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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Why this thesis? 

“And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to 

reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Tm 2:2). 

 

I had the privilege to be involved in theological training of African church leaders in South 

Africa, Swaziland, Mozambique, Kenya and Sudan during the past fourteen years. In the 

past ten years I had contact with Southern Sudanese church leaders on different levels. It 

has been a blessed and fulfilling experience.  

 

As a staff member of Open Doors tasked with the training of church leaders in Southern 

Sudan my most intimate contact was with leaders who either lived in Southern Sudan or 

in refugee camps in Kenya and Uganda. I was directly involved with the training of at least 

two hundred Sudanese church leaders belonging to at least nine Protestant 

denominations and coming from eleven Sudanese tribes. Many of them were young men 

with the energy, restlessness and desire to advance in life that characterizes this age 

group.  

 

Although the church leaders-cum-students treated me as their teacher, I often felt like 

their student! The ever-rotating roles of being a teacher and a student of Sudanese 

believers stimulated me to think of how I could improve the theological training I 

conducted in Southern Sudan. I became convinced that the church leaders I taught 

deserve the best training possible.  

 

As I continued teaching I had a growing realization that the training of Sudanese church 

leaders had to be adapted to suit the Sudan context better. This motivated me to do 

research on the history of Christianity in Africa and specifically in Sudan. Without a basic 

understanding of such history it would be difficult to make the necessary adaptations to 

the present teaching materials. 

 1
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The needs in Southern Sudanese are enormous. Many Sudanese Christians over the 

years have given themselves to alleviate the spiritual and other needs of their fellow 

countrymen. They must receive proper acknowledgement and appreciation. One way of 

recognizing their dedication is by putting it on record. Expatriate missionaries have also 

been part of the Sudanese scene for a long time. It is important to research what role they 

played in the establishment of the Church in Sudan. Expatriates who are at present 

involved with the Church in Sudan can also benefit from knowing the positive and 

negative contributions made by their predecessors. 

 

Concerning the contributions of both Sudanese and expatriate Christians I feel it is 

important to search for ways on how good relationships between the two groups can be 

established and maintained. Expatriate involvement affected the relationship between 

pastors and their congregations. Pastors or key church leaders are normally the link 

between the churches on the ground and expatriate visitors. They often receive material 

gain from such contacts. Gifts are given out of compassion and with the best of intentions. 

It is also of great help to pastors with little financial resources.  

 

However, the general church members drew their own conclusions from what they saw 

and heard. They came to believe that their pastors have access to huge “money 

reservoirs”. The result is that they expect the pastors to take care of them in material 

ways instead of them taking care of their pastors so that the latter could spend all their 

time in giving their members spiritual nourishment. This is a sad by-product of well 

intended outside help. 

 

Sudan is in a crucial time of transition and the situation is all the time becoming more 

complex. After more than two decades of civil war the country must now be developed as 

a country at peace. Sudanese who left the country during the war years have also started 

to return and they have their own ideas on how to manage the country. These dynamics 

will increasingly affect the political, religious and socio-economical arenas of Sudan. 

Concerning the Church pastors who received their training abroad will for instance 

challenge the largely untrained pastors who shepherded their flocks through the years of 

war for the leadership positions. It will inevitably lead to tension.  

Manifold challenges daily confront the Sudanese Church with the reality in which she 

 2
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must fulfil her task of presenting Christ to the world. It is encouraging to see how many 

leaders seek ways on guiding and preparing the Church to stand up to the challenges. 

One important challenge that deserves special attention is relevant, actual training that is 

based on a proper understanding of Christianity in Sudan, past, present and future. By 

writing this thesis I hope to contribute in a small way. 

 

1.2 Relevance of the subject 
 

Sudan may be described as a “buffer area” in the African continent. It is strategically 

situated between the so-called Muslim North and Christian South. Such a statement is of 

course an over-simplified description of Africa’s religious situation. Yet it cannot be denied 

that Sudan is in many ways the geographic border where “Muslim Africa” meets with what 

can mainly be described as traditional and Christian Africa. For this reason alone any 

mission research on this area automatically has relevance and importance for missions in 

Africa. 

 

The effect of insecurity, instability and suffering on Christianity in Africa is worthy of 

research since it is a present reality in many parts of the continent. Sudan’s civil war that 

lasted longer than two decades paradoxically brought a closer unity between tribes that 

previously lived in near-isolation of each other. This newfound unity had political and 

religious results. Young men of all parts of Southern Sudan became comrades in arms. In 

the refugee camps in Ethiopia, Uganda and Kenya there was voluntary and involuntary 

inter-tribal contact. Expatriates brought in much needed relief and became involved in 

Christian ministry as well.  

 

It was during the very difficult war years that thousands of Southern Sudanese embraced 

Christianity. Young believers for example returned home from the refugee camps as 

evangelists. Through their efforts dramatic church growth took place. It is important that 

their life stories and the results of their ministry must be retained. It has the potential to 

impact future church planting strategies and efforts not only in Sudan but in other parts of 

the world as well.  
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Overzealous evangelistic efforts unfortunately did not always lead to the establishment of 

qualitative church growth. This reality must be acknowledged and dealt with by both the 

Sudanese Church and those involved with her. Ways must be sought of training young 

leaders theologically without inhibiting or quenching their spiritual zeal.  

 

Since the wider Christian world became aware of the predicament of the Church in 

Southern Sudan many different churches and Christian organizations entered the country. 

They launched various programmes to help their brothers and sisters in need. Several 

programmes were aimed at alleviating the immediate needs created by the civil war. A lot 

of good came from it. Unfortunately a lack of strategic long-term planning and 

coordination as well as difficult logistic circumstances resulted in too many negative side 

effects. Insight in relief work is needed to prevent unnecessary tension and relationship 

strains. 

 

With the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement on 9 January 2005 the time has 

come to strategize more carefully and assist the Sudanese Church in her areas of need. 

The period up to 2011 when Sudanese will decide whether they want to remain one 

country or to vote for separation is a crucial period. Whatever decision is taken politically 

the spiritual implications will be significant. It is important that this window period be used 

to help the Church in Sudan preparing for a challenging future. 

 

1.3 Research problem  
 

Christianity grew tremendously in Africa in the last century. In order to gain insight in how 

it happened, it is necessary to have a general historical overview of Christianity in Africa. 

The overview will span the entire period from the time when Christianity first came to 

Africa to the present day. Reasons for writing such an overview are to discover the 

mistakes made in the past and to build on the positive lessons learnt over many 

centuries. 

 

It is also important for expatriate missionaries working in Africa to understand the African 

perspective on mission and missions. For centuries Africa’s inhabitants were on the 
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receiving end of mission efforts. The evaluation by African Christian scholars on mission 

history and the Western mission legacy gives valuable insight in how it is experienced.  

African scholars also developed their own theologies that included missiology as an 

important part of it. Missionaries with different cultural backgrounds can benefit by being 

aware of how Africans view mission and missions.  

 

Christianity in Sudan is particularly important to the author. The bigger part of the thesis 

will therefore be devoted to mission work and the emerging of a local Church in Sudan. 

Such an overview will hopefully help both expatriate missionaries and Sudanese 

Christians to better understand the roots of the Church they want to serve.  

 

After a long history of resistance against the Gospel the Church in Sudan has grown 

dramatically over the last three decades. Reasons for both the resistance and the 

eventual embracing of Christianity will be explored to see how it affects the Church in 

Sudan today. The role of both expatriate missionaries and Sudanese Christians in church 

growth will be discussed. 

 

Civil war impacted Christianity in Sudan in different ways. On the one side it played a 

major role in church growth. It also created gaps in the continuing development of a 

mature Church. By reflecting on church growth and factors that stimulated and hindered it 

important insights can be gained. 

  

On 9 January 2005 the civil war between the north and the south of Sudan officially came 

to an end. With the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement a new era dawned. 

The Sudanese Church has the potential to be a major role player in creating a new, 

peaceful Sudan. There will be big and difficult challenges of various natures. Some of the 

main challenges must be highlighted with possible suggestions on how to deal with them.  

 

Expatriates tend to be overbearing and controlling in their enthusiasm to help. Those 

involved in holistic Christian ministry must strive to build the local Church instead of 

reaching their own goals. They must be sensitive to help without “steering the boat” and 

wise in how to utilize their resources. Doing ministry in this way is difficult and often 

frustrating. However it is essential if they want to benefit the local Church in the long term. 
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One very important area where expatriates can serve is by being involved in relevant 

theological training. Knowledge of how Christianity came to Sudan and how it developed 

is necessary for deciding what to teach and how to teach it. Constant exploration of ways 

on how to help equipping the Church for her role in society must be undertaken. Special 

efforts must be made in trying to understand the needs and challenges of Sudanese 

church leaders. They are after all the people who will lead the Church! A missionary 

vision must also be cultivated. 

 

Geographically Sudan has a strategic mission role to play in Africa. The country forms the 

border between the traditionally Muslim north of Africa and the southern part of the 

continent that is mostly a mixture of Christianity and traditional African religions. In many 

ways the Sudanese Church is uniquely placed and adapted to reach North Africa with the 

Gospel. Ways of encouraging the Church to take up this challenging task must be 

reflected on. 

 

1.4 Aims and goals of the research 
 

Mission is in the first place God’s work. The very fact directly calls the Church as Christ’s 

Body to be involved. It is therefore an important goal to define mission and specifically as 

being understood by African Christians. 

 

When planning for the present and future it is necessary to learn lessons from the past. 

The author therefore aims at giving an overview of Christianity in Africa in general and 

then of Sudan in particular. 

 

An understanding of the present realities of the Church in Southern Sudan needs to be 

taken into account when reflecting on the training of her leaders. Factors that stimulate 

and hinder church growth must be discovered and addressed where possible. After 

looking at the continent’s Christian history with a focus on Sudan some assessments 

must be made of major challenges the Church has to address with the help of believers 

worldwide. 
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1.5 Methodology 

 
Different research methods were used in this dissertation. In the first place existing 

literary resources were explored.  

 

With regards to the recent history of the Sudanese churches trustworthy church 

leaders were interviewed. In August 2005 a meeting with key Sudanese church 

leaders and expatriates involved in theological training programs of Open Doors 

was arranged. Richard Morris a specialist in curriculum development facilitated the 

meeting. Important insights on the challenges facing the Sudanese Church, 

especially in the training of her leaders were gained. 

 

Three consultations (two in Nairobi and one in Sudan) were planned specifically to 

bring Christian organizations and churches working in Southern Sudan together. 

Information gained during the meetings was used when discussing the role 

expatriates can play in assisting the Church in Southern Sudan. 

 

The author is a participant observer of mission in Southern Sudan. His personal 

experience over the past fourteen years in different parts of Africa and especially in 

Southern Sudan will be added to the above in coming to conclusions and in 

making suggestions for the future. 

 

1.6 Key definitions 
 
1.6.1 Sudan 

Sudan is the biggest country in Africa covering 2.5 million square kilometres. 

Geographically the country is very diverse. In the southwestern part the climate is sub-

tropical while the far north is a desert region. The central part of South Sudan again 

boasts of the biggest swamp area in Africa and vast floodplains. At the capital city 

Khartoum the White Nile and Blue Nile converge and from there continue to flow as one 

river towards Egypt.  
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Due to its geography large parts of Sudan is sparsely populated. Civil war and the 

isolation of many areas make accurate statistics difficult to obtain. According to 2003 UN 

statistics Sudan’s population was estimated at 33 610 000 people (http://cyberschoolbus. 

un.org 9 August 2006). In 2005 the figure rose to about 35 million (http://news.bbc.co.uk 9 

August 2006). More than half of Sudan’s population is classified as black and 39% as 

Arab. The remaining 8% consist of Beja and foreigners (http://www.ethnicharvest.org 9 

August 2006). 

Sudan is not only diverse in geography but also in terms of its population. Nilotic people 

like the Dinka and Nuer inhabit the floodplains where community life centred on cattle for 

generations. The pastoralist tribes are semi-nomadic. More to the south of the country 

agricultural communities live as subsistence farmers. Apart from rural communities there 

are cities in both the north and the south of the country. 

Civil war caused many rural people to flee their home areas in search of safety. Large 

refugee camps grew around key cities like Khartoum, Juba and Malakal. Others left 

Sudan and started a new life in refugee camps in neighbouring countries. A whole sub-

culture developed in the refugee camps where mostly young Sudanese came into contact 

with a world they knew very little about in the past.  

President Omar al-Bashir and his two vice-presidents Salva Kiir and Ali Osman Taha rule 

a country with a history of continuous war. In January 2005 a Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement ended a 21-year long civil war between the Government of Sudan and the 

Sudan People Liberation Army (SPLA). During the war an estimated one and a half 

million Sudanese lost their lives. Most of the dead were Southern Sudanese 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk 9 August 2006).  

About five million Sudanese lived as Internally Displaced Refugees or IDP’s mostly 

around key cities and at least half a million went into exile abroad. Thousands of 

Sudanese are at present still living in refugee camps in Kenya and Uganda. 

According to the Summer Institute of Linguistics there are 142 spoken languages in 

Sudan (http://www.ethnicharvest.org 9 August 2006). Arabic is the official language but 

Southerners are showing a great interest in English. Some of the main languages are 

Dinka, Nuer, Zande, Shilluk and Bari. 
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Islam is the major religion in the country. At some stage 70% of the population were 

Sunni Muslims while 25% of all Sudanese worshiped traditional gods and spirits. Only 5% 

of the population were Christians (http://www.ethnicharvest.org 9 August 2006). In the last 

two decades the situation has changed significantly. This is due to dramatic growth in 

Christian numbers. Some statisticians state that more that 10% of the population at 

present have embraced Christianity. There are also reports of a growing number of 

Muslims who convert to Christianity. The reinstitution of Sharia law in 1983 was one of the 

main reasons why civil war erupted again after a period of relative peace. 

Sudan is blessed with huge quantities of oil. Unfortunately this blessing became a curse 

to thousands of civilians living in the oil rich areas. Government funded militias 

destabilized the oil regions in order to control the industry. A reluctance to share the 

wealth of natural resources increased tension between the government and southern 

civilians. Sadly several countries with an interest in new oil reserves turned a blind eye to 

the atrocities caused by their presence in the oil fields. Pressure by Christian and human 

rights groups has an impact. The Canadian oil giant Talisman was forced to sell its shares 

due to pressures from Canadian human rights groups. Most of the shares were bought by 

China.  

 

1.6.2 Southern Sudan 
 

When the term Southern Sudan is used in the thesis, it refers to the part of Sudan that 

lies south of the 12 degrees north line. It therefore includes the Nuba Mountains, Abyei 

and Southern Blue Nile. Historically South Sudan refers to the area south of the 10 

degrees north line. I deliberately expanded the area of focus to include the three above-

mentioned areas and therefore refer to the bigger area as Southern Sudan. 

 

1.6.3 Mission as Missio Dei  
 

David Bosch rightly warned that those who want to define mission must be careful not to 

do this too sharply or with too much self-confidence (1991:9).  At the end of his book 

Transforming Mission he writes that mission is “a multifaceted ministry, in respect of 

witness, service, justice, healing, reconciliation, liberation, peace, evangelism, fellowship, 
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church planting, contextualization, and much more” (1991:512). All the mentioned areas 

are important in the Sudan context. 

 

More in line with Africa’s love of broader descriptions he portrays mission in terms of six 

major events, namely Christ’s incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension, the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost and the Parousia (1991:512-518). Through this 

“pictorial definition” he tried to emphasize the centrality of the Triune God in mission and 

point out the many dimensions of this subject.   

 

Mission is first of all Missio Dei. It is God being busy with fallen mankind. Karl Barth was 

one of the first theologians to state clearly that mission was primarily an activity of God. 

His thoughts developed and reached a decisive point at the Willingen mission conference 

in 1952. At this conference it was stated that mission flowed from the very nature of God. 

The “classical doctrine on the missio Dei as God the Father sending the Son, and God 

the Father and the Son sending the Spirit was expanded to include yet another 

“movement”: Father, Son and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world” (Bosch 

1991:390).  

 

F Pierli describes this mission movement in a touching manner: “Mission stems from the 

heart of God, is rooted in the heart of the Good Shepherd, should reach out to the hearts 

of all human beings to covenant all of them with the heart of God and among themselves” 

(1998a: 55).  

 

God is seen as a missionary God and mission is described not as an activity of the church 

in the first place, but as one of God’s essential characteristics. This missionary God 

moves through his church into the world, and this movement is the reason why the church 

exists. The conclusion of this was that “To participate in mission is to participate in the 

movement of God’s love toward people, since God is a fountain of sending love”” (Bosch 

1991:390). 

 

Western theologians of the twentieth century struggled with defining mission in a way that 

would fit the changing world they lived and worked in. They eventually summarized it as 

kerugma (proclamation), koinonia (fellowship) and diakonia (service) with marturia 

(witness) as the overarching concept.  
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Mission can thus be defined primarily as the sending activity of the Triune God that fully 

involves his Church as his instrument. The arena where mission takes place is the world 

and it becomes concrete through culturally appropriate proclamation, fellowship and 

witness.  

 

1.6.4 Missions  
 

Mission as we have seen is God’s work done in and through his initiative (Missio Dei). 

The mission activities of the Church must be differentiated from this primary activity. The 

Church is active in missions. Her missionary activities must always be part of God’s 

mission but it can never be equated with it. Buono adds: “The missions, as missionary 

activity, are true only in the measure to which they try to carry out the mission Dei, God’s 

mission” (2006:79).   

 

Missions therefore are the Church’s participation in God’s mission through various 

missionary activities. These activities can again be categorized under the titles of 

proclamation, fellowship and service. 
 

1.6.5 Church and churches 
 

Paul described the Church as God’s household and the pillar and foundation of the truth 

(1 Tm 3:15). In Ephesians 5:23 he says that the Church is the body of Christ with Christ 

as the Head. Oliver Onwubiko defines the Church as “a community of faithful people in 

Christ mysteriously sustained by the Holy Spirit in the communion of the Father and the 

Son” (2001:406). This community of Christ-followers is spread all over the world yet it still 

can celebrate true unity in Jesus Christ 

 

Acknowledging the universal character of Christ’s Body the author will capitalized the 

word ‘Church’ when referring to this Body as represented in all the different 

denominations together. When the word is not capitalized it refers either to specific 

denominations or to local congregations. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THREE MISSION WAVES THAT ROLLED OVER AFRICA 
 

2.1 Humble beginning of the worldwide Church 
 

Christianity’s humble beginning did not betray its future as a worldwide religion having 

adherents belonging to all levels of society and who live on all the world’s continents. One 

man Jesus with a handful of followers travelled in Palestine preaching, teaching, healing 

and exorcising demons. A big part of Jesus’ ministry on earth was teaching. He 

continuously taught his disciples in various ways and in various places most of all by 

being an example to them.   

 

Jesus taught his disciples very important facts concerning God’s plan for the world. In Mt 

28:19-20 we read how He sent his disciples on a mission with a worldwide scope: 

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you.”  In Acts 1:8 He again told his disciples that they would receive divine 

power and then would take the gospel from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. 
 
After Jesus’ resurrection his disciples awaited the promised coming of the Holy Spirit. 

When He came on Pentecost Day the immediate result was new boldness in the lives of 

the disciples. Peter gave his famous “Pentecost Day” sermon and three thousand new 

converts were added to the existing number of believers. Some of these people came 

from Egypt and Libya (Ac 2:10). Africa, therefore, was included in the very first expansion 

of the Christian faith!  

 

 

 

 

 13

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



 

 

2.2 First wave of Christianity in Africa 
 
2.2.1 Persecution and expansion 
 
Jesus had predicted that his followers would suffer persecution. This indeed happened. 

However instead of stopping the gospel message from spreading it sped up this process. 

“Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went” (Ac 8:4). It was 

during this time of persecution that Philip preached to the Ethiopian eunuch (Ac 8:26-39). 

It was the first “definite record of an African becoming a Christian convert” (Groves 

1948:34). As we shall see in the next chapter the Ethiopian eunuch might have been a 

Nubian and therefore the first Sudanese Christian. 

 

Leaders naturally played an important part in the spread of Christianity. It is important to 

understand that the role of lay Christians was just as significant. Stephen Neill makes the 

following observation: “The Church of the first Christian generation was a genuinely 

missionary Church…the Church could count on the anonymous and unchronicled witness 

of all the faithful…Where there were Christians, there would be a living, burning faith, and 

before long an expanding Christian community” (Neill 1987:21-22).  

 

Concerning the spread of Christianity in Africa the roots of which can be found in four 

regional churches namely in Egypt, North Africa, Nubia and Ethiopia.  

 

2.2.2 Egypt 
 

Tradition has it that the apostle Thomas stayed for a while in Alexandria on his way to 

India and that John Mark did active evangelistic work in Egypt. While this cannot be 

discounted it can also not be taken as established facts (Groves 1948:35). The first 

recorded fact about Christianity in Africa is the establishment of the episcopate of 

Demetrius in Alexandria at the end of the second century. Baur records that there was 

rapid church growth under Demetrius’ leadership (2005:23). 
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Christianity in Egypt developed along two lines. The Greek-speaking believers in 

Alexandria and other towns around the Nile Delta were children of the Roman Empire. 

They adopted the Empire’s cultural and religious views. This group approached 

Christianity through reason and tried to present their faith in a logical and reasonable 

manner to Christians and non-Christians alike. Christian African thinkers like Clement and 

Origenes established and taught in the famous Catechetical School of Alexandria. Their 

target audience was the more educated citizens who were grounded in Greek philosophy 

(Groves 1948:36-37). Origenes and his colleagues might not have crossed geographical 

borders to take the gospel to completely unevangelized areas. They did succeed in 

drawing non-Christians with active, inquiring minds to the Gospel.  

 

The second line of Christian development in Egypt occurred among the native population 

who were steeped in the cult of Osiris. This group could find clear parallels between 

Osiris who had overcome death after being slain by Evil and the story of Christ. Both the 

Osiris cult and Christianity offered hope for the future. While the similarities made the 

native Egyptians receptive to the gospel message it also held the danger of syncretism. 

Christians in cities like Alexandria used Greek while Egyptian languages became the 

language of the Church in the rural parts.  

 

Church expansion took place at such a rate that political leaders became alarmed. 

Emperor Septimius Severus tried to prevent further growth in 202 by prohibiting any new 

conversions to Christianity and Judaism. When this edict was not obeyed severe 

persecutions broke out.  

 

Another wave of persecution broke over Africa’s Christians in the time of Maximin. 

Persecution however did not stop the Church from growing. Groves writes: “No section of 

the hard-pressed Christian fellowship held a prouder record than did the Egyptian 

Christians under their fiery trial. As in apostolic days, so now dispersion through 

persecution led to the further expansion of the Church” (Groves 1948:38). By the year 

320 about one hundred bishops from Egypt attended a Church synod. The number of 

bishops alone testifies to the tremendous growth that had taken place. 

 

When Constantine in 313 became the sole emperor of the Roman Empire Christianity 

became a tolerated religion. In 381 it became the state religion. Christianity’s change in 
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status radically impacted its character and view of mission. The price of becoming a 

Christian was not as high as before and non-believers became interested for various 

reasons. Neill summarizes the change well: “…Christianity was fashionable, and the 

majority of men, then as now, found it convenient to follow the fashion” (1987:46).  

 

About the same time the monastic movement started to develop. Baur comments that  

“Monasticism made Egypt a country of living saints” (2005:24). Unlike the first hermits 

who lived an isolated life in deserts Pachomius organized monastic life in such a way that 

it became a communal affair. Christians from further down south on the African continent 

visited the hermits for spiritual counsel while Pachomian monks became “a useful and 

appreciated labour force” (Baur 2005:24) through their services to farmers. 

 

Syncretism unfortunately infiltrated Egyptian Christianity in the fourth century. Groves 

quotes Harnack’s estimate of the situation: “Christianity in Egypt more than anywhere 

else perhaps … [A] djusted itself to certain cardinal traits of the old national religion … If 

the Egyptians were for the most part Christians by the middle of the fourth century, then 

they had created a sort of national religion for themselves out of the new religion by 

grafting on the latter to the cravings and the remnants of the old” (1948:41).  

 

Fortunately the story continues more positively. Mark Shaw writes that this period of 

syncretism was followed by the emergence of mature churches: “The signs of an 

indigenous Christianity rooted in the language and life of the people were everywhere 

evident, including Coptic-speaking clergy and Coptic liturgies together with Scripture 

translations” (2000:38). 

 

2.2.3 Abyssinia or present day Ethiopia 
 

Christianity was not limited to Egypt. Early in the fourth century two young Christians from 

Tyre became stranded in Ethiopia after the ship they had been travelling with got 

shipwrecked. Groves gives another account on the authority of one Rufinus who claimed 

to have heard the story directly from Aedesius (1948:52). He writes that the ship was not 

wrecked but that it put to harbour to get necessary supplies and that hostile people killed 

everybody except Aedesius and Frumentius.  
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The two boys were taken as slaves to the king’s court where they succeeded in winning 

his favour. Eventually Frumentius gathered together a small community of Christians who 

were mostly traders. After his release he went to seek a spiritual leader for his flock in 

Alexandria. Bishop Athanasius did not give him another person but instead ordained 

Frumentius as bishop. Frumentius continued to serve as the head of the Ethiopian church 

until his death. In 333 the Ethiopian King Ezana of Axum gave Christianity the status of an 

official religion in Ethiopia. 

 

2.2.4 Nubia 
 

In 542 two missionaries Julian from Constantinople and Theodore from Egypt began 

evangelizing work in Nubia. In 569 the bishop of Nobatia also reached out to the people 

of Nobatia. Detail of the church in Nubia will be given in detail in Chapter 3.  

 

2.2.5 North Africa 
 

Maghreb or North Africa of ancient history is today known as the countries of Tunisia, 

Algeria and Morocco. Christianity in this part of Africa became manifested in a Church of 

the elite. It produced brilliant scholars like Tertullian, Cyprian and Augustine and 

experienced amazing church growth. However she failed to reach the ordinary Berber 

and Punic masses. The top layer of society filled the leadership positions of the 

Romanized Latin-speaking church while no Christian literature was developed in the local 

Berber languages. Shaw writes that the history of this church is: “… a sober reminder of 

the fragility of a faith insufficiently rooted in the life of the people” (2000:38). 

 

At first the Church consisted mostly of members coming from the lower classes of society 

(Baur 2005:27). Learned theologians like Tertullian began to develop a Latin theology 

around 180 but Cyprian also records it in 250 that many priests and even bishops were 

illiterate. This signified that an educated leadership was not the norm. When the severe 

persecutions of the Church came to an end a leadership from the wealthier educated 

upper class of society took control. The Latin they used was often not understood by the 

Berbers in the rural areas. Questions about the moral standards of the urban leadership 

led to further tension.  
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In 311 the Donatists broke away from the Catholic Church because they could not accept 

what they saw as serious compromises in the church leadership. The Donatists became a 

powerful rival church for a century before the government forcefully suppressed them. 

Baur writes: “Tragically enough, its deepest cause was the idealistic longing in the Church 

for true holiness, especially of priests” (2005:28).  

 

Augustine was arguably the greatest theologian of his time. It was during his lifetime that 

the Church in North Africa reached its peak. By then the Catholic Church had 700 

bishoprics! However, most priests flocked around their bishops in the influential cities. 

The rural areas were left largely unattended. A lack of adequate evangelism and 

discipling of the local population would later be given as one of the major reasons for the 

fall of Christianity in North Africa. 

 

At the end of Augustine’s life the Vandals attacked North Africa and took control. The 

Vandals were Arian Christians and they persecuted believers who held to the beliefs of 

the Catholic Church. During the time of Vandal rule very little theological activity occurred 

(Baur 2005:29). In 534 Emperor Justinian defeated the Vandals and restored the Catholic 

Church. For about a century and a half Catholic Christians enjoyed spiritual freedom. The 

situation changed again shortly thereafter with the emergence and advance of Islam.  

 

2.2.6 Emergence of Islam and its effect on Christianity in Africa 
 

Christianity continued to spread and establish itself everywhere. With the emergence of 

Islam in the early seventh century the situation changed radically. Moving from Arabia the 

Muslim army invaded and captured large areas that had a Christian heritage.  

 

Africa did not escape their attention.  An Arab army invade Egypt in 640 and in 642 

Alexandria came under Muslim domination. In 697 Carthage was captured and its upper 

class population fled en masse to Europe. Those who could not escape to the north 

retreated into the southern desert areas (Groves 1948:83). Where there were more than 

three hundred bishops in the region before the invasion only about thirty remained after 

the large-scale exodus. In a short time all of northern Africa with its rich Christian history 

became Muslim territory.  
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The shift of religious power has had consequences for the Church from then onwards up 

to the present time. Hellenized Christians lived in the Greek-speaking cities of Egypt. With 

the invasion many of them fled. Thousands of native Egyptians converted to Islam mostly 

with economic motives since Muslim converts did not have to pay taxes. A smaller group 

of Christians remained in Egypt and refused to let go of their faith. They became known 

as Copts.  

 

Although the Muslim invaders generally tolerated the Copts they experience 

discrimination. According to the Covenant of Omar they were viewed as second-class 

citizens who had to pay taxes while those who had embraced Islam were exempted from 

this economic burden. Copts could also not construct new churches or even repair old 

buildings. Public worship was forbidden. Baur observes “This century-long oppression 

slowly reduced Egyptian Christianity to a minority” (Baur 2005:26).    

 

Too many conversions with the accompanying tax exemption made Caliph Omar II state 

that converts would in future have to pay poll tax. In 744 the governor of Egypt again 

promised tax exemption to people who would accept Islam and 24 000 Christians 

apparently responded (Shaw 2000:38). 

 

Discontent at times led to revolts by Christians, which in turn resulted in periods of 

persecution. Churches would be destroyed and believers would be attacked and 

oppressed. In the eighth century after Muslim invaders entered Egypt persecution 

reached a peak. Fifty-nine churches and many monasteries were destroyed (Groves 

1948:77). Interestingly enough there were no large-scale attempts in the first few 

centuries by the Muslims to eradicate Christianity in Africa.  

 

Pastoralist Berber tribes who inhabited North Africa to the west of Egypt were initially 

hostile to the Muslim invaders. Muslim leaders like Dinar and Hassan gradually 

succeeded in winning them over to Islam. A Berber chief called Tarik converted to Islam 

and became governor of Mauritania. He led a Berber force into Spain in 711 and 

conquered the greater part of it in a surprisingly short time.  Groves comments “… it was 

the conquest of Spain by joint Berber and Arab arms that set the seal on the Berber 

conversion to Islam” (1948:81). Today the Berbers are devout Muslims.  
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Muslim-Christian relationships in other parts of the world were much more violent than in 

Africa. Since the Church in Europe had a powerful voice in the political arena she 

involved herself in many politically related issues. One of the most tragic enterprises the 

Church had undertaken was the organizing of Crusades.  Muslims were portrayed as a 

threat to the Christian truth that had to be opposed by all means. The goal was to kill 

Muslims rather than to convert them. There were only a few exceptions of people like 

Ramon Lull and Franciscus of Assisi who had a more Christian approach. 

The negative view of Muslims led to the practise of the so-called missionary wars or 

crusades. Seven crusades were organised in the Name of Jesus Christ. It resulted in the 

deaths of tens of thousands. In 1099, for instance, crusaders brutally killed about 70 000 

Muslims and Jews in Jerusalem. They did it in the name of Christianity. Not surprisingly, 

the lasting legacy of the crusades was bitterness in the hearts of Muslims that still affects 

their view of Christianity today (Neill 1987:114).  

 

Ramon Lull had a different approach. He went to North Africa four times to preach to the 

Muslims. He knew that it would be a dangerous mission but his desire to win some of 

them over to Christ compelled him to go. In 1315 during his last North African visit he was 

so roughly treated that he died of his injuries. Franciscus of Assisi also wanted to convert 

rather than kill Muslims. In 1219 he presented the Gospel to the Sultan of Egypt. 

Unfortunately his efforts did not yield his desired spiritual harvest. 

 

2.2.7 Decline and eventual disappearance of the North African Church 
 

Apart from the Coptic Church in Egypt and the Church in modern day Ethiopia, 

Christianity in Africa faded into near non-existence for many centuries. Even the Coptic 

Church experienced great apostasy. Economic interests, periodic persecution and the 

inability of a Christian man to get a Muslim wife were some of the main external reasons 

for Christian conversion to Islam. Internally the Church lost much of its strength due to 

strife, divisions and inadequate pastoral care by church leaders. All these reasons are 

important to keep in mind today in order to prevent similar mistakes re-occurring.   

 

North Africa enjoyed a period of amazing theological development and church growth. In 

the time of Augustine there were seven hundred bishoprics! However only between thirty 

and forty still existed at the end of the seventh century. The few surviving bishoprics 
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declined to about six in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. By the fifteenth 

century there was evidence of only one small indigenous Christian community, but after 

that it seemed as if the Church disappeared completely (Groves 1948:82). How could 

such a seemingly thriving church decline in such a tragic way? Several reasons are given.  

 

The Vandal wars that preceded the Muslim invasion caused a lot of devastation in North 

Africa. This combined with struggles between the Catholics and Arians with a severe 

persecution of the Arians had already weakened the Church considerably by the time the 

Muslims arrived. 

 

The failure to reach the Berber tribes with the Gospel played a major role in the 

disappearance of the Church. The failure must be laid at the doors of both the Egyptian 

and North African churches. Some mission efforts were made by the Church in Egypt to 

reach the upper class in cities like Alexandria. However, conflict with the Latinized Church 

in Carthage apparently made them not to show an interest in evangelizing the region west 

of Egypt. The Church in Carthage also did not try in any active way to reach the 

pastoralist Berbers to their south.  

 

When the Christian upper class of Carthage fled to Europe the Muslim invaders found 

Berber tribes largely unevangelized. The few Berber Christians had very little depth and 

could be swayed easily. Groves draws the following lesson from the North African 

Church’s lack of serious evangelism: “If the interpretation we have set forth of the historic 

situation be correct, then there is no more vivid warning that to fail to share the faith with 

all around is to let it die” (1948:89). 

 

The failure to indigenize the gospel attributed to the fact that few Berbers had accepted 

Christianity. Baur asks if it is possible that the Church in Carthage did not see any need 

for the gospel to be proclaimed in the Berber language because it was barbarian in 

comparison with their Latin (2005:29-30). No portions of Scripture or other Christian 

material was translated in Berber. It shows that another policy in regards to the local 

population was followed here as in Egypt (Groves 1948:84). 

 

Leadership issues also played a significant role. Most church leaders came from the 

cultural upper class. Priests flocked around their bishops in the cities instead of staying in 
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the rural areas. When Carthage fell most of the bishops and other church leaders 

deserted. It left the Church in the region with very few ordained leaders.  

2.3 Second wave of Christianity in Africa  

 
The Muslim invasion of North Africa and especially of Egypt blocked Europe’s established 

trade routes to the East. A desire to find alternatives led to voyages of discovery and 

accompanying Catholic missionary work on the African coastline. Inspired by their 

monarch Prince Henry the Navigator, Portugal aggressively expanded their territory 

between 1450 and 1700 (Shaw 2000:39). Voyages of exploration were organized and 

funded by Prince Henry leading to the “discovery” of Africa. The western and eastern 

coasts of Africa became known in Europe. This contact with Africa led to the second wave 

of Christianity on the “Dark Continent”.  

 

It was obvious to the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church that Christianity had to be 

taken to Africa’s inhabitants. Permission was given to the Portuguese king in 1452 by 

Pope Nicholas V to conquer the territory in Africa belonging to Muslims and pagans (Baur 

2005:47). In May 1493 Pope Alexander VI divided the ‘new world’ between Spain and 

Portugal. Apart from receiving exclusive trading rights the pope also told the Spanish 

king, and by implication the Portuguese monarch, to send God-fearing men to the new 

areas. They were tasked to instruct the indigenous people in the Catholic faith (Neill 

1987:141-142). Not many years later other European nations started to enter the new 

world. They claimed that they too had a right to share in the profits. 

 

The term mission received new meaning in this Age of Discovery. Christians in the West 

saw it as their right to send Church agents to distant colonies. Church envoys were called 

missionaries and the activities assigned to them were described as their mission. 

 
2.3.1 Africa’s West Coast 
 
2.3.1.1 Guinea Coast 
 

In 1462 Pope Pius II gave the task of evangelizing the people of the Portuguese Guinea 

Coast to the Franciscans. The Christianizing of Africa was not only on the hearts of the 
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church leaders. When the first European settlement was found at La Mina on the Guinea 

Coast in 1482 the whole Portuguese company gathered around an altar. They then 

prayed for the conversion of the native population and the prosperity of the Church 

(Groves 1948:123). 

 

It soon became clear that some chiefs and kings desired mission work to be done in their 

areas. The chief of La Mina for instance was willing to accept the Christian faith if it would 

lead to profitable trade relations with Portugal (Groves 1948:123). His motives were 

obviously wrong as were those of other African chiefs who saw economic opportunities 

through their contact with the Portuguese. It did not stop Western Christians to share the 

Gospel as they understood it with them. 

 

2.3.1.2 Benin 
 
King Behemoi of Benin in 1485 requested a church to be planted in his kingdom. When 

he heard that choosing Christianity would have permanent consequences on his moral 

life he decided to delay his decision. Shortly thereafter he was defeated in a civil war and 

escaped to Lisbon. There he made his desire to convert to Christianity clear. In 1489 he 

and his 25 companions were baptized. When Behemoi returned to his home country 

Dominican missionaries escorted him to start a work among the Wolof people of 

Senegambia. Unfortunately relationships must have soured because Behemoi apparently 

expelled the missionaries a while later (Groves 1948:126).  

 
2.3.1.3 Congo 
 

 In 1491 a Portuguese mission to the Congo was launched. First contact between the 

Portuguese and the Bakongo a few years earlier was not so positive. Both sides took 

hostages but all of them were treated kindly. The four Bakongo who were taken to Lisbon 

came back full of praise for what they have seen and heard. They also became the first 

Christian evangelists in their home land (Baur 2005:56).  

 

King Nzinga Nkuwu and his eldest son were baptized after only a short time. The son 

took the name of Don Affonso at his baptism and he supported the whole mission effort 
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enthusiastically. Given the African understanding of their rulers the baptism of Nkuwu had 

significant meaning. In some sense it made his country officially a Christian country.  

Not all Nkuwu’s subjects were comfortable with the Portuguese and the Christianity they 

had brought. Nkuwu himself quickly reverted to his old ways. Don Affonso stuck to his 

newfound faith. In order to counter rising instability Nkuwu sent his eldest son and the 

missionaries to an inland province while Don Affonso’s half-brother Mpanzu received the 

privileged position next to the aged king.  

 

When King Nkuwu eventually died Don Affonso decided to take back his rightful position 

as king. His small force was completely outnumbered by Mpanzu soldiers. They dropped 

to their knees to pray before the battle started and Mpanzu’s forces immediately fled in 

panic. They apparently saw signs in the sky that terrified them. Don Affonso defeated 

Mpanzu’s men and executed his half-brother (Baur 2005:57-58).  

 

After the miraculous way that Don Affonso had received back his position as king he 

vigorously began to establish a Christian kingdom. He destroyed the traditional temple in 

Mbanza Kongo, the capital city of his kingdom and renamed it to become Sao Salvador 

(Shaw 1996:112). He also asked for new missionaries to come to Congo and sent young 

men to Lisbon for studies. Personally Don Affonso was an accomplished preacher.  

 

Unfortunately the first missionaries who had arrived in 1508 lived immoral lives and thus 

became an embarrassment to the king. Baur quotes Don Affonso’s complaint to the 

Portuegese king where he wrote: “Today our Lord is crucified anew by the very ministers 

of his body and blood” (2005:59). Others that followed, with the exception of three, were 

not any better. 

 

In 1518 Don Affonso’s son Dom Henrique was consecrated Titular Bishop. He had 

studied in Portugal. Two years after his consecration plans were made for him to return to 

Congo. Little is known about Dom Henrique’s activities after his return to his homeland. In 

1529 he was invited to visit Portugal. His main goal was to make arrangements for a 

Diocese of Congo to be established. Unfortunately he died before he could leave. 

 

There is no doubt about the genuineness of Don Affonso’s personal faith. Despite all his 

efforts “there is little evidence of radical change among the population” (Groves 
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1948:129). Thousands of baptisms were recorded and a generation later there were 

reports of many Christian villages. Doubts were often raised about the depth of 

Christianity in Congo. Don Affonso finally died in 1543 at the age of 85. 

 

After his death Christianity in Congo declined. The Congolese Christian leaders asked for 

“zealous, not business-minded priests” (Shaw 1996:113). They had such negative 

experiences with people who were supposed to promote God’s kingdom but instead 

poured their energy into self-enrichment. Jesuit work that started in 1548 met with a lot of 

opposition due to soured relationships with the Portuguese trade community that became 

established in the capital city of San Salvador. The participation of missionaries in the 

slave trade placed an even greater strain on relationships. In 1515 they were finally 

expelled.  

 

Capuchin missionaries started a new work in Congo in 1645. Baur comments that “The 

apostolate of some 440 Capuchins between 1645 and 1835 was by far the greatest 

missionary enterprise in Africa before the modern period” (2005:63). Shaw writes that 

they baptized about 600 000 people between 1645 and 1700. Most of these “converts” 

were children (1996:113). They also built many schools, conducted systematic 

evangelism programmes and established the Roman Catholic Church wherever they 

went. The Capuchins saw nothing positive in African traditional religion. They saw their 

work as a battle between God’s kingdom (which they directly identified with the Church) 

and Satan’s kingdom (which in their mind was very much present in Africa’s traditional 

religions). 

 

All mission work was suppressed in 1834 by a new Portuguese government who had 

more interest in defending their economic interest than the Christian faith. Like in North 

Africa centuries those belonging to the noble class and who lived in cities mostly 

embraced earlier Christianity. 

 
2.3.1.4 Angola and other countries on Africa’s west coast 
 
Jesuit priests started mission work in Angola in the sixteenth century. Father Pero 

Ravares had a vision of establishing a network of Christian villages. He travelled tirelessly 

and supervised the teaching of 20 000 catechumens all over the Ndongo kingdom. He 
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valued his relationships with the local population more than his contact with Portuguese 

settlers. For this reason he avoided staying and eating with the latter.  

 

Ravares’ work was so successful that the Bishop of Luanda was allowed to place priests 

in the headquarters of the kingdom’s four chiefs (Baur 2005:74). When Dutch colonists 

forcefully took control of Luanda in 1641 all the good work was destroyed. It signified the 

end of missionary work outside the Angolan capital except for a few sporadic efforts. In 

1834 Christianity in Luanda was also dealt a deathblow when the Portuguese government 

issued a decree that all religious orders there had to be abolished. 

 

At Matamba Queen Nzinga converted to Christianity twice. The second conversion lasted 

until her death and was characterized by her efforts to turn Matamba into a mission state. 

Between 1656 and 1665 many of her subjects accepted Christianity as well but upon her 

death her husband led his subjects back to their traditional religions. 

 

The small Itsekeri Kingdom of Warri was formed in the kingdom of Benin. Warri’s king 

invited Augustinian missionaries in 1570 to start a work in his kingdom. Thus a tradition 

was started of Warri rulers being Catholics. It seems that a lack of resident priests and the 

fact that Christianity was basically confined to the royal court prevented Christianity from 

developing into a strong religion.  

 
2.3.2 Mission work on and from Africa’s east coast 
 
2.3.2.1 Mozambique 
 
Catholic mission work started to spread to the continent’s east coast as well. In 1506 

three Catholic priests resided in Sofala. There is no record of any evangelism done by 

them or anyone else. However, about forty slaves were converted and baptized at Kilwa 

(Baur 2005:87).  

 

In 1559 Gamba, the king of Tonga, requested missionaries to be sent to his kingdom after 

one of his sons had become a Christian. His headquarters was about 100 miles from 

Inhambane. Father Gonsalo da Silveira with another priest and a layman went to Gamba 

and baptized about 400 new converts in a matter of weeks. It seemed to da Silveira that 
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the kingdom as a whole was nearly won over to Christianity. He therefore left the work to 

Father Fernandes and continued his journey to the kingdom of Monomotapa. 

 

Father Fernandes soon discovered that their first assumptions were false. Gamba and his 

people had strong roots in their traditional religion. When expectations of material gain 

through contact with the missionaries did not materialize relationships became sour. 

Fernandez nearly starved to death before he returned to Goa in India (Baur 2005:80).  

 

In 1597 the grandson of Vasco da Gama visited the Kenyan coast in his official capacity 

of viceroy of India. He then sent Augustinian monks to take the spiritual care of believers 

on this part of Africa’s east coast. A monastery with four fathers was opened in 

Mombassa and after only three years they could report that 1200 converts was baptized 

(Baur 2005:88). Father Diego de Spirito Santo worked at Faza and during his 30 years of 

ministry established good relationships between the local inhabitants and the Portuguese. 

 

A series of unfortunate events in Mombassa resulted in the massacre of about three 

hundred Christians in 1631. Half of this number was an African believer. They had the 

opportunity to convert to Islam but stood firm to the end. The fact that these African 

believers were willing to die for their faith when the Portuguese soldiers were already 

killed proved that “for them being a Christian meant much more than being a friend of the 

Portuguese” (Baur 2005:90). On 13 December 1698 the Arabs finally defeated 

Portuguese forces after Fort Jesus had been besieged for 33 months. This defeat 

signalled the end of all missionary activity as well.  

 
2.3.2.2 Monomotapa 
 
Gold was the main attraction of the legendary kingdom ruled by its chief the monomotapa 

or Mwene Mutapa. For the pioneer missionary Father da Silveira the spiritual condition of 

the people was another motivating reason to visit the area. He landed in Sofala in 1560 

and started his journey. On the way he baptized King Gamba with his whole family in the 

vicinity of Inhambane. At Sena a Portuguese post on the Zambezi River he had to wait for 

permission to proceed to the capital city of the monomotapa. While waiting he baptized 

about five hundred Africans who worked for the Portuegese (Groves 1948:134).  
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When Father da Silveira eventually reached the capital city of Monomotapa on 25 

December 1560 he declined the gifts of gold, land and women. This unusual act 

endeared him to the monomotapa and opened his heart to da Silveira’s message. Da 

Silveira shared his faith with the chief. It resulted in the conversion and baptism of the 

monomotapa, his mother and a number of important court officials. Many subjects of the 

monomotapa admired da Silveira’s way of life. While living frugally he gave gifts given to 

him to the poor (Baur 2005:81).  

 

Some Muslims traders saw the missionary as a threat to their interests and convinced the 

monomotapa that da Silveira was actually an enchanter and a spy. This led to his murder 

by strangling. Sadly no trace of Christian influence remained (Groves 1948:135). 

 

In later years Dominican missionaries began a new work in the kingdom. A certain Gatsi 

Rusere invited missionaries to return to his kingdom. His son did not share his father’s 

sentiments and allowed his people to take by force whatever they could from the 

foreigners. As can be expected it ended in war. Father do Espirito Santo gathered an 

army and defeated the monomotapa’s forces in battle. The new chief with his wives and 

noblemen were baptized by the Dominicans and placed in a position of power (Baur 

2005:83). 

 

The new monomotapa did not enjoy popular support. Kapararidze who was dethroned by 

the Dominicans led a revolt in which he defeated the mission force. Portuguese soldiers 

were then sent to punish the rebel king. A vicious battle followed during which the 

Portuguese gain the upper hand. Kapararidze’s son was sent to Goa as a prisoner of war. 

There he became a Christian convert and a member of the Dominican Order. He was a 

very able preacher and eventually became the vicar of the convent of Santa Barbara in 

Goa. Groves quotes Theal in saying: “Fiction surely has no stranger story than this” 

(1948:137). 

 

After Kapararidze’s final defeat all subsequent monomotapa rulers became Portuguese 

puppets. Each time a new monomotapa was appointed he would be baptized. Instead of 

bringing his followers closer to Christianity it led to resentment. Too close cooperation 

between missionaries and the Portuguese government ruined a potentially fruitful mission 

field. Shaw remarks: “The ravages of the slave trade combined with the injustices of 
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Portuguese traders, colonial governors, and settlers destroyed the credibility of 

Christianity in the region. Once again a mission begun with great promise collapsed in 

failure” (1996:117). 

 
2.3.2.3 Jesuits in Abyssinia or modern day Ethiopia 
 

In 1557 the Jesuits began to work in Ethiopia, where the Orthodox Church had been 

established centuries earlier.  Andrew de Oviedo and his accompanying priests were the 

first Catholic missionaries. Due to the king’s suspicions they could do little else but to take 

care of those believers who were already Catholics. 

 

Pedro Paez had much more success. He first went through a severe trial. Pirates 

captured him while on his way to Abyssinia and he served as a galley slave for seven 

years. After his release Paez reached Abyssinia in 1603. His linguistic brilliance, patience 

and wisdom won him many friends there. Za Dengel became king during this time and 

Paez convinced him to become a Roman Catholic. Unfortunately the king was rash in his 

behaviour. His hasty arrogant ways led to rebellion and his death. A certain Susenyos 

became king in his place and in 1622 he also proclaimed his Roman Catholic faith in 

public (Groves 1948:140). 

 

With the death of Paez and the appointment of Alphonso Mendez as his successor the 

situation changed drastically. Mendez was the opposite of Paez in many ways. Through 

his attitude he succeeded in alienating the king and his subjects from the Catholic faith. 

When the king abdicated and handed power to his son Fasiladas the latter realized he 

might have to face a civil war unless he took drastic action. In 1632 he expelled all Jesuits 

and restored the ancient Coptic church of Ethiopia (Shaw 1996:119). 

 

Nine Capuchin missionaries tried to enter the country in two separate attempts. Of these 

nine missionaries seven paid with their lives while the other two returned home. Groves 

comments “The net result of the Jesuit mission was to render the Abyssinians bitterly 

hostile to the Roman Catholic Church” (1948:142). 
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2.3.3 Reasons for the failure of the second mission wave in Africa  
 

In spite of great sacrifice on the side of several missionaries the second wave of 

Christianity broke over Africa only to fade away with very little long-term effect. There 

were several reasons for this.  

 

First the links between Portuguese political authorities and the missionaries were too 

close. It stopped Christianity from following an independent course. Sanneh writes: “The 

fact that missionary ventures were promoted as the schemes of European kings also 

hampered their progress in Africa, because of the political price which would have to be 

paid by African rulers who accepted Christianity” (1983a: 52). It was impossible for the 

Africans to make a clear distinction between politics on the one hand and religion on the 

other. Groves correctly observes, “Any expansion of Christianity due to its identification 

with a particular political regime is likely to be temporary only and to wane with the regime 

… When Portuguese power faded, Christianity faded too” (1948:143). 

 

The selfish lifestyles of “Christian” Western traders that followed the trail blazed open by 

missionaries contradicted the gospel message that was preached. Together with the 

ongoing slave trade it harmed the cause of missions in a significant way. Shaw quotes a 

Roman Catholic spokesman in the early nineteenth century who said, “The greatest 

hindrance of missions is the slave trade, operated by the Christians of Angola. It renders 

our religion odious to the Africans who keep in mind their chains instead of seeing the 

freedom brought to them in Christ” (1996:124) 

 

Another reason given by a Portuguese historian was that missionaries sent to the 

unhealthy climate of Africa were often of inferior quality. Of course there were many 

exceptions, but it seems that many of those who survived the climate “… were more 

active in the slave-trade than in saying mass or doing any priestly work” (Baur 2005:92). 

Several missionaries with pure motives died before they could do much in-depth ministry. 

 

Mass baptisms without proper instruction were another reason for an “easy-come-easy-

go” attitude towards Christianity. Africans were quick to accept the new faith but slow to 

implement its practical part in their daily lives. A habit of filling baptism registers with 
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hundreds of new names without bringing the converts to a proper understanding of what 

they profess to belief cannot but lead to mass “back-sliding” as well. 

 

Christianity’s failure to last in this time can also be laid at the door of neglect of the 

vernacular and of local culture. In most cases the liturgy was conducted in Latin and 

worship done according to the Western pattern. Scripture was only in rare cases 

translated in the local languages. Western church rituals were used without explanation 

and resulted in misinterpretations. Livingstone in later years heard how some of his men 

remarked that “… they had seen the white men charming their demons” (quoted by 

Groves 1948:145).  

 

Missionaries treated their African converts as if they had no spiritual background whereas 

their whole worldview was in essence spiritual. Having an individualistic perspective on 

life the missionaries fail to see the importance of the community in Africa. These neglects 

gave a foreign character to the Gospel hindering Christianity to take root in the hearts of 

the evangelized Africans (Baur 2005:94). 

 

Sanneh observes it would be unfair and unrealistic to put all the blame for missionary 

failure on European factors. “There were real problems on the African side too” 

(1983a:52). African chiefs were willing to cooperate with Europeans when they perceived 

it would lead to economic benefit. However they found it very difficult to accept the 

demands of missionaries to give up polygamy and contact with their ancestral spirits. This 

would in their view endanger their positions as leaders. As long as the potential of 

economic and other benefits was there the chiefs and their followers would tolerate the 

Christian faith. However when expectations were not fulfilled Christianity was either 

rejected or allowed to fizzle out.  

 

African religions were also a strong opposing force for the rooting and spread of 

Christianity. When a particular society experienced prosperity its leaders would be 

reluctant to accept a new foreign religion since the spiritual forces they followed proved to 

be sufficient. Angering them might have disastrous consequences. At times of political 

instability leaders were much more open to missionary efforts. 
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All the above-mentioned reasons resulted in fresh hopes being repeatedly “… shattered 

on the unyielding rock of African resistance” (Sanneh 1983a: 52). 

 

2.4 Third mission wave in Africa 
 
2.4.1 A trickle of mission activity in the seventeenth century 
 

When the Reformation took place in the early years of the sixteenth century it changed 

the face of Christianity permanently. At first the Protestant churches were not actively 

involved in missionary work. It was only in 1634 that the first Protestant missionary, Peter 

Heyling, was sent by the German Lutheran Church to Ethiopia. He was an excellent 

linguist and Bible teacher. In the nearly twenty years that he was active in missionary 

work he translated the New Testament in Amharic and impacted the Orthodox Church in 

a significant way. A Turkish pasha apparently killed Heyling in 1652 (www.lcms.org 26 

July 2006). 

 

With the establishment of a Dutch settlement in South Africa in 1652 a new gateway to 

Africa was opened. Seen from a missionary perspective no focused work was done 

among the local inhabitants in the seventeenth century. Shaw comments that only 

sporadic evangelistic efforts were made. A few Khoisan converts were baptized as early 

as 1662 (1996:122). 

 

Late in the seventeenth century, when the Reformation had stagnated into sterility the 

Pietistic movement injected Christianity with new mission zeal. They opposed the 

teachings of orthodoxy that paralyzed all mission efforts and initiated the concept of 

believers volunteering to do mission work. Through their zeal a small missionary effort in 

Africa was started. On the negative side the Pietists emphasized individual decisions over 

against group conversions. In later years African theologians criticized this individualistic 

approach, which was employed by the majority of Western missionaries. They pointed out 

that African society was very much a communal affair.   
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2.4.2 Revivals, the role of William Carey and the forming of mission societies 
 
Revivals in the so-called Christian world played an important role in the promotion of 

missionary activities. Christian renewal became essential in the West and indeed burst on 

the scene in the eighteenth century. In the American colonies a series of revivals between 

1726 and 1760 with Jonathan Edwards as its leading figure brought new life to the 

church. It was called the Great Awakening. Revival leaders emphasized the importance of 

the Bible and of a conversion experience. Christ’s second coming was preached as an 

event that should be expected soon. Believers became very serious about how to live for 

God’s glory and how to bring unbelievers to Christ. While these revivals did not lead to 

direct mission work it laid the foundations for it (Bosch 1999:278). 

 

In England, George Whitefield, the Wesley brothers and other leaders with a burning zeal 

to reach the lost for Christ, led Scotland and Wales revival meetings. Those who found 

new life in Christ “lived in militant opposition to the kingdom of darkness and focused their 

efforts toward the realization of the transformation of the earth through the gospel” (Shaw 

1996:131). Such efforts logically had to lead to renewed interest and involvement in 

missionary work. 

  

From 1776 onwards churches in America experienced dramatic growth due to what was 

called the Second Great Awakening. This awakening reached its peak in 1797 and one of 

its main characteristics was its interest in and enthusiasm for mission. 

 

The whole missionary movement also received new momentum with the challenges 

posed by William Carey, later known as the father of the modern mission movement. After 

his ordination in 1787 he began to promote the idea of worldwide missions. In 1792 he 

wrote a book “Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to use means for the conversion 

of the heathen”. P.D. Niles (1995) quoted him, saying: 'If we Christians loved men as 

merchants loved money, no fierceness of people would keep us from their midst.' 

(http://www.religion-online.org : 20 June 2006).   

 

Carey’s challenges to the Church stirred many hearts. It also stimulated mission-minded 

Christian leaders in the West to form mission societies. Carey himself was instrumental in 

the forming of the Baptist Missionary Society in 1792. In 1795 members of the Church of 
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England joined by Evangelicals, Nonconformists and Methodists formed the London 

Missionary Society. The Netherlands Missionary Society was formed in 1797 followed by 

the Church Missionary Society and Religious Tract Society in 1799. In 1804 the British 

and Foreign Bible Society came into being and in 1810 the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions was formed. All these societies had one thing in 

common, namely to take the gospel message to those who had not heard it yet. Africa the 

so-called Dark Continent became a focus point of mission work.  

 

2.4.3 Effect of the anti-slavery movement on missions in Africa 
 

 “The greatest single factor that was at the origin of the African missions and promoted the 

work of evangelization for many decades was the anti-slavery movement” (Baur 2005:109). 

Since most slaves came from Africa, Africa was the continent that in many ways benefited 

most from the work of men who dedicated their lives to the abolishment of slavery. 

 

John Venn became rector in Clapham, London, in 1792. He gathered a group of wealthy 

and influential evangelicals together urging them to make their faith more practical and 

activist. One of the major areas on which this group focused was slavery.  William 

Wilberforce with the backing of other members of the Clapham Sect led the campaign 

against slavery. He and others used their position in parliament to lobby against the traffic 

in human beings. They used the power of the press, educated the public on this topic, 

distributed evangelical literature and motivated evangelical preachers to expound on this 

topic (Groves 1948:181). Granville Sharp was studying law with the one purpose of 

abolishing slavery. He gained popular support by defending and winning the cases of two 

slaves who were brought from America to England and whose masters wanted to return 

them to America (Shaw 1996:133). In May 1787 he became the first chairman of the newly 

formed Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade.  

 

In 1833 all the efforts of those who opposed slavery because of their Christian conviction 

finally gained victory. The Abolition of Slavery Bill was approved. It declared, “all slaves in 

British dominions were to be freed on August 1, 1834” (Shaw 1996:136). 

 

Thomas Buxton led the anti-slavery movement at this time and he believed that slavery 

could only be rooted out completely if Africa’s economy could be transformed. Through the 
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resettlement of free slaves and by establishing trade networks he envisioned a new, 

civilized Africa. Progress in his thinking was the magic wand that would transform the Dark 

Continent. 

 

2.4.4 Mission in West and Central Africa 
 
2.4.4.1 Sierra Leone 
 

Sierra Leone was chosen as the first place to resettle freed slaves. In 1787 more than 400 

settlers, most of whom were freed slaves coming from London, established a Christian 

community. Sadly within three months of their arrival a third of the newly arrived settlers 

had died (Sanneh 1983a:56). 

 

Another group of 1, 200 freed slaves this time from Nova Scotia in Canada arrived in 1792. 

Christian preachers in the American colonies and Nova Scotia led many of them to accept 

Christianity and they came back to Africa with a desire to make Christ known on their home 

continent (Groves 1948:206). The settlers sang hymns of worship as they came ashore and 

renamed the settlement Freetown. Churches were quickly established.  

 

Although slavery was abolished in Britain other European nations still continued to raid 

Africa in search of “black gold”. British ships patrolled the waters of West Africa and 

forcefully released slaves from slave ships. Freetown became the place where these 

recaptured slaves were settled. Other towns like Abeokuta and Badagry followed. Most of 

the recaptured slaves embraced Christianity and they became the major missionary force 

in the area. Samuel Crowther became the most famous of them. In 1864 he became the 

first African Anglican bishop (Shaw 1996:143). 

 

In spite of high hopes Christianity in Freetown was a disappointment to many. Groves 

quotes a certain John Clarkson who wrote: “What, we imagine might have become an 

effective Christian community, a beacon light shining among pagan and Muslim tribes, a 

saving salt … [I]n the event, lent little lustre to the Christian name, little savour to African 

society” (1948:208). The many difficulties, too high expectations, suspicions concerning the 

motives of the Company who initiated the resettlement and demands for cooperation to 

ensure the settlement’s success were all contributing factors.  
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Sanneh offers another perspective. He highlights the extreme difficulties the early settlers 

had to endure. Many came to Africa as convinced Christians and in some cases their 

knowledge of the Bible and Christian doctrine exceeded that of the missionaries sent to 

minister to them. He then continues to state their efforts must “by any standard … be 

considered a notable achievement” (1983a: 68).  

 

Mission societies generally did no better than the African settlers. Efforts by at least four 

mission societies failed to make any lasting impact for different reasons. Missionaries were 

at times the reason for failure. In one instance a CMS missionary Peter Hartwig found “… 

slave-catching more appealing than soul-seeking” (Sanneh 1983a:60). Health problems, 

disagreements and war all contributed to the failures.  

 
2.4.4.2 Liberia 
 

After the establishment of Freetown, American abolitionists with the hearty support of freed 

African slaves started preparations to create a similar Christian community in Africa. The 

American Colonization Society (ACS) was established and in 1820 an ACS-expedition went 

to Africa to find a viable place for their enterprise. After initial failure to find such a place the 

party were directed to Cape Mesuardo that lies directly south of Sierra Leone (Shaw 

1996:150). Cape Mesuardo became Monrovia and the country became known as Liberia or 

Land of Freedom. On 26 July 1846 Liberia became an independent republic.  

 

Some of the new settlers came with very clear Christian motives. They had the backing of 

mission societies like the one established in 1815 by the Black Baptists of Richmond. This 

society sent two missionaries Lott Carey and Collin Teague to Liberia. Lott Carey did 

excellent work before his untimely death in 1828. Five mission societies came to Liberia. 

The unhealthy climate and bad relationships between the Africans who had returned from 

America and the local population sadly hampered their work (Baur 2005:113-114). 

 

In 1836 African American Baptists formed the Providence Missionary Baptist District 

Association with the sole purpose of doing missionary work in Africa. This initiative of 

Africans living outside Africa showed that mission work even in early years could not be 

portrayed as a Western endeavour alone. Real missionary progress in West Africa was 

only made in the late eighteenth hundreds.  
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2.4.4.3 Ghana 
 

In Ghana German mission societies opened mission stations, translated Scripture and 

made use of African evangelists to spread the gospel. However it was the mission work 

done by the Methodists that had the biggest impact. Thomas Birch Freeman was 

instrumental in establishing a strong African Methodist Church through his labours of more 

than fifty years. He built strong relationships with the African kings and showed them great 

respect. Many churches and schools were built and a mature body of African Methodist 

clergymen was established (Shaw 1996:152-153). Later African theologians like Lamin 

Sanneh wrote appreciatively about his contribution to Christianity in West Africa.   

 

Thomas Thompson was the Dean of the University of Cambridge. In 1744 he resigned in 

order to become a missionary. After a first stint in New Jersey in America Thompson 

requested to be placed in Africa. In 1751 his request was accepted. He landed in the Gold 

Coast (present-day Ghana) in 1752 as the first Anglican missionary in Africa sent out by the 

Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG).  

 

Some years later a Christian from the Fetu-tribe, Philip Quaque, was sent to England for 

studies. On his return to his home area he became the first non-European Anglican priest 

and missionary. With the formation of the Church Missionary Society in 1799 Anglican 

missionary work in Africa received even more impetus. 

 

2.4.4.4 Cameroon, Senegal, Gabon and Zaire  
 
Fernando Po is an island off the coast of Cameroon. It received many liberated slaves from 

British ships that intercepted slave ships and off-loaded them there. The Baptist Mission 

Society to the island and Cameroon sent Jamaican missionaries in 1843. Alfred Slaker with 

the help of two African colleagues, George Nkwe and Thomas Johnson, played a big role in 

establishing the church in Cameroon. He believed that the key to missionary success was 

the reliance on African Christians who had to be seen and treated as major partners in the 

mission enterprise (Shaw 1996:153). 

 

In Senegal and Gabon the Holy Ghost Fathers made a permanent Catholic impact. Bishop 

Kobes was instrumental in the establishing of the first institute for African nuns in Africa. 
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The institute was called the Daughters of the Holy Heart of Mary (Falk 1979:112). It was 

also in Gabon that modern Catholicism’s first permanent mission station in Africa was 

founded in 1844.  

 

Earlier in the thesis I referred to Catholic mission work in Congo. Politics, greed and the 

slave trade brought the mission effort to an end. In 1878 Protestant missionaries took up 

the case of Christianity again.  Thomas Comber and George Grenfell belonged to the 

Livingstone Inland Mission. They arrived in Sao Salvador and were welcomed by the king. 

Later Baptist missionaries followed. One of them translated the New Testament in Kikongo. 

The Protestant missionaries did not want to be too closely associated with the Catholic 

missionary work that preceded them. At the same time they had the advantage of the 

Congolese people being open to their message due to the (Roman Catholic) Christian 

seeds sown decades earlier (Shaw 1996:154). 

 
2.4.4.5 Nigeria 
 

In 1864 Samuel Crowther was placed in charge of the Niger mission by Henry Venn. He 

was the first African Anglican bishop. Venn’s dream was that an African leadership would 

lead to an African Church in the area “… reared on its own indigenous roots, bearing fruit 

under the stimulus of its own environment and sustained by the proprietary labours of those 

it served” (Sanneh 1983a:170). The area that fell under him was very large and contained 

many diverse tribes. Evangelists working in the delta regions of Bonny and Brass proved to 

be successful. Relations with chiefs and kings were also friendly. Crowther for instance was 

personally invited by King William Pepple to open a school at Bonny (Baur 2005:123). A 

strong centre was established at Onitsha on the Niger River.  

 

Unfortunately the positive work was clouded by accusations against several African 

missionaries and the attitude of the new generation of missionaries. Two pastors had 

apparently beaten a slave girl to death (Baur 2005:128). Other charges of abuse and wrong 

handling of funds led to tension with CMS.  Crowther was stripped of most of his power and 

white missionaries took control of finances. They believed his appointment was a mistake 

and that “the reins of power should be kept firmly in efficient white hands for an indefinite 

period” (Hastings 1976:3). 
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In 1962 government officials closed down the Bible School. Although it was a severe blow 

at the time the church leadership found other ways of strengthening elders and evangelists. 

However Pastor Samwiil never lost his vision of establishing a similar centre or to re-open 

the Shwai Bible School when possible. 

 

As was previously mentioned many Nuba Christians had moved to the Three Towns that 

comprised Khartoum. Darrell Wellings a SIM missionary who stayed in Khartoum started an 

evening Bible School in Omdurman, but it had to be closed down due to a lack of staff.  

 

The urgent need of trained local leaders weighed heavily on Pastor Samwiil’s heart. Four 

evangelists were sent for training at the American Mission’s School in Khartoum North. Two 

of them went to the Nuba Mountains after the completion of their studies while the other 

two ministered in Khartoum. Still trained church leaders remained an urgent but unfulfilled 

need.  

 

Pastor Samwiil rejoiced when Doctor Haruun Ruun of SIC became convinced of the need 

for theological training after touring the SIC areas between 1970 and 1972 (Spartalis 183). 

Haruun was one of Pastor Samwiil’s students at the Shwai Bible School and now they 

planned together on how to establish similar training institutes. 

 

In 1974 Harold Walker opened another evening school for the training of evangelists in 

Omdurman. He eventually developed a program that would allow students to study for six 

months and work in their village churches the other half of the year. The training institute 

became known as the Omdurman Evangelists’ School. Ten Nuba evangelists received 

training in the first two years. 

 

Growing demand made it necessary for the leaders of the training institute to find more 

permanent training facilities. They also remembered the fact that most of the evangelists 

would work in rural areas. Suggestions were made to move the Omdurman Evangelists’ 

School to Melut.  

 

At first Pastor Samwiil wanted to revive the Bible School at Shwai. It soon became clear 

that such a venture would not be possible. He then considered the possibility of opening a 

new facility at Abri. That, however, was also unrealistic due to financial and other problems. 
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Doctor Haruun Ruun then urged Pastor Samwiil to join the Melut venture and he finally 

accepted (Spartalis 1981:183-185). 

 

Gideon Theological College (GTC) opened its doors in May 1978. It was named after the 

martyred SIC pastor, Gideon Adwok Deng. There were 10 Nuba students in the first class. 

The first graduation took place in December 1979. “On virtually the same spot as where 

Pastor Gideon fell fourteen years ago, the Sudanese evangelists were commended to God 

and His service” (Spartalis 1981:201). 

 

When civil war erupted again in 1983, insecurity made it necessary for GTC to be 

transferred to Omdurman. The move took place in 1984. It continued to play a strategic role 

in the formation of SCOC and SIC leaders. The trained leaders in turn impacted their 

communities (Wheeler 2000:468).  

 

The author visited GTC in May 2006. It was encouraging to meet the Sudanese staff and to 

see the enthusiasm of many students. A well-stocked library is properly utilized. 

 

6.8.7 War breaks out again 
 

With the collapse of the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement and the continuance of the civil 

war the Church in the Nuba Mountains entered a very difficult time. Christians were 

accused of supporting the SPLA. It resulted in harassment by government security forces. 

Village churches were regularly burnt down and church leaders suffered great persecution. 

Many believers fled to northern towns. Through all their trials most believers did not forsake 

their faith in God. 

 

Christians who lived in the areas under SPLA-control had more opportunity to develop their 

faith than their brothers and sisters in the north. Christian leaders did not only face 

problems from the government’s side. They also had to stand their ground in local 

nationalistic gatherings. The Religious Tolerance Conference held in December 1994 in 

Tongole is a point in case (Werner et al 2000:614-615). The meeting was convened in an 

effort to preserve Nuba culture. The organizers said that the people who lived in the Nuba 

Mountains were Nubas first and only then Muslims, Christians or traditional believers.  
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SCOC leaders came under pressure when they differed from the generally accepted view. 

They appreciated the efforts of political and religious leaders to preserve Nuba culture and 

to promote unity in the area but could not accept the lengths to which the efforts went. 

SCOC-leaders placed a priority on their identity as Christians. This made them unpopular 

and resulted in strained relationships for many years to come.  

 

The resolute stance and continuous efforts of the SCOC leaders to promote harmonious 

cooperation gained them the respect of several political leaders. Eventually some political 

and military leaders asked for Bibles since they saw what an influence God’s Word had on 

the SCOC pastors. Church leaders often took the author to SPLA-commanders during his 

visits to the Nuba Mountains. In 2006 I had the opportunity to visit one of the commanders 

who in the mean time was elected as governor of Southern Kordofan. Although he is a 

Muslim and opposed SCOC for many years he showed clear signs of using his position to 

help the Church. It took him many years to change his view of SCOC and its leaders’ 

uncompromising stance for their faith. In the end he was won over by their integrity. 

 

6.8.8 Theological training in the Nuba Mountains 
 

All the information from 6.8.8 to 6.8.11 is the result of an interview with Pastor Musa al 

Murad of SCOC on 4 October 2006. The author also shared some personal experiences 

gained between 1997 and 2006 in the Nuba Mountains. 

 

In 1991 a SCOC leader from the Moro tribe, Pastor Butros Snaba, took the initiative of 

opening a Bible School in the Nuba Mountains. Snaba was trained at Gideon Theological 

College in Melut and on his return to his home area realized that something had to be done 

to address the enormous shortage of trained leaders. There were only six SCOC pastors in 

all the SPLA controlled areas in the Nuba Mountains. They were Nabil Kodi and Isaac 

Ganian in Kwalib, Brema Komi in Kobang, Gibrail Abdallah from Otoro, and Musa al Murad 

in the Moro area. Butros Snaba also ministered in the Moro district.  

 

The pastors realized that the war-induced barrier between them and SCOC in government-

controlled areas could continue indefinitely. They decided to address the pressing need for 

trained church leaders. If they trained new leaders they could help them in ministry and 

even take their places in the top leadership should they die. 
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SCOC initiated a theological training program in the town of Umm Dulu in January 1991. 

While using the SCOC church building as a training facility they spoke about it as Cush 

Theological College (CTC). Butros Snaba was the principal and Nabil, Isaac and Gibrail 

became the first tutors. CTC used the curriculum of GTC in Melut. There were 14 students 

from several different Nuba tribes. All of them belonged to SCOC. 

  

In the first year students came together in Umm Dulu for only one month. After that the 

course was structured in such a way that students came together for two months of training 

in a year. It took the first group eight years to go through the curriculum.  

 

From the beginning local congregations supported the training by bringing firewood, fruit 

and even chickens for the staff and students. The author had the privilege to witness such 

an occasion in 1999. It was a joyous affair with singing, dancing and special messages of 

encouragement from women and youth leaders to the theological students. A woman 

leader presented a chicken to the student leader and explained how a hen protects her 

chicks. She then exhorted the future leaders to play a similar role towards their church 

members. 

 

In 1992 CTC accepted students from ECS and the Evangelical Church as well. Since then 

CTC has been open to all three denominations.  Pastor Musa al Murad joined the training 

staff in 1992. In that year the first two groups of students were joined into one class. A new 

intake of students doubled the teaching responsibilities of the staff.  

 

Training in Umm Dulu came to an abrupt halt when government forces captured the town in 

March 1997. The fact that CTC lost its training facilities in Umm Dulu did not stop the 

training program. Staff and students moved to a village on a mountain called Ngongoro. At 

Ngongoro a shortage of water and insecurity forced CTC to relocate to a village called 

Kauda. The move took place in October of the same year. When the training moved to 

Kauda more students joined the program and student numbers increased to seventy. The 

training was conducted in the old mission compound of SUM. It was during this time that 

the author first visited the Nuba Mountains. I taught and visited churches for seven weeks 

and gained first hand experience of the destabilizing effect of Antanov planes that dropped 

bombs close to the place of training.  
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In April 1998 the first group of students graduated in Kauda. By that time Government 

forces targeted Kauda and CTC moved back to Ngongoro. The same water shortage 

experienced in 1997 forced the staff and students to move to a place called Serf al Jemoes. 

The third move took place at the beginning of 1999. Government forces suddenly attacked 

the area twice and CTC was moved deeper into the mountains to a place called Ikabang at 

the end of 1999. The resilience of the teachers and students is a testimony to the fact that 

training does not depend on permanent structures. CTC was a mobile Bible School in the 

truest sense of the word! 

 

The second group of CTC students graduated in Ikabang in 2000. In 1999 CTC also started 

to train pastors in the TTI-program of Open Doors. The two training programs ran parallel. 

After finishing the GTC curriculum several students continued to attend the TTI-training. 

The first TTI-students graduated in 2002 and another class was started. At this point the 

GTC and TTI-curricula merged to form one training program. In 2004 CTC again moved 

from Ikabang to Tangal after the semi-permanent buildings burnt down in a bush fire. 

 

No classes were conducted in 2005 because of leadership problems. Decisions were made 

by SCOC leaders in Khartoum concerning CTC without consulting the staff in Nuba 

Mountains. Training started again in 2006 and Immanuel Lafanti took the position of 

principal. 

 

6.8.9 Ordination of new SCOC pastors in the Nuba Mountains 
 

In spite of severe difficulties and after studying for many years four new SCOC pastors 

were ordained in 2002. They were Murris Kertina, Immanuel Lafanti, Michael Kornelius and 

Wilson Adam. All these men came from the Moro area. In April 2006 Bashir Martin from the 

Moro area and Ishaia Philipus from Tabanja were also ordained. Plans are underway to 

ordain at least three Kwalib pastors namely Alamin Komi, Elia Philipus and Jimes Maraba. 
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6.8.10 Contact between SCOC in Khartoum and in the Nuba Mountains 
 

In 2002 it became possible for SCOC pastors from Khartoum to visit the Nuba Mountains. 

Eventually two Khartoum pastors began to minister in Jigeba (Nabil al Farik and Sadik 

Male) and one in Al Nugra (Barnaba Matthias). A fourth one joined a congregation in the 

Tangal area (Istifanus Angalo). 

 

Years before financial issues had brought division in the SCOC leadership in Khartoum. 

The problem became so big that two different leadership groups were formed. Both groups 

sent delegates to the Nuba Mountains trying to convince the leadership to join them. The 

pastors in Nuba Mountains refused and said they could not side with either one of the two 

groups. They would only cooperate when the problem was solved. Between 2004 and 2005 

the Khartoum leaders came to Kujur close to Kauda and the problem was solved. The two 

groups reconciled. 

 

In 2005 a new leadership was chosen. Mahajoub Kajo became the chairman and Matta 

Mubarak became the general secretary. An elder by the name of Ramadan became 

treasurer. 

 

6.8.11 Current state of SCOC in the Nuba Mountains 
 

A cease-fire was signed in 2001 between the SPLA in the Nuba Mountains and the 

government. The CPA followed it in January 2005. Trade between the Nuba Mountains and 

Khartoum flourished from that time onward. Whole communities moved down from the hills 

where they had stayed for many years. Cultivation became much easier and life in general 

improved dramatically.  

 

Unfortunately there is also a negative side to the newfound peace and prosperity. Church 

attendance dropped and church members became less devoted than in the war years. One 

of the main reasons was that people wanted to “catch up” for the many years they could not 

improve their physical situation. Since several markets are open on Sundays people would 

ply their trade while others would go for extended visits to Khartoum. The church leadership 

is trying to address the problem by arranging training seminars for elders and church 

members.   
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6.9 Sudan Pentecostal Churches (SPC) 
 
6.9.1 Founding of an indigenous Sudanese church  
 
The Sudan Pentecostal Church (SPC) can be seen as an extension and development of 

the youth movement that originated in Juba. A number of young Sudanese men accepted 

the Christian faith around 1970 and one of them, Paul Nhomlau, went to study at the 

Nairobi Pentecostal Bible College. He encouraged his friends to join him. Three of them 

namely Nathaniel Garang, Benjamin Terah and Adi Ambrose later became influential 

church leaders (Werner et al 2000:483). 

 

Nhomlau, Garang and Terah came from an ECS background and their only desire was to 

bring new evangelistic zeal and spiritual depth to their denomination. After their studies 

Benjamin Terah and Adi Ambrose went to Juba while the others moved to Bor. Terah 

succeeded in gathering many young people around him through his vigorous, 

uncompromising preaching. Realizing that he was not a pastor but rather an evangelist and 

sensing the discomfort of his converts in the ECS milieu Terah formed them into a distinct 

group in 1980. He asked Rev John Moi of AIC to take pastoral care of them. 

 

In 1982 Terah requested Adi Ambrose to become pastor of his group of converts. Ambrose 

accepted and the Juba Christian Centre was formed with a strong Pentecostal identity. At 

this same time a Ugandan preacher, Simon Sekwat, started a Pentecostal church at Kajo-

Keji while Thomas Kenyi did the same in Yei (Werner et al 2000:484). 

 

In Bor Nathaniel Garang remained in ECS and eventually became bishop of Bor Diocese. 

Paul Nhomlau only arrived in 1977 and started to work as a teacher in Malek Secondary 

School. While being a teacher, Nhomlau also preached. His style was aggressive and it 

made him unpopular in some circles. However, several young people were convicted and 

stayed close to their preacher and mentor. One of these young men was Isaiah Dau who 

later became a prominent leader of SPC.  
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In December 1981 Nhomlau was expelled from ECS and together with his followers he 

started a Pentecostal Church in Bor area. Links were established with the Pentecostal 

Church in Juba, but from the beginning the strong personalities of the different leaders 

caused tension. In Bor itself Nhomlau preferred the word ‘Apostolic’ above ‘Pentecostal’. 

This led to a split with the one group linking up with SPC and the other calling itself the 

Apostolic Church (Werner et al 2000:484-486). 

 

At present SPC have congregations in Eastern Equatoria, Western Equatoria and Bahr al 

Ghazal. They are also active in Khartoum. SPC has a good partnership relationship with 

International Aid Service (IAS). In Akuem in Northern Bahr al Ghazal they have opened an 

interdenominational Bible School. 

 

In spite of the fact that SPC is not a large denomination in Sudan its members are very 

mission minded. When the garrison town of Wau opened up after the signing of the CPA, 

SPC evangelists immediately went there on an evangelism trip. In spite of opposition they 

succeeded in planting a small church within a few weeks.    

 

At present SPC has 65 congregations and approximately 5 200 members. They also have 

18 200 affiliates. (http://www.gmi.org  13 October 2006). Reverend Michael Taban is the 

General Overseer. 
 

6.9.2 Serving God in trying times 
 

In more recent years the author had contact with a number of remarkable pastors from 

SPC. Reverend Oliver Soma is currently vice-principal at Emmanuel Christian Theological 

Centre 20 miles outside of Yei. He is also the founder of Koboko Bible Training Centre 

(KBTC) in Koboko. KBTC is a theological training institute for Sudanese and Ugandan 

pastors. Despite many obstacles that would have stopped a lesser man, Reverend Soma 

has continued to build God’s kingdom wherever he goes. His prayer life and desire for unity 

between denominations is an inspiration to many. 

 

Another pastor with whom the author has contact is William Deng Koch. Pastor William 

ministers in Northern Bahr al Ghazal. He has been jailed thrice on accusations connected 

to his Pentecostal convictions. According to the Sphere System of colonial days Northern 
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Bahr al Ghazal was given to another denomination. The leaders of this denomination did 

not appreciate the arrival of other denominations in “their area”. It happened especially 

because the newcomers placed a lot of emphasis on salvation by faith in Jesus Christ 

alone and a complete rejection of traditional gods.  

 

Pastor Deng was asked to leave the area within 24 hours. He asked what he had done to 

deserve such a harsh command. No reason was given and he duly refused to leave. The 

enraged commander in charge of the area ordered his arrest. During his first imprisonment 

Pastor Deng received very little food and many threats. His commitment to Christ remained 

intact and he was released after about thirty days.  

 

The presence of a Pentecostal Church angered certain leaders and a reason was 

fabricated to get Pastor Deng back in prison. During his second prison service he received 

twenty lashes in the morning and twenty lashes in the evening for five consecutive days. 

Pastor Deng succeeded in getting a message to a more sympathetic commander and he 

was released. 

 

During his third imprisonment he received twenty lashes every day for 18 days. During the 

evening of the eighteenth day some remarkable event took place. I wrote his testimony 

down in a trip report (Trip report: April 2004): 

 

At about midnight on the eighteenth day something very special 

happened. William had to sleep on the floor in the prison and he 

was treated as somebody with no rights. At that time the wife of one 

of the soldiers became critically ill. As it happens so often when 

people have no more human options left, they turn to God. 

Relatives and friends started to ask if anybody knew where they 

could find a pastor. It was then that somebody remembered 

William. He was brought from the prison to the house where the 

lady was very close to death.  

 

After hearing that the people wanted him to pray for the woman, he 

started by asking that those who believed that God could heal her, 

would stay behind. By that time the soldier’s wife was already in a 
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coma. One by one the people left the room. They wanted the 

woman to live, but they simply could not bring themselves to the 

point of believing that William’s prayers would accomplish that. 

After some time only William, the woman and her husband were left 

in the room.  

 

The husband was willing to trust God for the healing of his wife, so 

William started to pray. He prayed for some time and then called 

the woman by her name. After calling her name several times there 

was a very faint reply. William prayed with new hope and then 

again called her name. This time the lady replied in a much clearer, 

stronger voice. William and Florence’s husband held her upright 

while William continued to pray for her. After some time she 

regained consciousness. God had done a modern time miracle! 

 

The news of what had happened spread like wildfire and people 

came streaming back into the room to see the woman. They were 

astounded and William was treated with great respect. All of this 

happened on a Friday evening. Instead of being thrown back on the 

ground in the prison William was given a bed. He was also asked to 

preach to all the soldiers on the following Sunday. He did this and 

many people came to listen to his message. William used the 

opportunity to preach an evangelistic sermon and several people 

accepted Christ that day. A new congregation was born.  

 

 

At present SPC members are among the most mission minded Christians in Sudan. 

Although they do not have a lot of financial resources they are always among the first to 

volunteer in going to places where the gospel has not yet been heard. They have started 

initiatives in reaching out to Muslims in two previous garrison towns in Northern Bahr al 

Ghazal.  
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6.10 Smaller and newer denominations in Southern Sudan 
 
6.10.1 The Evangelical Revivalist Church Moru 
 
Sudan does not know the abundance of African Independent Churches that is so prevalent 

in other parts of the continent. However, in 1974 disenchanted ECS leaders founded the 

Evangelical Revivalist Church Moru (ERCM). They were in disagreement with the ECS 

stance on the use of traditional musical instruments in the church. The disagreement 

eventually led to a split and the formation of a new denomination.  

 

Joane Ada and his wife Suzanna were nearly illiterate Christians who lived close to Mundri. 

Both of them had dreams in 1969 that they had to use a traditional musical shaker in 

worshiping God. ECS leaders refused dancing in the church although they made the 

concession that rattles and trumpets could be used in orderly fashion (Werner et al 

2000:477-478). 

 

When a prominent supporter of the revival group decided he could not split from ECS over 

the matter other leaders reacted by establishing the ERCM. The new denomination 

adopted the ECS leadership hierarchy, but gives a lot of prominence to women. Female 

leaders often hold the position of prophets with the main task of interpreting dreams. 

Dreams play an important role in church life giving guidance for actions to be taken. 

Members also wear long white robes and carry banners very similar to Independent 

Churches in other parts of Africa. 

 

Wheeler makes the following observation on the reason for the emergence of the ERCM: “It 

seems primarily to be about a deeper enculturation of the gospel – a greater freedom to 

express in music, liturgy and dance, in dress and behaviour the people’s response to the 

Christian message” (Werner et al 2000:477). 

 
6.10.2 Baptist Church of Sudan 
 

The following history is the result of information given by Pastor Ding Galuak that was 

edited by the Baptist missionary, Mark Kissee on 23 August 2006. 
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In 1995 Sudanese refugees went to Dadab in Northeastern Kenya to a camp called Ifo. As 

was the case in Ethiopian refugee camps believers from different denominations 

fellowshipped together. However, the fact that many of the denominations were formed 

around tribal lines bothered a group of believers. They started discussions on how all 

Southern Sudanese believers could worship together in a fully inter-tribal milieu. The 

original idea of establishing a Baptist Church came from two Equatorian brothers called 

Peter and David. They understood the Sudanese context well enough to know the initiative 

must come from Nuer believers. Nuer believers were seen as being the most neutral group 

in the camp.  

 

Thomas Tut Nhial was a Nuer from Nasir who also stayed in Ifo. He had a vision to open a 

church so Peter and David approached him. They suggested to him to open a Baptist 

Church instead of a Church of Christ. Tut Nhial shared the idea with other believers and all 

agreed. They believed that if God was behind their insights He would open a door for it to 

become a reality. In 1996 UNHCR visited Ifo and asked volunteers to go to Kakuma 

Refugee Camp. All those in favour of starting the Baptist Church volunteered. Ifo was only 

a temporary camp and the majority of Sudanese refugees were in Kakuma. Kakuma was 

divided in communities in order to keep different tribes or people from the same areas 

together. 

 

After arriving in Kakuma, Tut Nhial started an English adult literacy class. He also started a 

Baptist church on 10 May 1996 with his English class students as his first congregation 

members. There were at least four committed leaders with the founder who acted as 

elders. They were John Monycuol Deng from Abwong in Dinka Ngok area, David Matur 

from Rumbek, David from Western Equatoria and Ding Gatluak from Nuer in Nasir. At the 

first service there were Dinka and Equatorian believers.  

 

After some time Christians from the Dinka Ngok tribe said they wanted their own church in 

their community. The Equatorians remained with the Nuer Baptists in Kakuma’s Zone 5. In 

1997 the Dinka Baptists from Bahr al Ghazal opened another church in Zone 6. David 

Matur led them.  
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In 1999 Tut Nhial moved from Kakuma to work with the World Health Organization (WHO) 

in Pagak in Upper Nile. He is still a believer, but not a pastor in the Baptist Church of 

Sudan. 

 

As the Baptist Church of Sudan grew its leaders realized they needed to connect with the 

wider Baptist family. Members and leaders contributed money and sent a delegation to 

Nairobi. The delegates visited the Baptist Convention of Kenya. Tut Nhial and David from 

Western Equatoria met with the Kenyan moderator, Reverend Samson Kisia. The 

moderator was very encouraging and thanked the Sudanese Baptists for starting a church 

all by themselves. He told his visitors that Baptists were trying to open a church in Sudan 

since 1981 but without success. After discussions Reverend Kisia wrote a letter to confirm 

that the Baptist Convention of Kenya recognized the Baptist Church of Sudan as part of the 

Baptist family.  

 

Reverend Kisia also contacted a missionary, Troy Haas in Lodwar and asked him to meet 

with Sudanese Church leaders. Haas was requested to incorporate the Sudanese Baptists 

in his program. He accepted and fellowship with the Sudanese began in July 1996. In 1997 

Haas attended the Baptist Convention in Nairobi. He took Tut Nhial and Sam Anuar with 

and requested for missionaries to be sent to Sudan. The Baptist Mission appointed John 

Witte from America to work with Haas. 

 

Haas started a Bible school in Kakuma for Turkanas and Sudanese in 1997. Unfortunately 

he was stopped from ministering in Turkana at the end of 1999 or beginning of 2000. His 

suspension affected the growth of Baptist work in Sudan and the funding of the students as 

well. The Bible school he had started was closed down. 

 

Haas, however, did not forget his Sudanese friends. He went to America in 1998 and got 

scholarships for five church leaders to study at Kenya Baptist Theological College in 

Limuru. The five candidates were Matthew Dhol Michael from Leer, John Machol Deng 

from Abwong, Elijah Riak Chol from Abwong, Ding Gatluak Lual from Nasir and David 

Matur from Bahr al Ghazal. The five pastors started their studies in September 1999. David 

Matur could not continue his studies in 2000 because scholarship funds ran out.   
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The wider Baptist family had in the mean time started a work inside Southern Sudan. John 

Witte went to Bahr al Ghazal in 2000 and, with a Kenyan missionary and two Americans, 

started work in Kulu. They used the chronological Bible storying method to teach the Jur 

church leaders there. An oral Bible school was opened with a two-year curriculum and a 

diploma from America. Mark Kissee, who took over the medical clinic that Samaritans 

Purse was operating in Akot, joined Witte. Mark worked alongside Wycliffe Mulinya, who 

was the director of the clinic. They planted the first Baptist Church inside Sudan in 2002.  

From that time they have planted many more around the south. 

 

After graduating the four Sudanese pastors decided to go back to the Baptist Mission 

requesting them to send the four of them to Sudan. They wanted to plant Baptist churches 

in their own country. The four met with Mark Kissee, who agreed to send the four to their 

respective areas following a two-month training period in Akot. Kissee wanted them to work 

alongside the leaders that he had been training there. 

 

From January to March 2004 Mark Kissee took the four church leaders to Akot. Kissee had 

already planted 10 churches in Akot County. The four leaders helped plant another five in 

three months’ time. After this, the four leaders were sent to their respective areas. Mark 

Kissee promised to support them for one year only. Ding Gatluak planted one church, 

Goynuar Baptist Church in Kechkuon. John Monycuol and Elijah Riak planted four 

churches in the Abwong area. Matthew Dhol planted two or three churches in Leer area. 

The church in Kechkwan has already planted another one. There is also some new work in 

the Nasir area. 

 

At present Mark Kissee is the strategy facilitator for all the work in southern Sudan, living in 

and working from the Rumbek area as his base.  During the past year and a half there were 

two young men from America who were doing research and planting new churches in 

different areas. New work began in the Pakam region where James, Ryan and Abraham, 

the latter an evangelist from Akot, planted a church. The newly planted church has already 

produced another church about eight miles north. There is now a church in America who 

has “adopted” the Pakam work. They will be sending teams out to train new leaders and 

plant more churches. 
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In their research Kissee and his team have discovered that there is some Baptist work 

going on in Awiel, Nabus, Boma, Yei, and other areas of Southern Sudan. Some of the 

young leaders that have been trained in Akot have moved into new areas and have started 

new churches on their own. The Baptists in Sudan are currently trying to partner with other 

like-minded missions to help start a church planting movement in Southern Sudan. Mark 

Kissee writes: “There is a lot of work to be done and we certainly cannot do it alone” 

(extract from e-mail: 23 August 2006).  

 

6.10.3 Trinity Presbyterian Church 
 
Tribalism, whether real or imagined, often plagued the Church in Sudan. A group of Dinka 

church leaders who had previously belonged to PCOS founded the Trinity Presbyterian 

Church (TPC). They felt that PCOS with the majority of its members being Nuer 

discriminated against Dinka members. Andrew Wiew Riak is the founder of TPC. Most TPC 

congregations are in North Sudan but its membership consists mostly of Southerners. 

According to an internet report “Some hold out the hope that an eventual union of PCOS, 

SPEC, and SCOS will pave the way for bringing TPC back into the fold” (www.reformiert-

online.net 4 July 2006) 

 
6.10.4 A list of other denominations  
 
Other denominations working in Southern Sudan include the United Reformed Church, 

Evangelical Free Church of Sudan, Seventh Day Adventists and Sudanese Church of 

Christ (different from SCOC that emerged form the work of SUM). 

 

After leadership struggles in ECS two new Anglican denominations were formed namely 

the Reformed Episcopal Church of Sudan and the Anglican Church of Sudan. At present 

the ECS leadership does not recognize the two rival denominations although the 

Archbishop of Kenya allowed the ordination of one bishop of the Anglican Church in Sudan 

in his archbishopric. Another denomination, Good Shepherd Church, came into being after 

the founder broke away from ECS in Bahr al Ghazal. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

PRESENT AND FUTURE CHALLENGES IN SOUTHERN SUDAN 
 
 
7.1 Looking back and ahead 

 

“There is need to be realistic, to rediscover our vocation and humbly submit ourselves and 

our inadequate talents to Him who manifest his powers in human weakness. It is time to 

shift gears as we move to a new era of Christianity in Africa” (Chipenda 1997:22). Sudan is 

currently experiencing a time of radical changes. The leaders of the Church have to face 

the multitude of daunting challenges with humility, but also with the sure knowledge that 

they serve the God of the impossible. 

 

Through the survey of Sudan’s church history many positive and inspiring events were 

brought back to memory. Amazing church growth took place in unlikely times and places. 

God also at times used the most unlikely people to further his kingdom in Sudan.  

 

Sudanese Christians and missionaries alike served God and his people at great personal 

cost. Many died in the course of duty. During the crisis years of the civil war Sudanese 

Christians showed great resilience and strength. When whole communities were uprooted 

believers took their faith with them to refugee camps and deep in the bush. Harmony and 

unity characterized Christian communities in the refugee camps of Ethiopia as members 

and leaders from different denominations stood together for the cause of Christ. 

 

However, there is also a shadow side to reflect upon. Many mistakes had been made by 

well intending missionaries. Power struggles and corruption weakened the Church in recent 

years. Opportunities to serve the physically and spiritually needy had been wasted due to 

internal strife and divisions. 

At present Sudan is in a crucial period of its history. In 2011 referendum results will 

determine whether the country will keep its present borders or if it will be divided into two 

separate countries. For the Church it is a time of great opportunities and challenges. Many 

leaders know the role they have to play and are willing to accept the challenges.  
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A group of key church leaders met after the signing of the CPA and formulated their resolve 

to address the problem of disunity and suffering. “As their spiritual shepherds, we have 

known the suffering experienced by our people on the ground. We know the disunity and 

alienation which war has created … We see the present time as a unique opportunity to 

mobilise the Sudanese people to overcome disunity and alienation and work together to 

build a real peace on the ground worthy of the title of a new Sudan 

(http://sudan.anglican.org 7 July 2006). 

Church leaders, ordinary Sudanese believers and expatriate Christians who support the 

Church in Sudan in various capacities must strive to make the most of this vital window 

period. If they fail to act on the possibilities open to them at the present those very 

opportunities may be lost forever. 

7.2 Leadership issues 
 
“Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers – not because 

you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but 

eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you , but being examples to the flock” 

(1 Pt 5:2-3). 

 

7.2.1 The Church’s strategic role as peace makers and peace keepers 
 

It is generally accepted in Sudan that the Church is a significant role player in the interim 

period before the 2011 referendum. Church leaders must lead their members in having a 

relevant and strong voice. They must guide church members in spiritual matters and work 

for bringing new growth and spiritual depth in the hundreds of rural congregations. At the 

same time they have to give special attention to urban congregations that were for a long 

time disconnected from the rural Church in Southern Sudan. In many areas urban 

congregations functioned under strict Muslim authorities for a long time. They need to 

receive new boldness from the churches that flourished in areas under SPLA control.  

 

Since Sudan is going through a strategic political time, church leaders must inform their 

members on the practical implications of the CPA. They must also address the very real 

need for trauma counselling. The claim that every single family in Southern Sudan was 

directly affected by the civil war is probably true. Together with trauma counselling serious 

attention must be given to peace and reconciliation efforts. In an open letter leading church 
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leaders made it clear that they are committed to peace that is built on faith 

(http://sudan.anglican.org 7 July 2006) 

 
The suffering of the past challenges us to examine the root causes 

of conflict. The dawn of peace offers a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity to address important issues within wider Sudanese 

society. We need to look at the roots of the war in bitterness and 

injustice and learn from these so as to avoid repeating them and 

risking a return to conflict. We reject a resort to violence and call on 

all people to promote peaceful co-existence and to resolve 

problems through peaceful means using traditional and other 

mechanisms. Our faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

gives us confidence that we are not condemned to repeat the past 

– the way to a new future is presented before us. To enter this new 

future we need to learn from the lessons of the past and define 

together the kind of future we want for our nation 

 

It is indeed only faith in Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace, which can bring true peace to a 

population that is characterized by distrust, hate and violence nurtured over generations. 

Lip service to Him will not be enough. It is only when church leaders actively preach and 

live the peace brought by Jesus that their followers will listen. Unfortunately many leaders 

live so far away from the people that they cannot set a daily example to them on how to live 

lives of peacemakers. 

  

7.2.2 Leaders leading from a distance 
 

One of the biggest challenges for the top church leadership is to reunite with their members 

inside Sudan. Most top-level church leaders had left the country during the war and settled 

in Kenya and Uganda. Now that peace has come they find it challenging to coordinate 

family needs and church responsibilities. The infrastructure in Southern Sudan is still 

suffering from the effects of the longest civil in Africa’s recent history. There are no schools 

with the same quality teaching as in the neighbouring countries where the children of many 

top church leaders are being educated. Such leaders find it difficult to bring their families 

back to Southern Sudan at the present time.  
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Bishop Daniel Bul of ECS writes about the urgency of preparing Southern Sudan’s 

infrastructure to make it possible for Sudanese living outside the country to return: “We 

have called upon the Governments and the international community to expedite their return 

… As churches we are ready to work with international organizations to open the way. 

Urgent needs include shelter, water, and schools for those arriving back in their home 

areas. This process needs to begin straight away if the referendum on Southern Sudan 

provided by the CPA is to have any meaning.” (http://www.anglicancommunion.org  15 

Sept 2006). 

 

It will be unfair to judge leaders with family responsibilities too harshly and their dilemma 

just highlights the need for rapid infrastructural development. 

 

Other leaders left Sudan for further studies. Some of them still have some years of studying 

ahead of them before they can return. Although there is an intense felt need for further 

theological training the way pastors ministering in the same region left their congregations 

all at once in the last decade left gaps at home. It led to many serious problems. 

 

A few years ago the author attended a church meeting in an isolated rural area. One of the 

evangelists who had to lead the local church in the absence of its leaders used a graphical 

example to explain how the absence affected them. He compared the church with a cattle 

camp. Traditionally the calves would be penned down in the centre of the herd at nighttime. 

The boys in charge of the cattle would then tie down the cows and lastly put the bulls on 

the outside fringes of the herd. They were strategically placed to protect the weaker 

animals from attacks by wild animals like hyenas. When the bulls are removed and the 

hyenas discover it they will target that herd. They will continue to kill and maim the cows 

and calves. The evangelist then told a number of pastors, who were studying in Kenya and 

who were only on a visit to the area, that they were the bulls. He then warned them that 

they might find their herds (congregations) depleted by the time they return. Sadly his 

words proved to be prophetic in some areas. 

 

A third group of church leaders simply find it difficult to leave the easy life in Kenya and 

Uganda they have become used to (see Werner et al 2000:508). They treasure the 

communication with the outside world and involve themselves mostly with development 
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projects. Eshetu Abate warns: “It is very easy to take advantage of being the messenger of 

the gospel using the office for personal or secret gain” (1995:77).  

 

In conclusion, long distance leaders are rarely effective in the long run. The challenge for 

Sudanese church leaders whatever the reasons for their absence may be is to reunite with 

their people and lead them by example.  

 

7.2.3 Power struggles within church leaderships 
 

A third challenge for church leaders is the whole issue of power struggles. Several 

denominations have experienced splits or threats of splits due to conflicts among the top 

leadership in recent years. In some cases second level church leaders within a specific 

denomination or a particular area were responsible for divisions. They felt constricted by 

what they experienced as excessive control by the leaders directly above them. Although 

certain top leaders are indeed guilty of exercising restricting control over their subordinates 

they are not the only ones in the wrong. There are instances where second level leaders 

exhibited a similar desire for power as what they condemned so strongly in their leadership!  

 

Gregg Okesson writes: “There is a desperate need within the African Church today for 

servant leaders: not leaders who occasionally carry the mantle of servanthood so as to 

impress the followers with a sense of humility; but rather real servant leaders, whose 

identities arise from the very creation act and is developed by a growing awareness of 

conformity to the Image of the Son” (2004:41-42).  

 

Sudan in particular is in need of servant leaders who can guide the Church through the 

difficult interim period. For this reason it is indeed tragic that several church leaders are so 

taken up in petty struggles that they lose vision of what they can and must do in this crucial 

period of time. 

 

At the root of many power struggles is the accessibility or non-accessibility to donor funds. 

That is not the only reason, but exposure to divisions in specific areas convinced the author 

that it is indeed often the case. The frustration of second level leaders when they know that 

funds were donated for their area without them seeing any development causes many 
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accusations and negative rumours to develop. This in turn leads to group forming, 

polarization and a win-lose attitude in many hearts. 

 

A second reason for friction in leadership circles is that some denominations allow their top 

leadership to remain in power until they decide to retire or die. Younger leaders with fresh 

ideas, zeal and a desire to develop their own potential are often frustrated by the perceived 

slowness and rigidity of those above them in leadership structures. The clash between a 

desire for retaining power on the side of bishops, general secretaries and other top leaders 

and an urge on the side of upcoming leaders to “climb the ladder” of ambition and progress 

can be very destructive. 

 

Leaders in both groups mentioned above must reflect on the words of Okesson. He said: 

“… we must likewise critique the erroneous conceptions of authority, especially those 

associated with external criteria; namely position, titles, degrees and status … The insecure 

leader, who does not understand his identity as arising from the image of God, will 

inevitably rely upon such external validations, yet with minimal long-term influence” 

(2004:42).  

 

Seminars on leadership, retreats, synods and general assemblies abound in Southern 

Sudan. The facilitators of such gatherings must strive to address the challenge of power in 

leadership. Apart from the negative aspect of fighting to retain power they must emphasise 

that “… true spiritual influence arises from within: from one’s character, from relationship, 

and from identity” (Okesson 2004:42). 

 

There is a Sudanese proverb that says it is the grass that suffers when two bulls fight. It is 

very true in the case of power struggles within the Church. Local church members often do 

not understand the actual reasons for the divisions among their leaders. They are confused 

by the propaganda and aggression of their spiritual leaders against other people they also 

saw as their spiritual guides. There are tragic examples of immature believers who return to 

their traditional African religions. The reason they give is often that they can not reconcile 

the strife and divisions among the church leaders in their area with the message of peace 

and love the very same men proclaimed.  
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7.2.4 Tribalism and favoritism 
 

Church leaders in Southern Sudan are sometimes accused of showing favouritism to 

members of their family, clan or tribe. Nasimiyu-Wasike warns: “The African Church has to 

be vigilant so that it does not succumb to the corruption of elitism, bribery, nepotism, 

ethnocentrism, and regionalism” (2005:110-111). Sudanese church leaders must take up 

the challenge of giving equal chances for development in different skills to all the people 

under their leadership. 

 

Church leaders are normally the people who nominate church leaders or members under 

their care for further studies, positions in the church administration or other lucrative 

opportunities. They have to be careful in their election. Too often there are clear indications 

that they have given unequal opportunities to those related to them. 

 

After the signing of the CPA key church leaders gathered and committed themselves to the 

promoting of unity (http://sudan.anglican.org 7 July 2006). 

 

We value the positive aspects of our Sudanese tribal identities but 

reject the forms of tribalism which bring division and conflict among 

our people. As followers of Jesus Christ we have a mandate to 

overcome divisions between tribes and ethnicities. We recognise 

our responsibilities as Church leaders to transcend such divisions 

and the Church’s important place in encouraging wider Sudanese 

society to value and respect ethnicities different from their own  

 

The challenge in overcoming feelings towards other tribes that were developed over many 

years is great. However, if the leaders give power to their words by their example 

generations-old prejudices may be overcome. 

 

7.2.5 Financial constraints on church leaders 
 
Financial problems are very real to many Sudanese pastors. Only a small percentage of 

Sudanese church leaders receive financial assistance on a regular basis.  In most cases 

assistance comes from non-Sudanese sources such as friends or churches in the West or 
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Korea. Church leaders have to face the challenge of working towards a self-sustaining 

Sudanese Church. Two areas that must be addressed are the role of culture and the 

relationship with Christians from developed countries. 

 

It is common to find African theologians pointing accusing fingers to the West when 

discussing Africa’s economic problems. While their arguments are valid it is also important 

to read the following words of Ndung’u: “Among some African communities, there are 

beliefs and practices that are counter-productive in modern times” (2003:64). 

 

In traditional Sudanese culture a young man is for instance expected to pay dowry before 

he can get married. Many of them grew up in refugee camps where they had no possibility 

of keeping cattle or grow crops. When such young men reach the age of marriage they 

would often not have the needed cattle or money to pay for the dowry.  

 

The above-mentioned problem causes much anxiety in the lives of young pastors. Some of 

them have made promises to their in-laws about future payments. However, when they 

struggle to keep their promises their fathers-in-law often demand their daughters and 

grandchildren back. They will even threaten the hapless man that they will use force or will 

curse him if he does not comply quickly. This is a serious problem that affects both the 

family life and ministry of several young Christian leaders. 

 

Church leaders must exercise their influence in the wider community to address cultural 

practices that promote dishonesty and immorality. They should take the matter of excessive 

dowry to the appropriate authorities with the aim of helping young people who grew up in 

refugee camps.  

 

Many of the financial problems of Sudanese can be directly linked to the drawn out civil 

war. Ndung’u writes: “Lands that should be used productively are turned into battlefields 

while the inhabitants become beggars in adjacent countries” (2003:63-64). It is important 

for church leaders to get involved in establishing long-term peace so that potentially 

wealthy areas can provide much needed income. Peace and resulting prosperity together 

with proper teaching can eventually lead to greater self-sustenance. 
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to power balance. Church leaders must not be over-controlling when it comes to their 

relationship with wealthier expatriate partners. On the other hand they must not give in to 

the whims and wishes of strong-minded outsiders with little understanding of Sudan’s 

history, culture and context. Church leaders must explore ways of helping visitors to 

channel their resources and energy in ways that will benefit the Church in the long-term. 

 

Christian NGO’s must be made aware of the fact that they can only be of real help when 

they empower the Sudanese Church. They must heed the words of Kasambala if they want 

to have a long-term impact on Sudan. “Empowering in Christian mission creates 

opportunities for partnership because it focuses on equipping the other to know how to deal 

with their own problems without creating a dependency syndrome, which is usual in 

ideological perspectives” (Kasambala 2005: 272). 

 

The Church must also not rely on outside sources alone. Leaders must take the initiative to 

start their own development programs. Pastor Patrick Muturi explains an old cliché in a 

fresh way: “People must be taught not to be dependent on donated fish. Instead they 

should be taught not only how to fish but also how to grow their own fish in their own 

ponds” (quoted by Samita 2003:115).  

 

7.3.6 The effect of relief programs on the Sudanese Church 
 

The effect of relief programmes on the Church in Sudan cannot be over-emphasized. Relief 

items are distributed in ways that too often have only short-term benefits. Afterwards it 

creates anger and suspicion against those involved. Abundant material resources are often 

made available. It creates huge expectations among the Sudanese. When these 

expectations are not met it strains potentially good relationships. Money issues 

occasionally sour relationships either on the side of the expatriates who do not want to give 

any more assistance or on the side of the Sudanese whose expectations are not fulfilled. At 

times neither party is sure of the other side’s motives for trying to create friendships. The 

situation is an uncomfortable reality today and needs to be reflected upon.  

 

Indigenous Sudanese NGO’s are increasingly being developed. Several indigenous NGO’s 

have clear Christian goals. The local initiative is recommendable, but there are some pit-

falls and temptations that must be acknowledged. There is a real danger that pastors who 
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feel uncomfortable under their denominational leaders can receive freedom to do what they 

want to by starting their own organizations. Church leaders who establish their own non-

governmental organizations must strive to work with the Church and not against her.  

 

Money has the potential to build or break relationships and trust. As was said before, many 

denominations have their own development departments. In the past they have done 

praiseworthy work. On the other hand it was especially here that charges of financial 

mismanagement and corruption were heard most. 

 

The Church has a definite mandate to be involved in relief work. At the same time church 

leaders involved in development work must reflect upon the words of Jose Chipenda 

(1997:21) 

 

We fail to be in the forefront of the mission of the Church for lack 

of time. We waste time doing what we want and not what is 

needed. Instead of moving towards people we gravitate towards 

material things. We want more of everything and less of what 

matters. Under the guise of development we spend more time 

with overseas partners and less time with our people. We, 

Bishops, Pastors and General Secretaries, are becoming so busy 

that we have no time to act as Christians  

 

Mugambi has another timely word in terms of African involvement in relief and 

development. “It ought not to be assumed that solutions to social and economic problems 

worked out by other nations in their own interest can be packaged and exported to Africa 

for adoption and implementation. Africans must think for themselves” (1997:53). 

 

7.3.7 The return of refugees and Sudanese who had lived in exile 
 

Another challenge that faces both the Church and the government authorities is the return 

of thousands of refugees and Sudanese who had lived for years in exile. During their stay 

outside the country refugees had much wider exposure to the outside world. When 

refugees start to return in big numbers it will most likely bring conflict between them and the 

people who were in Sudan all through the civil war.  

 289

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



People with different levels of education, different expectations and different views of each 

other will suddenly have to co-exist. The refugees most likely will try to implement new 

ideas and change the society to fit the life they have lived in Kenya, Uganda and other 

countries. Traditional leaders will resent the intrusion of younger people with better skills in 

their domains. 

 

The challenge for the Church is to guide Christians of both groups towards harmony and 

cooperation in spite of their many differences. Key church leaders must tap and guide the 

potential of second level leaders and church members. Old and new leaders must meet 

and discuss how to develop the Church together. A spirit of competition and suspicion must 

be avoided. Taking the traumatic history of Sudan in consideration it will need divine 

wisdom and strong key leaders. While preparing for the event the Church must already put 

measures in place so that the process can develop as peaceful and positive as possible.  

 

7.4 Relevant theological training 
 
7.4.1 Relevant training within the Sudan context 
 

A Kenyan church leader recently told attendees at a theological training seminar that they 

were training pastors to be irrelevant in their communities. His desire apparently was to 

shake them into the realization that they had to take a serious look at their training material 

and methods. Chipenda writes to his fellow African church leaders: “It is our obligation to 

rely on the power of the Holy Spirit to make the Church relevant in every situation and in 

every country” (1997:22). If church leaders are not trained to be relevant in their societies 

neither they nor their churches will have a real impact on the world in which they live and 

minister. 

 

The author experienced how off target theological training can be when he visited Kakuma 

Refugee Camp in 2004. I met with an intelligent and creative Sudanese pastor known to 

me for several years. At the time the pastor was busy with studies at a well-known 

theological institute in Kenya. He came to Kakuma to share his newfound insights with his 

church members.  
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To my astonishment (and probably to the confusion of the Sudanese who attended the 

teaching!) he taught his people on euthanasia and homosexuality. Euthanasia is completely 

foreign to Sudan and homosexuality is unacceptable. There were several topics that 

needed urgent discussion. The Sudanese refugees struggle with social issues like trauma, 

family disintegration and poverty. The pastor’s denomination had for a long time wrestled 

with questions about polygamy, Levirate marriage and how to understand the suffering of 

believers. Had he addressed these issues he would have truly benefited his people.  

 

In a changing world pastors need multi-disciplinary training to address the many challenges 

in ministry. Samita made the following comment on current theological training in Africa: 

“The curriculum in most theological colleges and seminaries is so narrowly focused on 

biblical and ecclesiological themes that the trainee pastors graduate without adequate 

knowledge and skill to respond to the needs of the people they are posted to serve. 

Multidisciplinary training is essential for effective evangelistic work” (2003:122-123). 

Andrew Wheeler also writes about the importance of developing a Christian vision that will 

transform society. “The biggest task for theological education across Africa is to begin to 

grapple with that question. Unless we are able to begin to articulate a vision of society that 

places God at the heart and inspires people with a moral vision to serve society, and does 

so in a way that embraces people of different conviction, then Africa's spiral into corruption 

and chaos may well continue” (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). 

 

In August 2005 a group of Sudanese pastors identified specific areas that need to be 

addressed during theological training. Trainee pastors need to be discipled and to be 

taught the principles and methods of discipleship. They must also acquire vocational skills 

for self-sustenance. General counselling skills and specialized counselling like marriage, 

trauma, pastoral counselling and helping people with AIDS is essential within the Sudan 

context. Due to the war theological training institutes must help students to gain personal 

understanding of forgiveness and reconciliation. Closely related to the previous topic is the 

acquiring of skills in conflict resolution. 

 

The relation between the Bible and Sudanese culture needs exploration and trainers must 

be sensitive towards Sudanese culture. On the subject of leadership the importance of 

moulding servant leaders with a kingdom focus during training was emphasized. Students 

must be taught to remain lifelong learners. Not all trainee pastors know how to share their 
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faith effectively with others. There must therefore be some teaching on the practical 

aspects of evangelism and also on cross cultural missions. Southern Sudanese must be 

challenged to reach out to North African Muslims since they are geographically, historically 

and linguistically suited for it. 

 

On economic matters the mindset of dependency must be challenged while good 

stewardship, accountability and discipline must be ingrained in different ways. Practical 

aspects of church management and administration must also be discussed. 

 

The role of women in the Church must be explained and children ministry must be 

emphasized as an essential part of ministry and not as an expendable addendum. Trainee 

pastors must finally receive teaching and interpreting skills. All the above subjects were 

identified as critical training issues in Southern Sudan (Summary notes of ECTC 

Curriculum Evaluation Workshop: August 2005). 

 
It is not possible for all training institutes to address all the needs at once. However, those 

involved in training must remember the importance of addressing felt needs rather than 

focusing on perceived needs. If pastors receive intellectual knowledge, practical skills and 

character formation during their training they will be much better equipped to serve their 

people in a transforming manner. 

 

Jesus must always remain in the centre of theological training but it must be remembered 

that He did much more than filling the minds of his disciples with interesting facts! Chipenda 

writes: “Our preoccupation at this stage is to devise ways of equipping present and future 

generations with the eyes to see God come to them in the person of Jesus Christ our Lord 

and redeemer, through areas of their greatest needs” (1997:20).  

 

Sudanese church leaders must speak out when it concerns the training of the Church’s 

future leaders. They must insist on relevant training programs and also get involved by 

developing relevant curricula for their training institutes. 
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7.4.2 Curriculum development  
 
All over Africa theological training institutes tend to use curricula developed in the West or 

by Westerners. There is nothing inherently wrong with Westerners developing theological 

material for Africa. However, if the material addresses issues foreign or peripheral to the 

African context it becomes irrelevant. 

 

During the above-mentioned curriculum evaluation workshop at ECTC in August 2005 a 

group of Sudanese church leaders compiled the following picture of the ideal Church in 

Sudan (Summary notes of ECTC Curriculum Evaluation Workshop: August 2005).  

 

It must be a Church with a Biblical worldview that is prayer 

centred and with a strong emphasis on the Bible as God’s Word. 

She must consist of healthy families and be active in evangelism, 

discipleship and church growth. The ideal Church must be united 

over tribal and denominational borders. She must have a strong 

mission focus and be able to endure persecution and other 

threats. Lastly she must be self-sustaining  

 

In order to reach the above goals Sudanese church leaders must seriously consider 

developing their own material through which their pastors can be trained. Mugambi 

challenges all African Christian scholars on this topic “It is the responsibility of African 

scholars to write and publish textbooks for the courses they teach. We have a rather sad 

situation in Africa, in which we teach in the African cultural context, and use books intended 

for use in other cultures. Only African scholars can deal with this ironical situation … [W]e 

have to become part of the solution, rather than part of the problem” (Mugambi 2005:28). 

 

Many of the above mentioned goals cannot be attained through intellectual knowledge. It is 

therefore important that curriculum development is seen as more than just compiling facts 

in a set of textbooks. After discussions with Sudanese church leaders and through the 

facilitation of a consultant, Richard Morris, Open Doors adopted the following philosophy for 

their training programs: “Our mission is to partner with the Church in Sudan to establish the 

training needed for church leaders to be transformed and to become agents of 

transformation in their communities” (Unofficial document written in July 2006). The 
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emphasis is on transformation and that can only happen when training focuses on intellect, 

skills and character formation. 

 

Sudanese church leaders must accept the long-term challenge of developing curricula 

through which transformation of trainee pastors can take place. In order to reach this goal a 

number of leaders must be trained as curriculum writers. They must devote a large 

proportion of their time, energy and skills to produce relevant, inspiring material. The future 

of the Church depends in a large way on the quality of her pastors and their training is 

therefore of primary importance. 

 
7.4.3 Formal and informal training opportunities  
 

The Church in Sudan has an urgent need for trained pastors. There is just as big a need for 

informally trained leaders. A good example of informal training of key church leaders is the 

Bible Courses conducted by SCOC in the Nuba Mountains. Many years ago SCOC 

gathered elders, evangelists and pastors from all over the area together once a year. They 

then conducted intense Bible studies, discussion sessions and prayer times for a week. 

The leaders would return to their respective areas and teach their churches what they have 

learnt. Up to the present time the Bible Courses are treasured events for most pastors and 

the impact on local congregations is testimony of its value. 

 

Current church leaders must guide the process of training essential church leaders. They 

must seriously consider the following observation made earlier in the church history of 

Sudan: “Almost all the scant financial resources available for training for ministry were put 

into training for the ordained ministry. But such an approach could never hope to meet the 

colossal need for leadership and pastoral care….” (Werner et al 2000:) 

 

Church leaders must actively pursue informal training programs for elders, youth leaders, 

children’s workers and women leaders. Short seminars in informal settings can have 

dramatic results when done in the correct way. It is a challenge the Church cannot afford to 

ignore. 
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7.5 Evangelism and missionary work 
 

7.5.1 A huge challenge to the Church in Sudan 
 

Spreading the gospel to the ends of the earth is at the heart of Christianity. Many Sudanese 

Christians have a strong sense of evangelism and missionary work. However, they are 

faced with a tremendous task since large parts of their country are still unreached. The 

Church in Sudan must continue to take the gospel to those who have not yet heard it. 

 

In the Sudan Prayer Guide compiled by SSNET the following statement is made: “Sudan is 

home to perhaps the greatest number of unreached people groups (UPGs) in the world” 

(Sudan Prayer Guide: Week Number 41). It is easy to believe the statement since Sudan is 

such a vast country with many isolated parts that are difficult to access. The war also 

inhibited evangelism and missionary work for many years. 

 

Adherents to African traditional religion and Islam form the main body of non-Christians in 

Sudan. Mission work amongst these two groups will be discussed in more detail under 

separate headings. 

 

Jesus Christ must have the central place in evangelism and missions. Chipenda writes: 

“The Gospel is God’s power to save all who believe, Jews and gentiles alike; Asians, 

Europeans, Africans and Americans … It aims at turning people away from what is 

worthless and lead them to the only worth and valid destiny” (1997:17-18).  

 

Any efforts that are described as evangelism or mission work, but which do not focus on 

Jesus Christ or dilutes his role in salvation cannot be truly called Christian evangelism and 

mission work. The Church in Sudan must not be tempted to accept theories that remove 

Jesus from his central place as the Son of God and Redeemer of man. At present there is 

no such danger but subtle attempts by “educated” Christians with a broad perspective on 

life must never be allowed to confuse Sudanese Christians. There is only one Way to the 

Father and it is Jesus. 

 

Certain types of religious dialogue can be helpful and it is essential to have respect for 

others with different beliefs. Some Christians, however, try to reduce boundaries between 
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different religions so much that it becomes barely discernable. There are also indications 

that Muslim leaders from the north of Sudan are making an effort to win Christians over to 

Islam. One of the strategies may be to proclaim that Christians and Muslims actually serve 

the same God. Jesus will also be given a place of honour, but his position, as God’s own 

Son will be disputed. Sudanese church leaders must lead their people in showing respect 

to people with other convictions while they actively and unashamedly give Jesus his 

deserved place. 

 

Evangelism and missionary methods differ widely from country to country. It is therefore 

important to remember the comment of Chipenda: “Whether we like it or not the mission 

frontier is always where the felt needs of the people are met in the name of Jesus … Can 

we in the name of Jesus Christ tackle some of the root causes of restlessness in our 

continent and eliminate their bad effects?” (1997:20-21). In Sudan addressing the many 

physical and emotional needs of a traumatized population may be an important door to 

reach their hearts with the gospel. 

 

David Dartey also emphasises the need for an appropriate mission theology for Africa. He 

writes: “The serious problems confronting African society demand a new way of doing 

theology – conceptualizing both the goal and praxis of mission in Africa today. We have to 

provide a broad-based Church theology that can deal with these challenging issues – failed 

statehood; civil wars; ethnic strife; economic deterioration; and so on” (1997:224). His 

comment has a lot of relevance for the Church in Sudan. 

 

Although a good number of Sudanese Christians are mission-minded many still lack the 

vision to reach out with the gospel across tribal and geographical borders. Alfred Acur-

Okedi writes: “An important factor that inhibits a church from sending missionaries is when 

the Church is full of Christians who themselves need to be renewed” (1996:14). In Southern 

Sudan there is a big challenge for pastors and church leaders to develop a mission-

mindedness in their church members. They must not wait for funds from the developed 

world or expect expatriate missionaries to do the work. 

 

Having said this, it is important to accept the comment of Acur-Okedi concerning resources: 

““The church in Africa faces the challenge to take over the task of sending missionaries. 

What makes this particularly a big challenge for the church in Africa is the fact that the 
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church in Africa … is herself characterised by poverty. How could those from Africa go out 

with the message if they do not have the means to go? And if they went empty handed to 

those starving to death how can they demonstrate the love and providence of God?” 

(1996:18). 

 

Acur-Okedi sees one part of the solution in an aggressive capacity building program in local 

African churches (see 1996:18). In Sudan several capacity building projects are continuing. 

Several projects are launched by Christian NGO’s and Sudanese churches. In the initial 

phases many of the programs depend on external funds. 

 

There is more than one way of activating mission programs in spite of a lack of Western 

resources. Recently a mission-minded Zambian bishop visited Southern Sudan and 

challenged trainee pastors at ECTC. He told them not to trust in donor funds for their 

mission programs. He then shared how his denomination is involved in a number of 

projects without having access to foreign money. The church leadership asks a very small 

amount of money each month from each church member. The amount he mentioned was 

less than the price of a small bottle of Coke. Put together, the money proved to be sufficient 

to build schools and support missionaries! 

 

The Sudan Church must strive to implement a similar method of fundraising or develop 

other creative ways. It is important that she does not wait for others to provide the 

necessary funds before planning to do evangelism and missionary work.  

 

Lastly it is important to take note of the distinction between Christianization and 

evangelization as described by Chipenda. He describes Christianization as “… a detached, 

cold transmission of Christian teaching, values, dogma, rites and symbols” (1997:24). On 

the other hand evangelization is “… the proclamation of God’s intervention in the world’s 

history made once for all in each human situation” (Chipenda 1997:24). Sudanese 

Christians and their overseas counterparts must focus on sharing the truth about a living 

Person whom they know personally if they want to make a lasting impact.  
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7.5.2 The effect of exposure to Western methods of evangelism and ministry 
 

In the last decade an increasing number of Christian groups visited Southern Sudan. The 

groups mostly come from America, Europe and Korea. They arrive with the best of 

intentions but often have very little knowledge of Sudanese church history and Sudanese 

culture. As an expression of their compassion they normally bring donations of clothes, 

food, stationeries and Bibles with them.  

 

In many ways the cross-cultural contact is positive and encouraging to Sudanese believers. 

Through their methods of preaching, teaching and distributing relief the visitors widen the 

understanding of Sudanese Christians on how Christianity manifests itself in other parts of 

the world. Such visits also remind Sudanese Christians that they are not forgotten. 

  

Unfortunately there is also a shadow side to contact with wealthy Christians who have 

developed ministry methods suitable to their home environments. Sudanese church leaders 

at times come to the belief that they need to use similar methods and accessories to be 

effective in evangelism and teaching. 

 

In the past three to four years the author personally experienced how outside influences 

impacted certain Sudanese church leaders. I often receive requests from pastors who were 

previously involved in pioneer work to supply them with “essential items” without which they 

feel they cannot do evangelism. Their list of essential items includes the Jesus film, a 

Public Address system, bicycles, and money for food and incentives for the evangelists. I 

agree that the items are useful and the requests legitimate. However, I know how the very 

same pastors walked on foot and mobilized local church members to go with them on 

extended evangelism trips without any of the above mentioned items. I acknowledge the 

fact that circumstances and needs change with time. My concern is that the pastors 

mentioned they could not do evangelism unless they had these accessories. That 

statement raised some questions in his mind. 
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 7.6 Addressing the challenge of Islam 
 

Officially there is religious freedom in Sudan. It is clearly stated in Article 24 of the 

Constitution of the Republic of the Sudan written in 1998. The article reads: "Everyone has 

the right to freedom of conscience and religion and the right to manifest and disseminate 

his religion or belief in teaching, practice or observance. No one shall be coerced to profess 

a faith in which he does not believe or perform rituals or worship that he does not 

voluntarily accept." (http://www.anglicannifcon.org/sudan1.htm  16 September 2006).  

 

In practice very few Sudanese will agree that freedom of religion is actively promoted. It is 

nowhere clearer than in the tension between Christianity and Islam. 

 
The relationship between Muslims and Christians in Sudan is complex. Andrew Wheeler 

gives the following comment on the way it should be viewed presently: “… with regard to 

the recent situation it occurs to me that it is such a complex situation that nobody is an 

"expert". Many have a piece of the jigsaw. There is an immense variety of threads, 

disciplines, perspectives from which the current crisis has to be wrestled with, including 

politics, economics, geography, colonialism, development, issues of military strategy, 

issues of ideology, history, culture, religion” (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006).  

 

Certain issues are much easier to discuss on paper than in real life. It is definitely true of 

Christian-Muslim relations in Sudan. The author’s recent exposure to how deeply people 

have been affected by people of other faith convictions than their own convinced him of the 

need for outsiders to approach the matter in a sensitive way. 
 

7.6.1 Distrust between Christians and Muslims 
 

In September 2006 the Cush Consultation was held in Yei. It was a third consultation of its 

kind and was initiated to coordinate the efforts of Christian NGO’s in Southern Sudan. 

Eighty people attended representing many different Christian organizations and Sudanese 

church leaders. One of the sessions had the apt heading: “Islam: threat or opportunity?” It 

was informative to observe the way Sudanese church leaders acted during the discussion 

time. Through their words, examples and emphasis on specific stumbling blocks they 
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expressed the feeling many Christians in Southern Sudan have towards the Arab Muslims 

in the north of the country.  

 

In summary the general feeling was that there exists a huge chasm between Christians in 

Southern Sudan and Arab Muslims in the north. There was no instigation to “hate the 

enemy” or encouragement to nurture feelings of revenge. On the contrary, there were 

appeals to reach out to Muslims with the gospel. However, it was clear that it would take 

much effort to bring true reconciliation between Southern Sudanese Christians and Arab 

Muslims. One of the main reasons for the existing chasm is the deep-felt mistrust in the 

hearts of many Southern Sudanese. 

 

In October 2006 the author conducted a class at ECTC for 21 Sudanese pastors. They 

came from different tribal en denominational backgrounds. When I brought up the topic of 

Christian-Muslim relationships it again was clear that deep feelings of distrust existed. 

There were specific reasons why the pastors showed a reluctance to forgive and forget.  

 

First of all there is the understanding of the word “forgive”. Complete forgiveness means 

you embrace the one forgiven in the sense of giving him/her a new place of trust in your 

heart. With the referendum of 2011 in mind the pastors are unwilling to place too much trust 

in the Arabs. Like the title of Abel Alier’s book “Southern Sudan: Too Many Agreements 

Dishonoured” indicates, they feel that too many agreements were dishonoured in the past. 

Only after the referendum had taken place and the wishes of the Southern Sudanese were 

fulfilled are they willing to have more openness toward Arab Muslims. 

 

Secondly the Sudanese pastors are very aware of the fact that the Arab Muslims will not 

serve under an African, non-Muslim government. When they speak of a united Sudan the 

government means a Sudan united under an Arab Muslim government. Southern 

Sudanese want to have an equal chance of ruling the government. In reality they know it is 

almost impossible.  

 

Andrew Wheeler agrees on the matter. “The Muslim vision has always been for an entire 

society structured around Islamic law. Muslims have no understanding of being a minority. 

Islam can only be practised in a majority, in a dominant position … that really has been 
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Sudan's tragedy, because Sudan is inescapably a plural and diverse society” 

(http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006).  

Here it is important to recognize the difference in attitude Southern Sudanese have for 

African and Arab Muslims. During the last civil war a large percentage of the government 

forces were recruited from Darfur. African Muslims from that region willingly fought in a 

jihad against Southern Sudanese. Their aim was to destroy the power of their fellow African 

brothers since they were seen as infidels.  

 

In spite of the recent past Southern Sudanese are willing to forgive the Darfuri’s. They see 

them as pawns in the hands of the Arab Muslims. When government funded militias began 

their war against Darfur the Southern Sudanese showed remarkable solidarity with the 

Darfuri’s. The Church in the South is also very open to reach out with the gospel to the 

people of Darfur in spite of the past. 

 

On the other hand Arab Muslims are seen as people who will never seek true peace with 

inhabitants of the South. They are distrusted and viewed as having only evil motives 

towards the people they fought against for so long. Very few Southerners believe that the 

Arab Muslims are interested in them as people. Instead there is a strong belief that the 

government is only interested in the natural resources that abounds here. 

 

The mixture of race, religion and politics (as Andrew Wheeler has pointed out earlier) make 

the subject of Christian-Muslim relations in Sudan very complex. 

 

7.6.2 Historical background 
 

In order to understand the dynamics between Southern Sudanese Christians and Arab 

Muslims in Northern Sudan it is important to have some historical background. Andrew 

Wheeler writes: “Sudan and Christian/Muslim relations in many other contexts have to 

grapple with the fact that historical memory is extremely powerful and still has enormous 

power over relationships now. If any change is to take place in the situation now, the power 

of history and the loosening of its shackles needs to be encountered in some way” 

(http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). 
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7.6.2.1 A Southern Sudanese perspective on Islam 
 

Distrust of Arabs in Southern Sudan has its roots in the first half of the 19th century. Slave 

raiders and traders penetrated the South and caused untold misery 

(http://www.anglicannifcon.org 16 Sept 2006). Successive Sudanese governments have 

blamed missionaries of instigating hate against the Muslim Arabs and of blowing up the role 

of Arab slave traders while downplaying the atrocities of European slave merchants. While 

there may be some truth in the accusations it does not erase the fact that Arab slave 

traders indeed committed many atrocities. 

 

Andrew Wheeler shares a personal experience in the province of Western Equatoria where 

the role of history on Christian-Muslim relations is graphically illustrated 

(http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006) 

 

 

When I first went to work in Mundri, I was taken to Lui, which is about 15 

miles away. It was a major Anglican church centre, and as a matter of 

importance, as a new arrival in the area, I was taken to see Laro, a huge 

fig tree in Lui under which the very first Christian service in that area took 

place on Christmas Day 1921. Laro's importance was that it was the 

"slave tree" under which for decades Arab slave traders from the north 

had gathered their slaves in the south before taking them north. So right at 

the beginning of the Christian presence in Lui it was identified with the 

overthrowing of that history. What had been a symbol of slavery and 

imprisonment was quite deliberately from the very first act of the first 

Christian missionary in the area, made a symbol of the Christian gospel 

and the gospel of Christian freedom.  

 

Laro stands to this day and is a source of irritation and friction between 

communities in Sudan. It is used by Christians to say this is the slave tree 

and the place of slavery has become the place of freedom. It is known 

widely in northern Muslim communities as the way in which missionaries 

in the South kept alive the memory of slavery and therefore ensure that 
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the memory remained vivid and a source of hostility to the present day  

 

Whatever the truth may be concerning the distant past, more recent history convinced 

many Southerners that Arab Muslims did not have their well being in mind. When the 

government of General Numeiri dishonoured the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement of 1972 in 

1983 it resulted in many years of bitter civil war. With the signing of the CPA in January 

2005 many Southern Sudanese felt that the government would only honour the resolutions 

if the international community keep the pressure on them.  

 

The author has heard Southern Sudanese say countless times that they are not willing to 

trust the Muslim Arabs. Whether we agree with their arguments is not relevant at this stage. 

What is important is to recognize the deep-seated feelings of distrust.  

 

Apart from emotional resentment the past has had a spiritual impact as well.  Lo Polito 

comments: “This same distrust for all that is Arab is often behind the generalised resistance 

of the Southern tribes to embrace Islam” (http://www.anglicannifcon.org 16 Sept 2006).  

 

In the eyes of most Southerners, including Christians “The Government stands accused of 

having over the years conducted a policy even of attempted genocide and forced 

islamisation of the Southern populations, perpetrating, through its armed forces or 

Government-sponsored militias, horrible acts of indiscriminate aggression towards innocent 

civilians and Christian communities in particular” (http://www.anglicannifcon.org 16 

September 2006). 

 

7.6.2.2. Profile of Islam in Sudan 
 

Islam in Sudan consists mainly of Sufi sects that are often seen as heterodox by 

mainstream Sunni Muslims. The sects focus their devotion on the graves of their founders 

rather than on the mosque. Healing prayer and different expressions of personal devotion 

form an important part of their religious life. Some sects have a strong political dimension 

while others are purely spiritual. Folk Islam also forms a big part of Islam in Sudan. It 

focuses on the search for power, protection and healing. Muslims who fall in this category 

wear charms and amulets. They may even visit churches that pray for the sick. 
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In contrast the Muslim Brotherhood has its roots in an Egyptian anti-Sufi movement. Their 

desire is to restore an Islamic vision centred on the Qur’an and the mosque. Members of 

the Muslim Brotherhood aim at renewing and reforming Islam in such a way that it becomes 

the framework for all of society. Hasaan al Turabi is the current champion of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Sudan (see http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). 

 

Like in several other religions Islam has a desire for a messianic figure. The Mahdi who 

conquered foreign forces in Sudan was the most renowned in Muslim history. Although 

Mahdism did not transcend the borders of Sudan it was “… transformed into a kind of 

Islamic nationalism” (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). The UMMA party is the 

powerful political and religious expression of Mahdism in modern day Sudan. 

 

Sudanese Muslims envision Sharia Law as the compulsory set of rules for all Sudanese 

communities. Some of the better known laws are amputations of hands and feet for stealing 

and flogging for the public use of alcohol. In 1983 the reinstitution of Sharia Law was given 

as one of the main reason for civil war to erupt again.  

 

Religiously motivated war or jihad was an integral part of the North-South civil war until the 

signing of the CPA. According to Andrew Wheeler it became “… the cynical political 

manipulation of the desire of young men for the glory of martyrdom, as well as the enforced 

enlistment of many who had no desire for martyrdom (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 

2006). Obviously it has an effect on the view many Southern Sudanese have of Islam. 

 

The perspective of Muslims that non-Muslims will always be inferior to them is believed and 

applied in Sudan. It leads to restrictions in government-controlled areas on non-Muslim 

religious activities like evangelism and church construction. It also finds expression in the 

exaltation of Arab culture with the simultaneous suppression of African culture. Southern 

Sudanese are excluded form real political power and there is evidence for discrimination in 

employment. All of the above has negative implications for Muslim-Christian relations in the 

country. 
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7.6.2.3 Muslim Arabs’ historical perspective on Christianity 
 

In the north of Sudan, Arab Muslims view Islam as the actual starting point of Sudanese 

history. Andrew Wheeler makes the following statement: “Independence has taken that 

paradigm, that history begins, not with Sudan's ancient history, and not with the Christian 

Kingdoms that existed in Sudan for a thousand years, but with the arrival of Islam” 

(http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). 

 

If we take this viewpoint into account it is understandable how Muslim Arabs have negative 

connotations to the return of Christianity to Sudan at the end of the twentieth century. After 

the Mahdi forces had captured Khartoum and killed Charles Gordon in 1885, the latter was 

hailed as a Christian martyr. When General Kitchener annihilated the Mahdi in 1898 it was 

seen by many Christians as a Christian victory over Islam. It also inaugurated the new 

Christian missionary era in Sudan. Political events with a Christian “flavour” strengthened 

resentment against Christianity in many Sudanese Muslims’ hearts. 

 

Missionary influence on Southern Sudanese through the years was also experienced very 

negatively. Lo Polito explains (http://www.anglicannifcon.org 16 Sept 2006).  

 

The Roman Catholic (mainly Italian and German) and Anglican (through 

the Church Missionary Society) alliance with the British colonial power, 

and their concerted and overtly expressed efforts to halt the advancement 

of Islam in the south, has given the Sudanese Government, since 

independence in 1956, plenty of arguments to accuse Christians, financed 

by foreign interests abroad, of subversive activities and intentions  

 

 

In the 1960’s missionaries and Sudanese Christians were seen as “…agents of 

imperialism, dedicated to the destruction of Sudan’s independence and unity” (Werner et al 

2000:401). The expulsion of all missionaries from Southern Sudan was the result of the 

above-mentioned resentment.  

 

It is also important to understand the Muslim view on non-Muslim inhabitants of Sudan. 

Non-Muslims were (and still are) viewed by most Muslims as being subordinate and not 
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equal to them. Andrew Wheeler writes that Muslims due to their dominant numbers feel that 

they “… are entitled to mould the country along Islamic lines. This involves a secondary 

and subsidiary role for Africans and Christians” (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006).  

 

The recent political developments and apparent willingness of the government to share 

power are largely the result of international pressure. It does not signal a paradigm shift in 

terms of Muslim views of non-Muslims. Should international pressure lift the whole political 

picture in Sudan may swing back again to a “hardliner-stance” on the side of the 

government. 

 

7.6.3 The way forward 
 

7.6.3.1 Implementation of a peace and reconciliation process  
 
It is important to take the history between Muslims and Christians in Sudan seriously before 

attempting to pose inappropriate challenges to the Church. The resentment and distrust 

that exists in many hearts may ask for the implementation of a peace and reconciliation 

process as a first step. Church leaders must take their members through the process by 

working through the past. They must do it with sympathetic understanding, but also from 

the perspective of Christ’s reconciling work on the cross. Only then can they pose 

challenges to their members on reaching out to Arab Muslims with the gospel of love. 

 

Several church leaders made it clear that it is not easy for people to forget the atrocities 

perpetrated against them in the name of Islam. Unless Christians are assisted to work 

through their traumatic past many of them will not be willing to have voluntary contact with 

Arab Muslims. 

 

7.6.3.2 Breaking the cycle of stereotyping 
 

Another challenge is to break the negative cycle of stereotyping. Andrew Wheeler writes: 

“The use of stereotypes, conventions and popular wisdom about history really has to be 

confronted. Sudan, like Northern Ireland, the Middle East and many other places, will 

continue to repeat its saga until people are confronting and struggling with history in an 

honest way, which has integrity” (http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006).  
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The atrocities of the past cannot be denied. Church leaders must take a positive approach 

by making their members aware that not all Muslims were involved in it. They must also 

point out that not all Muslims have the same destructive mindset. It will not be easy to 

change the view of Arab Muslims in the minds of Southern Sudanese. The loss of family 

members and possessions in brutal attacks are deeply etched in their minds. However, if 

the Church wants to reach out to the north they must work on creating a new perspective of 

Arab Muslims. Southern Christians must be helped to see them as people in need of Christ 

rather than as hated enemies.  

 

7.6.3.3 Finding a viable alternative for Sharia Law 
 

Many Southerners resent Sharia Law. Instead of emphasising all the negative aspects of 

Sharia Law, the Church must actively search for a viable alternative. Wheeler’s challenge 

for Christians in Sudan must be actively taken up. “What I think is needed is for Christians 

to really grapple with a Christian vision of society and political life, that sees the necessity 

for a spiritual and moral vision at the core of society, but constructed in a way that is 

inclusive rather than exclusive. What is offensive about Sharia Law is not that it seeks to 

put religious and spiritual values at the core, but that it is exclusive. The biggest task for 

theological education across Africa is to begin to grapple with that question” 

(http://www.ccom.org.uk 23 June 2006). 

 

7.6.3.4 Knowledge of Islam and developing a vision for Muslim evangelism 
 

If the Church desires to actively reach Arab Muslims in Sudan they must provide 

opportunities where Christians can come to a better understanding of Islam. Theological 

training institutes must conduct courses on Islam wherever possible. More informally 

organized seminars must give ordinary church members the opportunity of gaining deeper 

insight in the Muslim mind. 

 

Insight in Islam without a desire to reach Muslims for Christ is not a profitable goal in the 

Sudan context. Church leaders must embark on a program where they systematically break 

down the existing barriers. From there they must build a new desire in the hearts of their 

members to reach those they often see as the enemy. Key leaders, for example, can 

encourage pastors under their authority to preach on themes of reconciliation. God’s 
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command of love and his command to take the gospel to the ends of the earth must be 

emphasized and applied to the Sudan context. 

 

Leaders must lastly exhort Christians to respect people of other religious convictions and 

not to act in the very same way they so vehemently criticize in others. 

 
7.6.3.5 Conclusion 
 
Christian-Muslim relations in Sudan have a history of friction, distrust and outright hatred. In 

order to change mindsets and prepare the Church for active, loving outreach to Arab 

Muslims will take time. It will not help anybody to force external change before real heart 

change has taken place. The Church must not sit back and wait for hearts to change all by 

itself. Leaders must actively seek ways of preparing their members for living with and 

reaching out to Muslims. 

 

7.7 Reaching out to traditional believers 
 

7.7.1 Power encounters between traditional beliefs and Christianity 
 

Most of the fruit from mission work and evangelism in Sudan come from people who 

previously held to African traditional beliefs. The significant people movements centred in 

areas where people changed large scale from believing in spirits and idols to the God of the 

Bible as made visible in Jesus Christ. Power encounters between the Christian God and 

traditional spirits often played a big role. In many cases evangelists would challenge people 

to burn their idols. If the idols were stronger than the God proclaimed by the evangelists 

they would bring terrible harm to them. On the other hand if the Christian God was stronger 

than the idols nothing would happen to his messengers. Many Sudanese became 

Christians after seeing that the traditional idols were powerless to harm the daring 

evangelists. 

 

God’s hand was clearly upon many of the evangelistic efforts. However, there is reason to 

believe that many Sudanese Christians have a shallow understanding of the gospel 

message. During a recent visit to a Bible School in Sudan the author confirmed with several 

church leaders that the Church in Sudan must give new attention to basic Christian truths. 
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For many Sudanese Christians, Jesus is the One who is stronger than their traditional idols. 

They trust in his power but often do not understand that He is the Son of God who came to 

redeem them from their sin.  

Paul wrote: “Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is great: He appeared in a body, 

was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was 

believed on in the world, was taken up in glory” (1 Tm 3:16). There is a great need in 

Sudan for the mystery of godliness to be explained in simple, understandable terms. And 

the essence of God’s mystery is in the words of Colossians 1:27 “… Christ in you, the hope 

of glory.” 

 
7.7.2 Different approaches to African traditional beliefs 

 

In Sudanese church history two main views were held concerning the traditional belief 

systems. On the side of the Catholic missionaries’ efforts were made to integrate traditional 

religious insight with Christian dogma, ethics and life principles. Father Arthur Nebel for 

instance believed that originally there was only one religion and that traditional religions 

had fallen away at some stage. Although the original message was damaged in the 

process some truth still remained. Nebel therefore tried to build doctrines that integrated 

traditional Dinka beliefs and Christian truths. 

 

Anderson writes: “Many educated Dinka today believe Nebel saved Dinka Christianity from 

complete failure. He presented it not as an enemy of the past, but as something which 

included and fulfilled the past” (Werner et al 2000:297). 

 

On the other hand there were missionaries and Sudanese evangelists who asked for a 

complete break with the past. The so-called “Red Army” evangelists is a good example of 

this approach. “They preached the radical message they had learned in Ethiopia – that the 

God of Jesus Christ, who was drawing near within the tumult of the war, required a 

sweeping away of all the old ancestral powers, with all their shrines and sacrifices” (Werner 

et al 2000:552). 

 

Both groups had the desire to honour God either by making the gospel message more 

accessible to the Sudanese recipients or to stand against perceived syncretism. In both 
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cases essential parts of the gospel message were minimized, left out or presented in an 

ambiguous manner. 

 

7.7.3 Danger of syncretism 
 
The way how integrating the gospel and African traditional belief evolved in Sudan made 

many Sudanese Christians to feel that the essence of the gospel has been compromised. 

The author personally heard such views expressed during a recent visit to the area of 

Abyei. ECS pastors related how a Roman Catholic evangelist took side against them in a 

court case.  

 

An ECS member had killed a venomous snake that entered his hut. That particular type of 

snake is seen as a totem of the clan. When rain stayed away at the beginning of the rain 

season the man was pressurized to bring a sacrifice to the spirits. He refused and a fight 

broke out. It eventually resulted in a court case. Since ECS pastors stood with their church 

member they were also put on trial. During the court case a Roman Catholic evangelist 

stood up and told the whole assembly that he agreed with the accusation that the ECS 

pastors were in the wrong. He then explained how he still allowed the traditional spiritual 

leaders to conduct their rituals in his house and in the households of his members.  

 

The Catholic evangelist clearly saw no fault in integrating the Christian message with 

traditional beliefs. He experienced no tension in merging “effective” elements of a religion 

practiced by generations of Dinka with the rather new (in a Sudanese sense) Christian 

religion. 

 

Sudanese believers who have adopted the integration approach often defend the rituals of 

traditional spiritual leaders. It is especially true in cases concerning healing, rainmaking and 

the bringing of sacrifices to appease the spirits. In many ways their stance is syncretistic. 

Tite Tienou writes, “… People influenced by syncretism would be resistant to the gospel. 

The reason for the resistance is quite simple: many syncretists perceive themselves as 

Christians with no need to be evangelized. Others have tuned the gospel out because they 

consider that what they received is sufficient for their needs. Whatever the case may be, 

syncretism is a serious challenge to Christian miss ionizing efforts” 

(http://www.pastornet.net 19 October 2006).  
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The author does not want to make sweeping statements on any particular denomination in 

Sudan. However, I am personally convinced that people who have embraced a gospel that 

is closely integrated with traditional beliefs are either fully-fledged syncretists or at least on 

the borderline of syncretism. Church leaders must evaluate the spiritual insight of their 

members and strive to appreciate the positive in Sudanese culture without compromising 

the truth about the Triune God of the Bible.  

 

7.7.4 Bringing the full gospel to Sudanese Christians 
 

Many Christians in Sudan have turned their backs on all the “evil practices of the past”. In 

Bor, for instance, whole communities have turned their backs on traditional idols after their 

traditional spiritual leaders were unable to stop the attacks of Nuer raiders. They were “… 

overwhelmed by the realization that the powers that had controlled their lives for 

generations had been forcibly overthrown by Nhialic, the true creator God, acting in 

judgment through the raids” (Werner et al 2000:547). To continue serving the spirits was 

inconceivable. They therefore systematically destroyed traditional shrines and artefacts. 

 

While Christians had turned away from what they perceived as evil and worthless it is often 

questionable whether they have a proper understanding of the Christian faith. The question 

is essentially: have they fully turned toward the Christian God as revealed in Jesus Christ 

as the Son of God and the Saviour of sinful mankind? During a class the author conducted 

in October 2006 several pastors agreed that many Sudanese Christians know Jesus only 

as the One who is stronger than the traditional spirits. Many do not know Him as the One 

who saves from sin. 

 

Paul gave a clear outline of the gospel by which believers are saved. “For what I received I 

passed on to you as of first importance; that Christ died for our sins according to the 

Scriptures; that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the 

Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter … and last of all he appeared to me also.” (1Cor 

15:3-8). 

 

Again he said in 1Timothy 1:15 “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.” It is essential 

for church leaders to present Jesus as more than just the Powerful One.  
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A particularly useful way of helping people to understand the link between sacrifices, both 

in the Old Testament and in their traditional culture, and Jesus as the perfect Sacrifice is 

the Chronological Bible Storying method. Since rural Sudanese easily learn through stories 

the method is suitable to ingrain important Christian principles in a familiar way. In addition 

it gives people a “big picture understanding” of the Bible since all the different stories are 

linked together. 

 

The author also found it useful to draw large pictures on the floor of the classroom or in the 

dust under a “teaching tree”. One such a picture depicts the two roads of life and death. I 

allow the people who attend the teaching session to literally walk the way of salvation 

before explaining it to the rest of the group. By involving people it is easy to see how much 

they truly understand of sin, salvation and eternity.  It also opens up opportunities for 

questions and relevant discussions. 

 

Whatever method Sudanese church leaders may choose to use, it is important that they 

equip their members with the necessary understanding of what Christianity is really all 

about.  

 

Apart from a strong emphasis on Jesus as God’s Son and the Saviour of mankind, pastors 

must find ways of explaining the person and work of the Holy Spirit. It is not such an easy 

task in a culture where spirits are often malicious and responsible for sickness and even 

death.  

 

Another area that must receive proper attention in ministry is an explanation of the ethical 

implications of the Christian faith. The God of the Bible is everywhere and knows 

everything. He desires his followers to serve Him with all their words, deeds and thoughts. 

That is quite unlike many of the traditional spirits who may be deceived. The Dinka deity 

Deng Dit, for instance, is known for the fact that he kills people by striking them with 

lightning. If somebody is hit by lightning, his or her relatives must praise Deng Dit and 

verbally assure him that he has done a good thing. The fact that they fear and resent his 

action is not important as long as he can hear their praises.  

 

 312

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 

 
 
 



Christians coming from such a background may think they are supposed to say and do 

things that will keep God happy even if they feel different in their hearts. They may also 

assume it is possible to deceive God and that they can continue certain practices in secret. 

They must be guided to understand that the Christian God is more interested in the heart 

than in mere external religious acts. They must be taught how to mould their daily lives in 

conformation to Christ’s example and teaching. Marriage, family life, forgiveness, honesty, 

resisting of temptations and control of the tongue are only a few topics that must be 

addressed. 

 

In short, church leaders must be disciplers. It is a lifelong process with considerable 

personal cost and daily challenges. However, that is in essence what Jesus expects of 

Christian leaders and that is what they must give first priority to in their ministry. 

 

7.8 Peace and reconciliation efforts 
 

Sudan is one of the countries in the world that has been most ravaged by war. Southern 

Sudanese who are 21 years of age and younger, have known nothing but war throughout 

their lives. Apart from the civil war between the government and SPLA there were constant 

factional and tribal fights. In Western Upper Nile widows shared with an Open Doors worker 

that the majority of their husbands were killed in factional fighting and not in the war against 

government soldiers.  

 

After the CPA had been signed in January 2005 several serious tribal clashes took place in 

Southern Sudan. Men of the Dinka Bor tribe clashed with the Moro and Zande tribes on 

different occasions. It resulted in many deaths. Clan fighting in Warrap State recently 

caused insecurity. There is also continuous tension between at least three tribes in 

Southern Upper Nile and Eastern Equatoria. The SPLA and government of Southern 

Sudan try to keep media covering of such events low since it is an embarrassment to them.  

 

Far more important than being an embarrassment to politicians the ongoing violence is 

constantly traumatizing hundreds if not thousands of people. It is stated as a fact that there 

is no family in Southern Sudan that has not been traumatized in one way or another during 

the last two decades. Faustin Ntamushobora, the Africa Regional Director of ALARM, gave 
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a lecture on peace and reconciliation in Sudan at the Cush Consultation in September 

2006. He made the following comment: “People are traumatized by the long war. People 

may not admit it, but it is there and it is reflected in their day-to-day life and interaction with 

others … The trauma experienced by individual members of the family has tremendously 

affected every family in one way or another.” 

 

It is especially here that the Church can play an important role in promoting peace and 

reconciliation. Church leaders are in the unique position of telling the world about Jesus 

who is the Prince of Peace (Is 9:6). They have received the authority of inviting people who 

are “without hope and without God in the world” (Eph 2:12) to receive true inner peace. 

They can give to traumatized people what the world with all its methods and wisdom can 

never give them. Jesus told his disciples: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I 

do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be 

afraid” (Jn 14:27). From what she has received from God, the Church must give to the 

world.  

 

For many years the Church has already been involved in peace initiatives. The initiatives 

came especially through NSCC (see Werner et al 2000:655-664). NSCC even developed 

its own Peace Department in 1992 that focused primarily on peacemaking at the grass 

roots level. Due to the war situation many Southern Sudanese experienced “… a respect 

for rich biblical teaching on peace and reconciliation, but tension over its application to the 

military struggle in the South” (Werner et al 2000:656). On one occasion I personally found 

myself in a peculiar situation where a commander told me I could preach to his soldiers, but 

without mentioning peace or forgiveness for their enemies. The reason for the qualifications 

was that he was preparing his unit for a major battle. He did not want the hearts of his men 

to soften before going into battle.  

 

Talking about peace and reconciliation after the signing of the CPA is different than when it 

had been discussed in wartime. The Church is facing a new challenge of how to approach 

their involvement in the peace and reconciliation process in the current situation of peace. 

Chipenda urges the Church in Africa to “… seek God’s guidance and try to develop in each 

place a justice-prone, healing and reconciling ministry … New ministry frontiers must be 

defined in view of emerging challenges seen through the demands of justice” (1997:23). 
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Chipenda’s approach is very actual for the Church in Sudan. In Sudan there is a great need 

for justice, healing and reconciliation.  

 

Presently peace and reconciliation must be sought at individual, family, community and 

national levels. The causes of conflict must be exposed and dealt with. Forgiveness must 

be received and given as part of the process. The very real areas of hurt, hate and healing 

must be dealt with as thoroughly as possible.  

 

As can be seen from the above the process covers a multitude of disciplines and must be 

given to people at many different levels. It is unfair to expect of the Church to take all the 

responsibility on itself. At the same time she must not shy away from taking an active part 

in bringing about peace and reconciliation as far and deep as possible. She must give 

training to a group of leaders who can train and teach others. In the process many lives can 

be changed from bitterness and fear to healing and hope. 

 

Unlike the non-Christian approaches to peace and reconciliation in Sudan the Church must 

remember that first of all “Sudanese need to have peace with God and peace with 

him/herself” (Ntamushobora 2006: Presentation at Cush Consultation). They must strive to 

give Jesus in a very real and practical way to hurting people since “… he himself is our 

peace” (Eph 2:14).   

 

When addressing interpersonal and tribal conflicts Sudanese cultural methods in resolving 

conflict can be used. Care must be taken not to compromise the first need namely peace 

with God in the process.  

 

One example may be helpful to understand how thin the line actually is. In the past 

traditional spiritual leaders would slaughter a white bull when a conflict situation was 

resolved. The reconciled parties had to jump over the carcass to “seal” the peace. There 

was a very real spiritual dimension to the action. In recent political meetings where conflict 

resolution took place international observers and politicians enthusiastically jumped over 

the body of a slaughtered white bull. They were either unaware of the deeper meaning of 

their action or ignored the fact that it clashed with Christian principles of invoking the help of 

other gods.  
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Sudanese analogies that promote true peace and reconciliation can and must be used 

wherever possible and appropriate. 

 

Key church leaders are vocal in their support of peace. In a joint statement, leaders of all 

the mainline denominations said: “We urge the warring parties to end hostilities and seek a 

peaceful solution. We see the present time as a unique opportunity to mobilise the 

Sudanese people to overcome disunity and alienation and work together to build a real 

peace on the ground worthy of the title of a new Sudan” (http://sudan.anglican.org 7 July 

2006). 

 

Speaking out for peace is an important first step. Mugambi’s exhortation must indeed be 

applied by Sudanese Christians on all levels as well as by Christian NGO’s. “Christians, as 

individuals and as members of ecclesial organizations have a responsibility to facilitate 

reconciliation wherever they are, in whatever they do and say” (1997:58). One of the first 

levels that must receive serious attention is peace between denominations and within 

denominations. 

 

As was already mentioned, NSCC is already actively involved in the promotion of peace 

and reconciliation on different levels. The need however is so huge that they must take 

hands with the many Christian NGO’s working in Southern Sudan.  Several Christian 

organizations have specialized seminars on peace and reconciliation from a Christian 

perspective. The Church must make use of these services and continue to develop their 

own programs. 

 

7.9 The Church, environment and development 
 
Every human being has physical, emotional and spiritual needs. Evangelicals at a particular 

time in the past, emphasized spiritual needs at the expense of socio-economic wants. 

Adherents of the Social Gospel erred to the other side. Kritzinger, Meiring and Saayman 

remind us of the need for holistic ministry. “The Christian mission is a comprehensive 

ministry with various dimensions which can be distinguished, but never separated. We 

believe, therefore, that the goal of mission can only be accomplished through a holistic 

approach” (1994:36). In Sudan there is indeed a huge need for holistic ministry. Apart from 
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the kerygmatic and liturgical dimensions, focused attention must be given to the diaconical 

dimension as well.  

 

The Church in Sudan can not possibly take up the manifold socio-economic challenges that 

abound in the country. Leaders must discern where they can have the biggest social impact 

and concentrate their efforts on those areas. Two such areas are health and education. 
 
7.9.1 Health  
 
Health and environment go hand in hand. It is particularly true of isolated rural areas. Getui 

writes: “The term ‘environment’ includes and encompasses natural features such as 

landforms, soils, climate, vegetation, minerals and water; energy, transport, population 

settlements and pollution; human health and wealth, and so on. Each one of these 

components of environment contributes significantly to the quality of human life … The 

mission of the church and a healthy environment seem to qualify as some of the integral 

and core factors that can make life meaningful and worth living” ( 2000:41 emphasis mine). 

 

Southern Sudan’s harsh climate and polluted water sources are just two of the features that 

directly affect the quality of life. Additionally many people are settled in isolated areas, 

which are largely inaccessible during the rain season. The Church can contribute to making 

life more meaningful and worth living if they can address the area of health. 

 

7.9.1.1 Christian Health Association of Sudan (CHAS) 
 

CHAS came into existence as a result of a concept suggested by NSCC’s Health Desk in 

2002. They gave the responsibility of health care to Church Ecumenical Action Sudan 

(CEAS) in 2003. CEAS pursued the initiative in 2004 and one year later stakeholders that 

included various Christian NGO’s began to work towards establishing a Christian health 

association. At present more than 70 people belonging to about 35 organisations are 

members of the network (Buddingh 2006:17). 

 

Since its establishment CHAS did commendable work. It helped Faith Based Organisations 

to have better information on the developments in health care in Southern Sudan. It 

strengthens the Church’s capacity of doing health work. It also made positive contact with 
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the Ministry of Health of South Sudan and was active in the formulation of a standardized 

health policy document.  

 

Joint initiatives between NGO’s and the Church in Sudan through her different 

representative bodies are undertaken and cooperation will hopefully lead to true synergy. 

Dr Henk Buddingh writes: “We hope that this will lead to a situation where Churches and 

Christian NGOs will provide a substantial part of the health services in South Sudan in co-

operation with the Ministry of Health and the communities” (2006:4). 

 

In 2001 Church related NGO’s provided an estimated 25% of Southern Sudan’s health care 

while Sudanese churches were responsible for about 7%. The Roman Catholic Church is 

the main contributor among the Sudanese churches. ECS and PCOS through its Relief and 

Development Department (PRDA) are also becoming more involved in the health sector. 

 

With the establishing of CHAS the Church in Sudan can be part of creating and developing 

an overall health strategy for Southern Sudan. This is especially true since CHAS has a 

good relationship with the Government of South Sudan. The challenge before church 

leaders is to combine their efforts instead of each denomination trying to do all health work 

by themselves. Church leaders on various levels are unfortunately prone to desiring control 

over all medical projects in their areas. Through cooperation between different 

denominations and Church related NGO’s working in the same area, the issue of health 

can be addressed much more effectively. 

 

7.9.1.2 Primary health care 
 
One important way how the Church can get involved in health issues is to teach primary 

health care on the grass roots level. Medical workers can be sent for training by their 

denominations. They can then educate people in isolated rural areas on “… non-technical 

methods of disease control covering common colds, malaria, malnutrition, dehydration, 

diarrhoea, ante-natal and postnatal care of mothers and their babies” (Getui 2000:52). It is 

amazing how many diseases and deaths can be prevented by simple information at the 

grass roots level.  
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Apart from seminars trained medical workers can be employed to run basic church clinics. 

The clinics need not be big or very sophisticated but can be used for treating basic 

illnesses in the community. In order to set up such clinics responsible partnerships with 

NGO’s must be sought. The Church must creatively search for ways of initiating such 

projects. Mismanagement of medicine in the past created a stumbling block and it must be 

dealt with.   

 

Leaders must also think on how to motivate and empower women and youth groups for 

active participation in the prevention of certain diseases. Pastors or church health workers 

can, for instance, suggest projects like the sewing and selling of mosquito nets. They have 

to creatively consider where to get resources like mosquito netting and sewing machines.  

 
7.9.1.3 Clean water 
 

Clean water is one of the most basic and also one of the most urgent needs in Southern 

Sudan. A large percentage of serious diseases in Sudan are water related. Many rural 

communities get their water for daily consumption from polluted sources.  Diarrhoea, 

typhoid and bilharzia rob many Sudanese of quality life.  

 

Church leaders have discovered that church related NGO’s could offer great help in terms 

of clean water. They often write project proposals asking for the drilling of water holes and 

the putting up of hand water pumps. Although it is an effective approach the Church must 

also think of ways how she can address the issue of clean water herself.  

 

Mary Getui writes that “… the Church as a social institution, and its adherents in their 

individual capacity as members of the society, have a social and moral responsibility to be 

involved in environmental management” (2000:51). Environmental management includes 

making efforts of providing clean water for people in specific areas. 

  

Church leaders must for instance consider holding seminars for women in villages on the 

importance of clean water. Boiling of impure water can be suggested, but then the issue of 

indiscriminate cutting of trees must be addressed simultaneously. Suggestions must be 

practical and must not put a larger work burden on women already overworked. During 

such seminars the relation between water and water-born diseases must be explained in 
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simple but interesting ways. Songs and drama can be considered as effective tools of 

transmitting essential knowledge. Overall the Church must make it clear that God has given 

us our needed resources and that we must use and manage them responsibly.  

 

Christian men must be challenged and mobilized to get involved in contributing resources 

so that the Church can take hands with international partners. The Church in Sudan must 

guide her members to become participators in managing Sudan’s God-given natural 

resources instead of waiting for outsiders to do the work.  

 

7.9.2 Education  
 

One of the most pressing needs in Southern Sudan is the need for proper formal education. 

This is in marked contrast with the preceding mission era. Doctor Piet du Toit of Future 

Cross-Cultural Education (FCE) writes: “The initial response of the African population to 

opportunities offered in schools varied between apathy and hostility, indifference and 

suspicion” (Class notes: 2006). The situation has dramatically changed over the past few 

decades. Today education is seen as one of the highest priorities for Southern Sudanese. 

Many Sudanese who live in neighbouring countries do not want to return to Sudan simply 

because there are too few good schools for their children.  

 

During the years of civil war young Christian men opened many church schools and women 

who wanted to share their knowledge with the people in their communities. Pupils often 

wrote with sticks on the ground where they gathered under a tree since there were no 

stationeries available. The author personally saw schools of up to fifty students sitting in a 

circle under a tree and writing with sticks on the ground. The teacher will walk around and 

inspect their work.  

 

Teachers were in terms of education often only a few years ahead of their pupils. Yet, they 

were willing to share what they had. Teaching was normally conducted in the vernacular. 

Although the quality might not always have been up to standard a real need was fulfilled. 

 

Although education is primarily the responsibility of the government, the Church can play a 

significant role. At present many churches have church schools or desire to open ones. 

One of their main aims is to give pupils a Christian foundation. That is something they will 
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not necessarily get in government schools. The initiative is recommendable, but also 

involves many challenges. The Church must consider how to train their teachers so that 

they can compare qualitatively with government-trained teachers. They must decide on 

which curricula they want to use. Presently there are three curricula in circulation namely 

the Kenyan, Ugandan and New Sudan syllabi.  

 

Ideas must also be generated on how volunteer teachers can be paid. One possibility is to 

start a school garden where each pupil must cultivate his or her own piece of land. The 

produce can be sold and the money given as salaries. Partnerships with Christian NGO’s 

working in their respective areas can be fruitful but the Church must take care not to 

become independent on outside sources.  

 

Last but not the least they must consider if the Western type of education is the best model 

for education in Sudan. Waruta feels that Africa must develop its own educational systems. 

He writes: “For African peoples, life was sacred and education was basically an attempt to 

provide for the individual with the essential capacities for a fuller, happier and harmonious 

life in his or her relation to fellow members of the community, the physical environment and 

the spiritual world, all of which no one can exist without. African educational processes 

emphasized relationships and solidarity.” (2000:138). He further feels that Western type 

education does not fulfil the above-mentioned criteria and that a more African approach is 

needed in all levels of education. The Church in Sudan need not choose between different 

models but can consider how to incorporate the best of both worlds in their education 

systems. It is obviously easier said than done, but all innovations start with considering new 

ideas. Whatever model the Church will consider to use, they need a lot of resources to 

open and maintain their schools.  

 

Fortunately the Church does not stand alone. During the three consultations held for 

Christian NGO’s working in Southern Sudan the importance of Christian education was 

highlighted. It resulted in the establishment of an association for Christian education. 

Churches and church related NGO’s are currently working together to help with the 

development of church schools. 

 

FCE is a member of the Christian Education Association. They specialize in Christ-centred 

teacher training. They focus on teachers for church schools and also have plans to 
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establish model schools in strategic areas. Their first model school has been established in 

the Nuba Mountains. Although FCE has limited capacity they are offering an invaluable 

service to the Church in Sudan. The Church must actively participate in such initiatives.  

A particularly big challenge at present is the transference of church schools to the 

government authorities. Financial pressures resulted in many congregations handing their 

schools over to local authorities. In the second half of 2006 the tendency accelerated 

causing concern to those involved in Christian education. Doctor Piet du Toit stated in an 

informal discussion that according to some sources up to 70% of all church schools in 

Southern Sudan were taken over by the government.  

 

The new tendency disturbs groups involved in the training of teachers for church schools. 

They fear that the goal of giving the school going generation a solid Christian foundation 

through Christian education may be lost in the process. Unless church related NGO’s in 

cooperation with the Church take up the challenge of providing financial resources the 

impact of church schools may be dramatically reduced in a short time. 

 

In Christian education even more than in secular education the school going child must be 

seen as the real asset. Christian values and principles must be taught, not at the expense 

of being professional teachers but as an essential part of the Christian school philosophy. 

Judith and Sherwood Lingenfelter write: “While as educators we focus most of our efforts 

on schooling, the larger circle surrounding it actually carries the weight of learning. The 

hidden curriculum is the cultural learning that surrounds the much smaller ‘stated 

curriculum’ of schooling. This hidden curriculum is ‘caught’ rather than ‘taught’” (2004:28). 

In the case of Christian schools the cultural learning must have a distinct Christian 

character. 

 

Finally the Church can play a positive role in adult education. Many rural Sudanese adults 

are illiterate and the Church can conduct literacy programs that will benefit them. The 

author had the privilege of seeing young Christian men teaching illiterate women in 

Kakuma Refugee Camp and in Sudan. The teachers realized that they had had more 

opportunities than their predecessors and wanted to share with them what they had 

received. If the Church will continue to manifest and develop such attitudes she will indeed 

be the blessing to the world that she is meant to be. 
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7.9 Summary remarks on the challenges facing the Church in Sudan 
 
The challenges facing the Church in Southern Sudan are complex, varied and in many 

ways overwhelming. Only a few were mentioned in the section above. Other challenges 

include the prophetic role that the Church must play in terms of social and political issues.  

 

It is unrealistic to expect that the Church must give its full attention to all the challenges at 

once. According to an African proverb you eat an elephant piece by piece and do not try to 

swallow it whole. According to her God-given capacity the Church in Sudan must 

prayerfully consider where her involvement is needed most and then act accordingly.  

 

Prayer and fellowship with God must not be viewed as an addendum to church activities. It 

must receive priority. There is a real danger that church leaders can become so involved in 

secondary challenges that they have no time left for God. The words of Jesus in John 15:4-

5 must be taken seriously. “Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit 

by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me … 

apart from me you can do nothing.”  

 

Nasimiyu-Wasike eloquently captures the essence of how the Church in Africa and 

particularly in Sudan must view itself. “The call here is to all believers, women and men of 

Africa, to recognize that they can do nothing of themselves, that they have to turn to God 

who will make their dry bones live again. In John 2:1-10, Mary believes that Jesus can take 

our water and change it, transform it into wine. That is, Mary believes that Jesus can 

change our poor African realities and the broken, wounded African spirit into a Spirit-filled, 

divined African spirit, which will generate new life and hope for all” (2005:111). 

 

If the Church in Sudan believes and acts upon these words there is hope!  
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 
 
In the first chapter I stated the need for an overview of Christianity’s history in Africa. By 

reviewing the three waves of Christianity that swept over Africa it became clear that the first 

two waves largely failed in establishing the Christian faith on the continent. Several reasons 

were given. The Church today will do well to remember what happens when evangelism is 

neglected. Another fact that must not be ignored is the importance of developing an 

expression of Christianity that is compatible with and attractive to the ordinary person in a 

particular area.  

 

If the Church fails to root a comprehensible and acceptable expression of Christianity in the 

hearts of rural Sudanese believers, history may repeat itself in future. The story of 

Christianity in North Africa must serve as a warning to everyone involved in ministry in 

Southern Sudan.   

 

Applying additional facts of North Africa’s history to present day Sudan it must be noted 

that Muslims are currently making concerted efforts to convert the people of Southern 

Sudan to Islam. There are many unreached people groups in the south of the country that 

may be open to the message of Islam. The fact that Muslim evangelists offer financial 

incentives may contribute to conversions to Islam.  

 

The Church is furthermore not strong or well established in many of the isolated regions 

like Southern Blue Nile and Northern Upper Nile. Syncretism like what was found in fourth 

century Egypt can easily develop.  Unless the lessons of African church history are taken 

seriously, future generations of Christians may pay a heavy price for the negligence. 

 

In spite of the first two waves’ general failure there are also positive aspects to reflect upon. 

The utter devotion of missionaries like Father de Salveira who went to Monomotapa and 

early African converts like Don Affonso in Congo poses a challenge for modern day 

Christians. Building God’s kingdom could not and still can not be done without somebody 

paying considerable sacrifices!  
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The success of the third wave can be attributed to the fact that African Christians were 

transformed and in turn transformed whole communities through their testimonies and 

courage. Christianity became rooted in Africa! Secondly the sheer numbers of expatriate 

missionaries and the zeal they had also played a significant role. Here it is important for 

Christians today to remember that both the local Church and members of the worldwide 

Church are needed to build God’s kingdom. They can complement each other in terms of 

skills, spirituality and insights.  

 

Expatriates who come to work in Africa must understand and accept that they don’t have a 

superior Christianity to offer. They must learn from the mistakes of missionaries who 

worked in the “Dark Continent” in earlier times. It is very important that they truly view their 

African counterparts as equals. David Scott and George Pilkington who both worked in 

Uganda are good examples of how equal treatment of expatriates and African Christians 

resulted in successful work. 

 

Christianity is growing faster in Africa than in any other part of the world! Expatriate 

Christians indeed can contribute to building God’s kingdom here, but they must not come 

as givers only. They must in many ways come as receivers of what Africa’s Christians have 

to offer them.  God’s children here have a lot to teach the worldwide Church!  

 

Expatriate Christians must constantly strive to strengthen the local church and support their 

actions, projects and visions. It is not always easy in practice but they must always search 

for ways to cooperate as closely as possible with the local Church. When the time comes to 

release whatever control they may have they must do it willingly and in full trust that He 

who began a good work in Sudan is faithful to complete it. 

 

It is good for expatriate missionaries to put themselves for a moment in the shoes of those 

they try to reach with the gospel. I have therefore given several African scholars a “chance 

to speak out.” Sanneh, Mugambi, Mofokeng and others probably speak for many of their 

less articulated brothers and sisters when pointing out the double legacy left by Western 

missionaries. Clothing Christianity in Western garb, too close cooperation with colonial 

authorities and exhibiting an attitude of superiority are some of the main points of criticism. 

On the other hand there is also appreciation and acknowledgement that expatriate 

missionaries played an important role in bringing Christianity to Africa.  
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By highlighting the views of African Christian scholars the author especially desired to 

benefit present day expatriate missionaries. Learning from the words of people on the 

receiving end of missionary work they will hopefully show sensitivity and appreciation for 

African Christians as they strive to serve them. It is not necessary to live lives of guilt or to 

show excessive timidity, but it is important to be humble, sensitive and teachable. 

 

With the maturing of the African Church indigenous theologies were developed. The legacy 

of colonialism and apartheid in South Africa had a huge influence in the way African 

theologies were shaped. Although it is understandable the time has surely come for the 

Church in Africa to look forward. Instead of only pointing bitter fingers at all the injustices 

perpetrated against them in the past, theologians must develop creative insights and 

guidelines resulting in positive African theologies. It is therefore encouraging to see the 

move in theological circles towards developing theologies of reconstruction. 

 

Mission and missions is part of all theologies. African theologies in general also accept the 

concept of Mission Dei. God is the Initiator and Source of all true missionary work. Many 

church leaders take the missionary task of the Church in Africa seriously as was seen in 

their writings. They do not only see it as preaching, but as being involved in a holistic 

mission with kerygmatic, diaconical and liturgical dimensions. African Christians are by 

nature suited to guide the Western Church in specific aspects of holistic missionary work. 

Their spontaneous outreach to people in need and their focus on relationships can bring 

new vitality to the worldwide Church. 

 

After looking at the general picture of Christianity in Africa I focused on Christianity in 

Sudan. The slow and hazardous beginning of missionary work in Southern Sudan must 

surely humble modern day missionaries! It must give them an appreciation for what their 

forebears have done. In spite of great resistance and many deaths devoted men and 

women took the torch of faith to isolated areas. The lives and work of Comboni, Archibald 

Shaw, Kenneth Frazer and other pioneers must not be forgotten. Christians today do not 

have to repeat their mistakes, but they will do well if they emulate their commitment. 

 

A negative perception of foreign powers was developed among Southern Sudanese due to 

contact with Arabs, Turks and European slave traders. This perception combined with deep 

roots in traditional religions at first resulted in a meagre spiritual harvest. Both missionaries 
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and politicians have also made many mistakes. The Southern Policy and Spheres System 

must be rated as two of the worst blunders made by politicians. On the missionary side 

slowness in developing local leadership inhibited a natural development of a truly 

Sudanese expression of Christianity. Like all people everywhere in the world they were 

men and women of their time. Christians today must reflect upon history and then try to 

view themselves as objectively as is possible. They may find history helpful in the sense of 

revealing to them their own blind spots. 

 

Fortunately the arduous sowing on apparently barren soil eventually resulted in a special 

spiritual harvest. Often dedicated missionaries sowed the first seeds. In many cases church 

growth was a blend between expatriate missionary and Sudanese Christian initiatives. 

However, Sudanese believers had done most of the time the real work. Without 

downplaying the important role of people like Bishop Gwynne, Paul Gibson and Thomas 

Lambie it must be acknowledged that the amazing church growth, which took place in the 

twentieth century mostly, came about through the efforts of Sudanese Christians. Men like 

Andrea Vuni, Andarea Apaya Jonathan Mamuru and Lual Ayei are but a few examples. 

Hundreds of unknown young men and women led huge people movements that rooted 

Christianity in areas previously resistant to it. Unions like the Mother Union of ECS and 

youth groups contributed in significant ways to the expansion and acceptance of the 

Christian faith. Expatriate Christians who currently work in Sudan must reflect upon the 

historical facts mentioned above and develop their programs accordingly. 

 

An indigenous Church emerged and eventually took responsibility for rooting Christianity in 

the hearts of Sudan’s inhabitants. It could not happen in any other way since all 

missionaries were expelled from Southern Sudan in 1964. What happened after all 

missionaries had left had been nothing short of a miracle. Contrary to what many 

missionaries thought would happen the Church in Sudan did not disintegrate, but grew in a 

very special way. It is important for expatriate Christians ministering in Sudan to remember 

this fact. They have much to give and must do it with sincere devotion. At the same time 

they must keep in mind that their contributions and presence is not indispensable. When 

the time comes for them to leave the local Church will continue to carry the torch of faith 

forward. 
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Civil war is always regrettable. However, while researching the ways the Church in Sudan 

grew during the disruptive years of Sudan’s civil war I was reminded of Isaiah 55:9 “As the 

heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts 

than your thoughts.” God used barely literate uneducated young men and women to lead 

big people movements. Lonely evangelists pastured congregations deep in the bush and 

planted many new churches. New believers took the gospel with them to very difficult 

areas. Samuel Ayoli of the Jur tribe is a good example of what a new believer can do in the 

power of God even when placed in a predominantly Muslim town. We must never 

underestimate what God can do through new or untrained believers! 

 

On the negative side it was seen how the civil war led to the separation of trained pastors 

and their congregations. No one can expect such a situation to be without problems and 

tensions. Although the decision of pastors to leave the country was often inevitable it 

affected many relationships. New leaders emerged who normally had no theological 

training. Relations between the new leaders who stayed with their people and the trained 

pastors who officially were in charge of the different churches have soured on many 

occasions. As was said in the challenges on leadership issues, the official church leaders 

have to deal with the difficult situation as soon and as sensitively as possible. 

 

After the signing of the CPA in January 2005 a whole new dynamic was set in motion. 

Sudanese leaders on all levels must start to function in a country that up till 2005 only knew 

war and destruction. Church leaders have to face numerous challenges that can easily 

overwhelm them if not dealt with in a wise way. Dependence on God is now needed more 

than ever!  

 

Issues concerning leadership need to be addressed urgently since many divisions and 

church splits occurred due to leadership problems in recent times. The Church in Sudan 

must strive to maintain and develop a unique expression of Christianity that will be 

embraced by the thousands of rural believers. Church leaders must further prioritize where 

they can have the biggest impact on the socio-economic life of the people in Southern 

Sudan. Understanding their limitations they must constantly strive to be relevant; a source 

of hope and comfort. Peace and reconciliation initiatives must be seen as a high priority 

since a lack of it will affect many other areas of ministry and life. 
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The challenge of the Church in Sudan for evangelism and missions must be emphasized. It 

was seen that Sudan may be the country in the world with the most unreached people 

groups. Sudanese evangelists are willing to do what they can and often move out with 

great zeal to the unreached African tribes in Southern Sudan. Darfur is also becoming an 

important mission focus for many Sudanese and expatriate Christians. The immensity of 

the task, logistical problems and the severity of the country’s climate can become 

overwhelming. Local and international initiatives must therefore be combined to make the 

biggest impact possible. 

 

A deep distrust and in many cases bitter resentment makes it difficult for many Southern 

Sudanese Christians to show the same zeal towards evangelizing Arab Muslims. The deep 

wounds of the civil war in many cases still need healing. Christians in Southern Sudan are 

geographically in the best position to take the gospel to Muslim North Africa. However, as 

was shown a process of peace and reconciliation must often precede such endeavours.  

 

Last but not the least Sudanese church leaders must receive relevant theological training. 

They and their tutors must be exposed to the history of Christianity on their continent and in 

their country since there is so much to be learnt. From reflecting on the past they must be 

confronted with the realities they will have to deal with in their day to day ministry. All of 

their ministry must be based on God’s wisdom. Therefore they must be thoroughly 

grounded in the Word of God. Training must be much more than just filling the minds of 

trainee pastors with knowledge. Character formation must be an integral part of every 

curriculum.  

 

The Church will be as strong as its leaders and therefore theological training must be 

viewed as one of the highest priorities. It is my desire that what has been written in this 

thesis will be used in a small way as a resource tool in ECTC and other theological training 

institutes. That alone would have made the writing of it more than worthwhile! 

 

It is appropriate to give the last word to a Sudanese composer called Mary Alueel Ngongdit 

Garang. In the parts of her song that I am quoting she reminds us of what God did in Sudan 

in the past, exhorts people to do what they can in the present, while gratefully remembering 

that “the God who has no end” also has the future in his hands. 
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Let us give thanks: 

Let us give thanks to the Lord  

In the day of devastation;  

And in the day of contentment  

Jesus has bound the world round with the pure light of the word of his Father 

When we beseech the Lord 

And unite our hearts and have hope,  

Then the jכk has no power. God has not forgotten us.  

Evil is departing and holiness is advancing,  

These are the things that shake the earth. 

 

Do not look back: we are the people 

Who have received the life of Christ. 

Let us show forth the light  

Of the Son of God. 

Do what you are able to do 

According to the gift, which has been given you. 

 

Let the Name of God be praised,  

He who has not changed his laws. 

Everything that occurs every day,  

Happens as it has been written. 

The Lord’s program (sic) remains constant 

As he has determined it. 

We are in awe of you, our Father, 

The God who has no end; 

Catch us (as we fall),  

And show us the ways of life. 
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Do not look back: we are the people 

Who have received the life of Christ. 

Let us show forth the light  

Of the Son of God. 

Do what you are able to do 

According to the gift which has been given you 

 

                                                                                     (Quoted by Nikkel 2001:314-316) 
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