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Abstract

This paper reappraises the missionary enterprise in
colonial Africa focusing on the misadventure of
colonialism  which led to some degree of
misinterpretation and misapplication of Christianity in
the African continent. The nineteenth century European
colonization of Africa left a sour taste in the mouth of
Africans. The European colonizers ill-treated the African
people and pillaged the entire continent for about a
hundred years. They devastated traditional African
societies and economies, and carted away her natural
resources to the metropole.These European colonizers
identified themselves as Christians and pretended that
their mission in Africa was one of altruism, to wit, to
answer to the Whiteman’s burden of bringing salvation,
civilization and commerce. They entered Africa at the
same time with the European missionaries who
introduced Christianity to sub-Saharan Africa and
collaborated or used same to accomplish their colonial
purposes. This is bad for the nineteenth century
missionary movement and for the Christian religion in
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Africa. This paper while condemning the abuses of early
Christian missionaries and colonialists in Africa;
concludes that there was high level of abuse of the
religion in Africa by the early European missionaries and
colonialist in the continent. The paper however, cautions
against rejecting the religion as a result of the past
abuses.

Key Words: Colonialism, Christianity, Misadventure,
Misjudgment, Africa

Introduction

In Africa South of the Sahara, Christianity was
introduced in the 19™ century by European missionaries.
Their coming into Africa coincided with the coming of
their secular compatriots whose mission in the continent
was trade, power and politics. The Christian missionaries
came into Africa for the noble business of preaching the
gospel and for the improvement of the African society
with the virtues of Christianity. However, the secular
ambitions of their colonizing countrymen who came to
exploit Africa robbed off negatively on their own
activities and led to so many in their ranks
compromising their purpose and the mission of the
Christian religion. The overbearing influence of the
colonial masters in Africa was such that in many
instances, the Christian missions or missionaries could
not successfully avoid them. This made it very difficult
for Africans to differentiate between Christian
missionary Europeans and the colonizing Europeans.
This has resulted into many Africans associating
Christianity with the evils of colonialism and their
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viewing the religion as a cloak for iniquity and a means
for exploitation. A typical African perspective on
Christianity is captured in the Kikuyu proverb which
says, “There is no Roman Priest and a European - both
are the same.”! This paper reexamines the Colonial-
Missionary interface with Africans in the 19" century
and infers that the conduct of the Europeans sold the
wrong perception of Christianity to Africans.There was
and still is, a misconstruing of the Christian religion
within Africa as a result of the misadventure of the
European colonialists in the African continent. J. S.
Mbiti writes that, “...the image that Africans received,
and to a great extent still hold, of Christianity, is much
coloured by colonial rule and all that were involved in it.
We are still too close to that period to dissociate one
from the other.”

Colonial-Missionary Alliance in African Exploitation:
The Misadventure

The 1880s saw the dawning of intense competitions
among European imperialists over African territories and
resources in what became labeled as the “Scramble for
Africa.” The major European nations involved in the
scramble and eventual colonization of the African
continent were Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Italy,
Portugal, and Spain.> The scramble was triggered by
Britain’s seizure of the Suez Canal in 1869 and the
carving up by King Leopold II of Belgium in 1884 of the
large Congo colony in central Africa for a personal
possession. The other imperial nations responded with
intense political and diplomatic stratagems aimed at
outwitting one another in the appropriation of African
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lands. The nervous scrimmage would eventually be
harmonized in the Berlin Conference of 1884/1885. The
Berlin Conference marked the official inauguration of
European imperialism in Africa and it was principally
convened to negotiate a peaceful partitioning of the
African lands among the contending European powers.
The hope of the Europeans in struggling over Africa was
to find sources of raw materials to fuel the Industrial
Revolution which had begun in Europe in the second
half of the 18" century.*

Following their broad settlement of issues at the Berlin
Conference, the European powers went about the task of
“effective occupation”and possession of their specific
African territories and populations. This was carried out
with immense European high-handedness, the degree of
which on any particular African colony depended on
which European power was involved and the degree of
African resistance in the area.This precipitated thorough
destruction of traditional African institutions and social
structures and the centralization of all powers under
imperial authoritarianism. Indigenous resistance to
European over-lordship produced bloody and cruel
repressions against the Africans, the worst examples of
which manifested in the French and Belgian colonies.’
The European powers employed two broad methods in
their ruler-ship of Africa- direct and indirect ruling
methods. The British adopted indirect rule whereby they
deployed African leaders as intermediaries between the
local populations and the colonial authorities. This
contrasted with other players like the French and the
Belgians who adopted direct rule.
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The imperial powers also employed more insidious
means in their conquest of Africa. This involved the
infiltration of African territories through the so-called
treaties of protection between the agents of European
imperialism and African traditional rulers who did not
understand the need for the European “protection” nor
the contents of the treaty documents.The chiefs would
later realize to their chagrin that, they had both handed
their lands and peoples over to European nations. By the
time the Europeans finished with Africa, the continent
had lost lands, men, resources, sovereignties, cultures,
religions, and other forms of the African personality and
identity.

TheEuropean Christian missionaries collaborated and
largely colluded with the European colonizers in
bringing about the misfortune of colonialism on Africa.
Their actions and utterances showed that they shared in
the view of “Africa as tabular rasa, an empty slate that
needed to be filled with Eurocentric ideas...their view of
Africa was that of a yam tendril, which needed to be
directed to its stake.”® The missionaries supported the
colonial enterprise and in unison with their secular
countrymen, viewed it as necessary for the civilization or
development of Africa.Toyin Falola submits that some
of the missionaries believed that the agenda of
colonialism in Africa was not different from that of
Christianity.’ According to Falola, Jan H. Boer of the
Sudan United Mission had advanced the view that,

Colonialism is a form of imperialism based on
a divine mandate and designed to bring
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liberation - spiritual, cultural, economic and
political - by sharing the blessings of the
Christ-inspired civilization of the West with a
people suffering under satanic oppression,
ignorance and disease. ...}

Similarly, U.D. Anyanwu submits that,

Generally, Christian agencies were of the
view that colonial or imperial rule could
enhance development in both the colonized
and colonizing states. In various ways, this
was made manifest in the particular context
of Africa. Missionaries in some cases
formally endorsed the establishment of
colonial rule as was done by Mary Slessor at
Calabar and who in fact served the
administration as a consul.’

In the Congo, Marvin D. Markowitz observes that King
Leopold II had used the Catholic missions to cement and
extend his power.! Kathryn Rountree agrees that the
Catholic Church collaborated with the Belgian colonial
administration to exploit or decimate Africa:

The Belgian government... and corporations
wanted cheap raw materials and the Catholic
Church wanted new souls. They both had a
different agenda in Congo but both agendas
went hand in hand. The Catholic missionaries
were a useful tool in the hands of the Belgian
regime, and they worked closely together on
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all levels. There was an official separation

between the Church and the state, and they

had differing opinions on some matters, but

they could both use each other, a win-win

situation.!
The level of missionary complicity was such that in
many places and occasions, they were deployed to
facilitate or smooth the path of European imperialism.
Many of the dubious “protection treaties” were obtained
using European missionaries as fronts or facilitators for
their nations and trading firms. They falsely interpreted
the treaties in order to lure the Africans to agree to the
terms of the imperialists. In Southern Africa, the
missionary Charles Hess, exploiting the trust that King
Lobengula had on him, beguiled the African monarch
and made him to believe that Cecil Rhodes of the British
South African Company was an honest protector of the
Ndebeleland and people. That led to the king appending
his thumbprint on a fraudulent document that effectively
ceded the land adjoining Zambezi and Limpopo to the
imperialists.!?

Another missionary, John Smith Moffart W. Graham of
the London Missionary Society also played a decisive
role in persuading the African monarch to agree to the
terms of the Moffart Treaty of February, 1888. This was
the treaty which laid the groundwork for the Rudd
Concession that gave the exclusive mining rights in
Matabele land, Mashona land and other adjoining areas
to Cecil John Rhodes, and eventually led to the
colonization of Zimbabwe by the British.!> King
Lobengula later died while fleeing the imperialist
onslaught that followed his resistance when he and his
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people realized the trick.!* Likewise, the missionaries’
treacherous dealing with the Kabaka of Buganda led to
the British takeover of that African land. The Church of
England missionary and Bishop of Uganda, Alfred
Tucker, mal-interpreted the 1900 Buganda Agreement
(the so-called Treaty of Mengo) to Apollo Kagwa, the
regent of Kabaka Daudi Chwa II, and other officials of
the Kingdom of Buganda, making them to append their
hands to a document that brought their kingdom under
British suzerainty. The British colonial agent, Sir Harry
Johnston, who signed the agreement on behalf of the
British government, acknowledged that without the
assistance from the missionaries, the treaty would not
have been possible: “I Johnston shall be bound to
acknowledge the assistance offered to me by the
missionaries especially the CMS. Without their
assistance on my side, I do not think Uganda’s chiefs
would agree to the treaty which practically places their
country and land in the British hands”.!> As though
offering explanation for his actions, the Bishop Alfred
Tucker was quoted as saying in 1908 that, "We are pretty
convinced in our mind that we have everything to give
(to Africans) and nothing to receive; everything to teach
and nothing to learn; moreover we find it very difficult
to believe that there is anything good in the pagan races
of Africa."!® Yet they appropriated the African lands and
took their mineral resources. European missionaries
shared in the doublespeak that characterized European
colonialists who said they came to do good but ended up
stealing from Africa and raping the continent bloody. In
the midst of the deceit manifested by some missionaries,
it was indeed hard work deciphering their difference
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from the other Europeans. This is the grouse of the
Africans. This is their case against the Christian
Religion.

African nationalists and peoples became understandably
piqued against the religion and could not make their way
round the sanctimonious claims of the colonizing crew.
U. D. Anyanwu puts it that it has become ‘“almost a
dogma of nationalist and patriotic African historiography
to claim that Christianity during and since after the
missionary period has been a negative influence on
African cultural development.”!” Thus, Jomo Kenyatta of
Kenya remonstrates that: “When the missionaries
arrived, they had the Bible in their hands, and we had
our land in ours. They told us to close our eyes to pray.
When we opened our eyes, they had our land, and we
had their Bible.”'® Added to taking the African land,
Kenyatta added, “They rob him of his government,
condemn his religions ideas, and ignore his fundamental
conceptions of justice and morals, all under the name of
civilization and progress.”!” Kwame Nkrumah observes
that, “While the missionaries implored the colonial
subject to sum up his treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust doth corrupt, the traders and administrators
acquired his minerals and land.”?° The Christian religion
and its representatives on the African soil, thus acquired,
and continue to emit unsavoury taste before many across
the continent. The negative African view of Christianity
seems to have been entrenched on a permanent note in
the minds of some African elites who though attend
Churches, continue to fraternize with their African gods
or oracles.
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Christian Missionaries against Colonial Exploitation
of Africa

The Christian missionaries were however not all cast
with the same mud as the discourse so far may tend to
suggest. Some of them may have been true forerunners
of the Christian religion and gave their honest selves for
the good of Africa as true representatives of the
Christian Religion. E. E Okon?! submits that “Modem
Africa owes so much to the sacrifices and resilience of
good and dedicated missionaries.” He believes that
“Christian missions in nineteenth century Africa
represented a positive social force with tremendous
vitality for the extension of the good part of European
civilization to Africa....” Woodberry and Shah remark
that “Missionaries and their supporters were the main
lobbyists for the immediate abolition of slavery and
other forms of forced labour in the colonies, and were
also in the forefront rank of opposition to the officially
sanctioned opium trade, the violent excesses of some
colonial officials, and the tendency of European settlers
to expropriate native land.”** Carl Gustavson also argues
that:

To assume that the religious expressions of
the Age of Discoveries were purely a cloak
for other purpose is to misunderstand the age
completely... there remains the mood of an
age that believed that salvation of the soul
was all- important. It drew many thousand
devout men to the farcorners of the earth, into
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the wilderness, and among savage tribes at
extreme self-sacrifices and danger.??

Ogbu Kalu also seems to have seen and somewhat
commended what he saw as good actions by the
missionaries. According to him, it would not be right to
interpret as identity of purpose the common interest in
Africa that existed between European colonial officials,
mercantile powers and missionaries in the colonial
period. He noted that the purposes of government and
that of missions often differed in content, philosophy and
execution. Kalu contends that missionaries commented
freely on government policies up to the point of
criticism. Said Kalu:

Missionary ideology was full of paradoxes:
while sharing the racist theories of the age,
and supporting the official programme to
transform the political and economic
structure of the colonies, it realized higher
values in the biblical conception of the
dignity of man... the missionaries colluded
with the colonial government when it suited
their interests and yet would also at times
unleash virulent attacks on certain styles and
purposes of government. Missionaries
condemned the harsh sanctions of
government labour proclamations and
criticized merchants for their intemperance,
irreligiosity and brutality.?*

Similarly, U. D. Anyanwu observes that in 1905 Bishop

Tugwell, scolded Mr. Douglas, a District Officer in
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Owerri Province concerning his harsh treatment of
Africans. He quoted the Bishop as saying:

From what I heard from the people as I passed
through your District, and from what I heard
subsequently from those who accompany me,
your system of administration appears well
nigh unbearable. The people complained
bitterly of your harsh treatment, while those
who accompany me do not cease to speak in
the strongest terms of your overbearing
manner towards them.?

Charles Ryan also solicits for a cautious appraisal of the
19% century missionary enterprise. He writes:
No doubt, some came to exploit and control,
but generalizations, in this case, would seem
to be grossly inaccurate. The traders,
colonizers and missionaries frequently
cooperated with each other and sometimes had
dual roles but the separation of these roles,
and the motivation behind them, is important,
for valid history.?®

Richard Gray also observes that some missionaries such
as the Moravian Brethren in South Africa and the
Capuchins in the Congo maintained safe distance from
the colonial governments in Africa and only concerned
themselves with the preaching of the gospel and the
delivery of social good.?” The Christians founded
schools and taught Africans, opened hospitals and
treated their diseases, abolished slave trade and taught
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legitimate trade, stopped the killing of twins and
improved human dignity, among other goods. It would
amount to deliberate ingratitude and distortion of history
if Africans do not acknowledge such missionary
activities which worked for the uplift of the African
society and peoples irrespective of missionary
shortcomings.

A Closer View of the Christian Religion

From the foregoing, one can seethe paradox that was
European Christian missionary activities in Africa.
While some held to the great ideals of Christianity,
others “cheated the African Kings in favour of
Imperialists, supported the destruction of the African
kingdoms...were part of the invading columns; they
witnessed and signed fake treaties in favour of
colonialists and they played active roles in suppressing
African uprisings.”?® This was a clear misrepresentation
of the Christian Religion. A cursory look at the
fundamental principles of Christianity as enshrined in its
scriptures would show that the brand of Christianity
represented by those collaborating missionaries was one
strange to the original conception and mission of the
Religion. From the conducts of Jesus, the founder of the
Christian religion, as well as that of the early preachers
and missionaries, the religion of Christianity was never
conceived as cloak for the exploitation of peoples or as
cover for the building of empires. The Apostles of old
who carried the Christian message from its birthplace to
other areas of the earth never involved themselves in the
destruction of kingdoms or setting up of empires. Such
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important early preachers like Paul of Tarsus, Tertullian
of Carthage in modern-day Tunisia, Athanasius of
Egypt, and Saint Augustine of Numidia in modern-day
Algeria, who contributed in the shaping of the
foundational practices and doctrines of the early
Christian Church never pandered to the whims and
caprices of their states or political leaders. They rather
opposed and denounced the rulers who oppressed the
people or who engaged in unwholesome practices and
for this many of them were martyred. There was thus a
clear abuse of the Christian religion by the European
missionary-colonial alliance in Africa in the 19" to 20
centuries. Perhaps in anticipation of such abuse, the Lord
Jesus Christ who founded the religion announced that it
is not all those who call me Father, that will enter the
kingdom of God, but those who do the Father’s will.
Malcom X comments that,

The Holy Bible in the white man’s hands and
his interpretations of it has been the greatest
single ideological weapon for enslaving
millions of non-white human beings.... The
Christian Church became infected with
racism when it entered white Europe. The
Christian Church returned to Africa under the
banner of the cross — conquering, killing,
exploiting, pillaging, raping, bullying,
beating — and teaching white supremacy.

Richard Gray noted that “the early Christian missions in
Africa, both Catholic and Protestant, were merely the
religious arm of an increasingly secular intrusion, a
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decadent echo of the medieval union between church and
state.”® Thus, the problem is not with the Christian
Religion but with the abusers and manipulators of it. The
white Europeans who had twisted the religion for their
selfish and racial aggrandizements are the ones to be
condemned rather than the Christian Religion which they
injured. Both Christianity and Africa(ns) were their
victims. Those abusers were never the agents of the
Christian church but the religious arm of colonial
enterprise and as such should not be misconstrued as
representatives of the Christian Religion.

However, there is another side to the story. There were
other missionaries who held great ideals of a Christian
and civilized Africa and did so much to bring that about
as already acknowledged. These should serve as the
ideal Christian examples that Africans should appreciate
and emulate. Those who “left the pomp and power of the
mother church far behind and came, usually dressed in
the humblest garments, relying only on their power of
human personality and the word of God” in order to
develop Africa should be commended. Those who gave
themselves over to poverty, nakedness, and even death,
as the sincere missionaries did, surely deserve the
tributes. They are a separate sheep in the stable. Their
actions should provoke a greater interest and following
of the religion they represented rather than allowing the
blight of a few self-serving abusers to rob Africans of the
riches and gains of the Christian religion.

The humanitarian activities of the 19" century
missionaries in Africa were a reflection of the true image
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of the Christian Religion. The Christian Religion is built
on compassion and humanitarian considerations of
peoples. The historical founder of the Faith, Jesus Christ
himself had a special sense of mission to the poor, the
oppressed and dispossessed people while on earth. In
what has been referred to as his mission statement, Jesus,
at the outset of his earthly ministry, stood at the
Synagogue in Nazareth and made the following
humanitarian proclamation:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because
he has anointed me to preach the good
news to the poor; He has sent me to heal
the brokenhearted, proclaim liberty for the
captives and recovery of sight to the blind,
to set at liberty those who are oppressed.®!

The biographies of Jesus depict him repeatedly reaching
out to those at the lower rung of the social pyramid—the
poor, the bereaved, the abandoned, lepers, women,
children, etc. At least on two occasions, the Holy Bible
has the record of Jesus’ demonstration of care for the
dispossessed by feeding the hungry. Crowds of four
thousand and five thousand had gathered to listen to him.
When they became hungry, Jesus disciples came to him
suggesting that the people be sent away to go and fend
for themselves, but Jesus responded by saying that he
had compassion on the people because they had nothing
to eat and then asked the disciples to give them
something to eat. He then went on to perform miracles
that resulted in the feeding of the hungry folks.
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Using the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus also
taught his disciples to see everyone as their neighbor not
minding their nationalities.

Monsignor Obiora Ike said:

As is clearly understood and known to
many throughout history, the focus of the
mandate of the Church, received at the
beginning of the first millennium has
remained one of teaching, healing and
sanctifying of people of all nations and
these have remained great challenges. At
the same time, this has been her greatest
asset in her mission of over 2000 years in
the service of humanity and the divinity.
Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, son of
God and founder of the Church instructed
his disciples as a last testament before his
ascension from the mountain to go into the
whole world and teach all nations
(evangelization) through “proclamation,
dialogue, inculturation, the practice of
justice and peace and communication.*?

Thus, Christianity is a religion built on reaching out, on
the care of neighbour and the succoring of the needy.
Jesus humanitarian life and actions, plus his
encouragement of his disciples to do the same, form the
bedrock of Christian outreaches and humanitarian
concerns across the world. His life and teachings on the
subject are the engines that drive the train of missionary
and humanitarian efforts among those who are called by
His Name. The coming of the Christian missionaries to
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Africa in the 19" century was a faithful heeding of the
spirit and mission of Christianity. A truly committed
Christian can hardly find rest in the knowledge that there
are a needy people somewhere who have not yet been
attended to. He is more disturbed when he thinks that the
souls of those ones remained unsaved. This holds the key
to the understanding of why the European missionaries
came to Africa.

The abuses seen were because; among the company of
sheep can be the presence of wolves in similar clothing.
Thus, the single abuse of Christianity on the African soil
by a misguided race of colonizers and their cronies
should not be the basis of Africa’s judgment of a historic
religion whose principles and values had been long
established. Africans should not throw Christianity away
and loose the gains therein because of Europe’s
adulteration of it, especially as the religion did not
originate from Europe. All genuine believers of the
Christian religion have historically and always strived to
impact their society or other societies with the riches of
the religion. This was even exemplified in the fight
against Apartheid regime in South Africa with majority
of its pioneers being Christian ministers and people of
deep Christian convictions. Christianity still retains its
original essence irrespective of Europe’s or anyone’s
tainting of it and it is not for the ill of Africa. If Africans
should accept it for what it is, it would still deliver its
rich and historic dividends.
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Conclusion

The negative image of Christianity on the African soil is
the unfortunate fallout of the misadventure of
colonialism in the continent. For identifying themselves
as Christians and for using some missionaries to achieve
their aim, the European colonial administrators in Africa
put the Christian religion on the side of oppressors. This
is a misrepresentation. Christianity is a religion of the
oppressed and has always worked for the emancipation
of the downtrodden. This was exemplified by the
activities of true Christian missionaries whose
humanitarian deeds engendered the advancement and the
improvement of African peoples and society. The
colonial image of Christianity was a wrong one and
should not be allowed to determine Africa’s view and
judgment of the Christian Religion.
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