboussi describes this
"a closed
bourgeois religion as propagating the individual
subjectivity, finished and perfect in itself, maintaining only purely
42
extrinsic relationship with society".
One must acknowledge, despite the many lapses of the church in
this region that serious attempts have been made to free the church
-

from self-insulation. The formation of small Christian communities
was one of the striking ways of doing this. According to Baur, by
the time the communities were outlawed in Burundi by the Bagaza

regime in 1986,
significant. And
missionaries sent

impact made on the life of Burundians was
explains why the Church was oppressed,
packing, and Burundi moving towards scientific

the

this

socialism:

Perhaps

a more

decisive

Church than her colonial

for the

oppression of the
hang-over was her pastoral

reason

programme which had been initiated in the same year the
second Republic was born [1972]. It began with a synod of

the whole

People

of God and

envisaged

as a

major

means
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general setting up of small
Christian communities, already successfully introduced in
the south. On every hill such a community, called Inama
Sahwanya (Community meeting), was formed. It comprised
50 to
100 families, which took over the basic
responsibilities regarding prayer, education, sacraments,
charity and finances. Together with this new ecclesial
organization the Church took a major role in social and
economic development. Most successful were its centres of
adult education, the Yaga Mukama. In 1986, the year when
they were suppressed by Bagaza, they counted 300,000
more than all pupils in the schools. This
participants
double church activity was seen as competing with the
policies of the government that built up its political party

indigenizing

the Church the

-

also in small groups

development.

on

the hills and did

a

lot for

43

impact of the church succeeds in proposing an active role in
society a privileged role in the education sector, and another
privileged role in its pastoral programme of small Christian
communities. These small groups have been positively used for
human development and negatively employed as channels of ethnic
tension. But generally the official position of the Catholic Church
has been peace, reconciliation, and protection of the humanity of
The

-

the other.
In the

neighbouring

Kivu

zone

of the

republic

of

Burundian and Rwandan ethnic conflicts had

through
Bishop

the

refugees,

the

Muzihirwa made

before his

Congo, where
been exported

position of the Church is also clear.
a heartrending call in October 1996,

untimely death, for an end to the war which Rwanda and
Burundi and their allies exported to the Congo people. He drew
attention to the hospitality Kivu people gave to Tutsi refugees
between 1959 and 1962, and again the hospitality given to Hutu
refugees in 1994. He made appeal to both groups to respect the law
of hospitality and "not to spit into the well from which they have
taken drinking water". And he called upon Burundi and Rwanda to

Politico-Theological As,sessment of Ethnic/National Rivalries

80

the

hostilities

they are exporting, appealed to the
international community to take immediate charge of the
repatriation of the refugees, and then asked the Zairian government
to fulfil its obligations to its citizens.l"
When the bishop of Kivu was making the declaration in 1996
little did he foresee the eventual development of a full-scale war in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The war of liberation of the
Congo started in the same region in 1997. A year later precisely as
from 2nd August 1998, another war started which has engulfed the
whole region. The Congo Episcopal conference in an extraordinary
meeting in Kinshasa 2-7 November 1998 drew attention to the
disaster that Congolese have been experiencing without respite
because of this war. There is break down of law and order,
massacres, looting of property, groaning, tears, anger, rancour,
brief, a situation of material
vengeance, total ruin, indebtedness
and spiritual desolation. People who do not wish to enlist in the
army abandon their villages, traders horde and hide their lorries
and goods for fear of their being confiscated. Noone talks about
investment. The bishops assemble the national feeling by declaring
cease

-

"no" to war, and refusing the spectre of an imposed dictatorship.
They however cautioned against xenophobia, which' threatens any
group that is faced with external invasion, and the exploitation of
the ideology of ethnocentrism that has made Africa a continent of

Recognising the root of sin. acting in all
and the evils being experienced as fruit of .jealousy, envy,
selfishness and hardness of heart, the bishops called for profound
conversion of heart. This is the prerequisite for reconciliatiop.,'
mutual pardon and life in unity: In short in the DRC local church
the voices are raised with courage and sincerity condemning the
war, denouncing injustice, and inviting all to peace and
reconciliation."
war

and

a

market for arms.

The churches in Burundi 'and Rwanda have the unenviable task of

convoking their assembly and trying to persuade the warring
parties to trust, and to reconcile. The critical role memory must
play in this situation is not minimised. In Rwanda, the bishops
note, in their report

to the 1997 SECAM conference that

'hate,
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rancour

and

the nation

of

settling

was

the

scores

prevalent

at a level unknown in the

context of

living.
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history of

This is of

course

the situation of refugees, the destabilisation of the

compounded by
society, and the fear and repressed anger that follow such an
experience. In Burundi the bishops made a passionate call for
dialogue and negotiation. For they were convinced .that "political
is the unavoidable way towards
dialogue or sincere negotiation
peace and reconciliation". Consequently, no one should be afraid
of dialogue or negotiation, say the bishops. For, Jt· is the
opportunity to mutually listen to one another and appreciate one
another in order to resolve in a peaceful and durable manner, and
for the greater interest of the nation, the problems that generate
...

conflicts.

UPRONA, the government party, rejected this call

as

coming

out

inability of the bishops to condemn the
against the Tutsi. In a lengthy reply that
genocide being
was copied to the Vatican, the diplomatic corps, etc. UPRONA
proposed doctrinal, philosophical, ethical, political' and other
reasons why one should not negotiate with genocide.l" This kind of
reply only tells us that a powerful work has to be done to the
psyche and memory of people in this region as part and parcel of
dialogue and reconciliation: The resistance to the dialogue
proposed by the church also shows the weakness of this institution.
But it is in this weakness and in continuing to propose this ideal for
of bad will and the

committed

the creation of a humane and resilient

society that meets its dreams

that the church continues to fulfil its mission of
Kingdom to the world.

proclaiming

the

Beyond Ethnicism 'global citizenship in view of the Kingdom
Ethnicism is not a project with a future; where it is, allowed to
succeed it produces and entrenches hate and moves society towards
entropy. Experiences in Rwanda and Burundi, and the two Congos
project the worst in ethnicism. In this section I like to propose that
while maintaining identity the project humane living lies fully in
recognising the difference in the other. But insofar as ethnic
nationalities insulate themselves, marginalise others by their power
-
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number, develop the terrible heresy of scientific ethnicism as
practised in Rwanda and Burundi, and as exported into the
neighbouring countries, so much do they dig their own graves.
or

The mission

recognised

as

or
a

the human

mission of

group. I tried to argue in

enterprise in this world must be
building relationships beyond one's
A Listening Church that the clear

anthropological project of African societies is the mass creation of
relationships. The fact that there has always been problems in this
area only shows that relationship is never taken as a given but
remains a project
to be ever re-designed and to be ever re
This is true of a single individual
and
celebrated.
negotiated
African, who is defined onto logically as subsistent relationship
precisely because it is true of the kindred, clan, village-group,
ethnic group, whose survival or self-definition is in building and
servicing channels of relationship. This is why the famous Igbo
adage ife kwulu ife akwudebe ya [a thing stands and another stands
to confirm, support, and confront] is extensible as a
beside it
of
philosophy community inter-relatedness.V The southern African
version of it is humans are humans only along and with other
humans [motho ke motho ka batho ka bang a Sotho proverb]. It is
pertinent to note that while acknowledging the ambivalence in
attitudes to the other, the overall tendency in traditional African
societies is to welcome the other. As the North Kete of Congo sing,
-

-

-

Shangu'a Mbambi
Prepare food for the stranger
Having feet one must glide (travel or be on the move)
If you are going to a foreign country
Will you carry your house on your back?"
Mama

songs and pithy sayings encapsulate generations or ages
experience. This may be institutionalised, for example, in the
hospitality ritual that obtains all over Africa. It may form part of

Proverbs,
of

particular totem of the Manja chief
in Central Africa the rabbit that has large ears. And it becomes an
imprescriptible law guiding the administration of society like the

the

religious

structure like the
-
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consultation and deliberation

very well known pattern of palaver

or

at various levels before

at decisions that involves the

arriving
society. This pattern takes care of the difference of each and
all while pushing forward the greater dream of achieving the aims
of the wider society. That is why the small Christian communities
worked so well in Burundi and Rwanda, and their patterns were
copied by the state. But this same pattern has not really worked
fully in inter-state and international relationships. Some believe the
colonial enterprise may have halted the move to find adequate
means of establishing humane relationship beyond one's ethnic
whole

borders.

founding fathers of independent Africa were not really
thinking of independent tiny states like Rwanda and Burundi
despite the total surprise of the colonial invasion. They were
dreaming greater dreams of federation of States in the French
Equatorial Africa. For example, Barthelemy Boganda's Central
Africa was supposed to include French Equatorial Africa but also
Cameroon, Angola, Belgian Congo, Rwanda and Burundi. It was a
big dream. People in Gabon opposed the idea not wishing to be
financiers of such a union. However, the pan-African movement
right from its inception in the New World, with DuBois as founder,
and especially as from the Manchester conference of 1945 had the
project not only of freedom from colonial domination but a strong
emphasis on political and economic integration.V Nkrumah was in
the forefront of this struggle up to the founding of the OAU in
1963. But the achievements of pan-Africanism in the direction of
regional integration leave a lot to be desired. However, there
appears to be no viable way out than such integration which
maintains the cultural differences while joining the great dream of
The

a

United Africa.

The Harvard expert· on world strategy, Who was director of
security planning for the National Security Council in the Carter

Administration, Samuel P. Huntington, wrote an explosive article
in 1993 titled, "The Clash of Civilisations". In 1996 Huntington
developed the same article into a book, The Clash of Civilisations
and the

Remaking of

World

Order".

In the book

Huntington
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wanted to

respond

to the many critics of his article

basic thesis that in this
world will

longer

no
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by restating his

period after the Cold War, conflicts in the
arise from the criteria of'ideology, non

alignment, East West, North-South. Rather the future conflicts in
the world will arise from the clash of civilisations. The
-

civilisations

Islamic,

in number: Western, Sinic, Japanese, Hindu,
Latin American, and African. According to Huntington,
are seven

emerging tribes. Military conflicts will arise
against the interest of the West or the interests of
another major civilisation in any part of the world. Africa being the
weakest of all these civilisations will normally attract the least
attention even if pogroms or genocide' are being committed there.
Huntington argued,
these

are

the

when

one

acts

new

In this

dangerous
poor,

world the most

new

or

conflicts will not be between classes, rich and
economically defined groups, but between

other

peoples belonging
and

and

pervasive, important,

ethnic

Violence

to

different. cultural entities. Tribal wars'

conflicts

between

will

states

civilisations, however,
other

within

occur

and

groups

from

carries with it the

escalation

as

civilisations

rally to the support of their

states

and

civilisations.
different

potential
from

for

these

groups
'kin countries'. The

clash of clans in Somalia poses no threat of broader
conflict. The bloody clash of tribes in Rwanda has

bloody

consequences for Uganda, Zaire, and Burundi but not much
further. The bloody clashes of civilisations in Bosnia, the

Caucasus, Central Asia, or Kashmir could become bigger
wars. In the Yugoslav conflicts, Russia provided diplomatic
support to the Serbs, and Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran, and

Libya provided funds
reasons of ideology or
but because of cultural

and

arms to

the

politics
51
kinship.
power

or

Bosnians,

not for

economic interest

Huntington's predictions are being dramatised both in Rwanda,
Burundi, Congo, and the Balkans. Africans instead of retreating
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part of the great dream and

move

and then continental

Our discussion has clear

integration.
evangelical bearing. Integration

may be
in
church's
view
of
the
nature
of
the
very
interpreted theologically
ministry in the world the ministry of reconciliation. The church
-

does not exist for

with the

means

itself; it is {lot a simple inward-looking group
of salvation for its members. The church is there to

proclaim the Kingdom and to dramatise the coming of this
Kingdom through its very life. That is why mission is at the very
heart of the church. That is why we have shown above that a
bourgeois Christianity betrays the mission of the Church to the
world. And that is why today, part of the mission of the church is
an enterprise that may be advanced through
conflict resolution
the
intricate connections between nationalities,
Africans
teaching
ethnic groups, and the importance of transcending the vision of the
«nation-prison» to embrace the wider African human, to embrace
the wider humanity. For humans are humans only along and with
other humans. This is the way the church fulfils its prophetic role.
Those who have projected the image of this new vision of
humanity by receiving the other, by dying to save the other,
become examples to be taught and transmitted for the healing of
-

memories.

Since the central African

region, is our focus, it may be right to
by emphasising the prophetic contribution of the
visionaries who paid with their life to project a new humanity, the
Christian ideal of fraternity beyond the ethnic group. These were
conclude

those RwandanslBurundians who put their lives on the line to save
the other. This may be the place to emphasise the prophetic role
movements 'within traditional

played by
break the

narrow

religion

in

this region

vision of ethnicism in order to focus

on

to

the wider

inter-relationship. This reference forms part of the
stratum of a comprehensive history ofthe region for the healing of

dream of

memory. The RyangombelKiranga cult as we said above cut across
ethnic groups. Even when the ruling Tutsi elite co-opted the myth

of Ryangombe

lost its fire

as a

as a

founding myth

movement

for the

monarchy, the

cult

never

of social contestation and therefore of
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renewal. The

Nyabingi cult, a movement of prophet-priestesses
in the post-independence era even when
a
transformed into
Holy Spirit movement. In Uganda this anti
remained

vibrant

authoritarian movement became transformed into

fought against

an

army that

present Ugandan government of Yoweri

the

Listening Church the impact of a
prophetic movement in the old Kongo kingdom in the 17th and 18th
century to unify the kingdom against Portuguese disruptive and
enslaving policies+'. A woman of singular character and courage,
Kimpa Vita (Dona Beatrice of the Kongo) carried this attempt
forward. The movement of Kimpa Vita combined both politics and
culture with a new kind of Christianity tailored to suit the Kongo
realities. of the time. Following the defeat of the Kongo army at the
battle of Mbwila (1665) the kingdom was disorganised and the
capital of the kingdom (San Salvador Mbanza-kongo) was deserted
Museveni. I demonstrated in the

-

and overgrown with weeds. The various clan-chiefs or kings who /
made 'up the federated kingdom were at war with one another. No

emerged to unify the kingdom. Dona Beatrice (Kimpa
Vita) emerged with the singular purpose of uniting politically the
split kingdom with the spiritual support of a Catholicism cut to the
measure of Congolese religious universe.
She confronted the
Portuguese Capuchin, Fr Bernardo da Gallo, and wanted to know
why there were no African saints. An older woman, Fumaria, had
been announcing visions of the apocalyptic destruction of the people
if the king did not come down from the' hills to resettle in and
rehabilitate the capital San Salvador. People were calling Fumaria a
saint. Dona Beatrice connected the recognition of African saints with
the political unity of the kingdom. Her verbal outburst before Gallo,
clear leader

who

was

later to condemn her to be burnt at the stake,'

significant,
You do not want to

explains why
[Fumaria] and

recognize Congo saints. That
lay hold of the old woman

you want to

chastise her. You do not want

restoration of the

kingdom.

sufficient courage to do it

as

You

do

she will do it.

not
53

the

have

was
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able, through her negotiations;

one

united

kingdom; though

save

her from the stake

was

able to recreate the Christian

on

to

bring

the
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warring chiefs

the chief she favoured did not

the 1 st of July 1706. But her movement

symbols

in terms of the

Kongo

experience. She is part of the regional personalities to be proposed to
central African memory for healing and for the transformation and
integration of the societies.
A similar thing may be said about Simon Kimbangu from the same
Congo from whom the Kimbanguist church emerged. It is an
example of both a protest against missionary church, and a
proclamation of a Christianity that is not self-insulated but is at home
in Africa. The independent churches share this approach, being a
reaction against European conquest, domination in politics,
economics, social and church life. However, it must be said that their
later development around the structures of the existing missionary
churches did not help sharpen their contribution to the reform of
church and its structures.
When the Churches in Africa in obedience to Christ carry out the
evangelising mission, the memory of Jesus' death-resurrection is

proclaimed and expanded in the memory of all those Christians who
have given their life so that others may live. The kingdom is
proclaimed in the lives of those who placed their life on the line in
opposition to ethnic chauvinism and consequently for the regional
integration of the central African countries respecting identity and
difference. Here the stories of Dona Beatrice may merge with stories
Holy Spirit movement. Christians in central Africa

of those in the
will also draw

inspiration from the traditional cults that protested
against
RyangombelKiranda. They constitute part of
the foundations for a better appreciation of the grace effected in the
Christ through whose death-resurrection the differences between
Jews and Greeks, Jews and Ethiopians, Tutsi and Hutu, are no longer
looked upon as cause for disintegration, but as the test for the unity
ethnicism like

of all in the Christ.
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