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Holy God, on this extraordinary day we pray that in these moments you would be
gracious to our seeking of a holy Word from you. In the name of the Word made
flesh, Amen.

T

here is a hole inside of you. It was there before you knew it, but by now you confront this hole al‐
most every day of your life. I do not know what that is. I do not know what’s missing in your life.
Maybe it involves a relationship or your family. Maybe it is a health issue. Maybe it is something
about your past. It does not matter how many degrees you collect, I promise you will never have
a better past. Maybe it is a dream that will always elude you. It is not the same thing for all of us. The only
thing that is the same is that we are all missing something in our lives. Your future depends on how you handle
this hole in your life.
If you are a person of prayer, you have claimed such verses as, “Ask and you shall receive, seek and you shall
find, knock and the door will be opened to you.” Over the years, there has been a lot of asking, seeking, knock‐
ing, and still the hole remains. At times the yearning grows intense. If you allow it, it will take over your life with

an insatiable thirst for something more.
Those of us who hang around churches may think that such persistent yearning is a result of living in a world
that long ago fell from paradise. But I am not so sure. We only have a few pages of the Bible that describe what
God had in mind from the beginning, just this very little bit in chapters 1 and 2 of the book of Genesis. Then we
get to the third chapter where humans messed that up, and the entire rest of the book is a recovery plan. So
these opening pages of the Bible that describe what God had in mind for us are very precious. Let us attend
very carefully to what they tell us about what God had in mind for us in creation.
We are told that we were placed in a garden that God created, and we were told that we could freely eat of al‐
most all of the fruit of that garden. Almost all of that fruit was given to us, blessed by God. And to eat of any
fruit that was given was to experience doxology – to praise the God from whom all these blessings came. But
there was the fruit of one tree that was not given, not blessed for us. Which means that from the beginning we
were never meant to have it all. By created design, something will always be missing in your life. Again, be
careful with the text: this is not a punishment, this is before the Fall. This is God’s idea of a good creation.
And do you remember where God placed this tree with the forbidden fruit? It was not off in some corner of the
garden where it could be easily ignored. No, it was placed in the midst of the garden. That meant that Adam
and Eve had to walk by that tree every day. So do we, and it drives us a little nuts. There can be 999 trees to
which we can freely go and enjoy the blessings given to us, but where do we pitch our tents? Underneath the
one thing we do not have. We think about it all the time. We cannot figure out why God has not given us this
fruit as well. “Let the rest of the garden go to weed,” we decide, “What am I going to do about this one thing
that is missing?” And we are then so tempted to reach beyond our created limitations to just take that which
was not given. And the way the text goes, when you do that is when you lose paradise. And on the way out you
realize it really was a pretty good garden. Even though something was missing, it was pretty good. But now it
is paradise lost.
When my daughter graduated from college I was stunned to hear the commencement speaker peddling the
same dribble I heard at my graduation. He looked out over 5,000 graduates, and he said, “You are among the
best and brightest we have ever seen. Set your goals high, dream your own dreams, chase your own star, and
you can be anything you want to be.” Really? He might as well have said, “I am sorry, we have nothing for
you. You are on your own. It is all out there; it is a la carte. Do the best you can.”
We have long given up the notion that an identity is an inheritance from those who have gone before us or a
calling from the community around us or from the God above us. Instead, we now believe that identity is a selfconstruction, that we self-create our lives. And the way we do that is by making choices. Now we can just
choose the life we want. And if that choice does not work out well, we should be free to choose again, and
again, and again. And anyone who has been in ministry for a long time has parishioners who are using up their
fleeting years constantly trying to find a fulfilling life, while really only rearranging its furniture, thinking that they
can choose their way into getting all of the garden.
Over against this silly temptation, a way to surely lose your life, stands a pastor in front of an altar holding a bro‐
ken loaf of bread. As the organ whispers with tender music or perhaps a choir sings, a procession of parish‐
ioners line up in front of that altar, in front of the holy sacrament, and they shuffle their way forward not to re‐
ceive wholeness, but just a taste of holiness. They come up one after another in front of their pastor, the pastor

who knows them well. And just before they break off a piece of bread there is a tender moment when the pas‐
tor’s eye greets the parishioner’s eye, and in that glance is a memory of a job that was recently lost, of an older
lover that was recently left in a fresh grave, of a terrible diagnosis of a terrible disease, or of a prodigal daughter
or son. But all the pastor says is, “The Body of Christ.” It is all that can be said. It is all that needs to be said.
Jesus Christ did not come to show us the way back to paradise. Jesus came to bring us God. He came as the
incarnation of a God who is determined to be with us, who walked our roads, who healed our sick, who fed our
hungry, who cast out our demonic evil. The God in the flesh who went to the cross was dying to love us, dying
to love the world. The God who rose from the dead, not to prevent death, but to ensure that there would always
be something beyond death and every death-like experience. The God who before his ascension commis‐
sioned and called us to work as his witnesses for the coming kingdom. But there is nothing in any of this that
sounds remarkably like paradise.
Remember, Paul’s thorn was never removed from his flesh. That was beside the point. The point was that he
had received a call, a mission to fulfill. So have you. There is a mission to your life. Do not try to get your life
right before assuming your mission. Keep your mission ever before you. That mission, in the words of John
Calvin, is to leave the garden better than you found it. Leave the Church, the ministry, the classroom, the stu‐
dents, the parishioners, better than you found them.
But you cannot do that until you have figured out how to steward the thing that is missing in your life. Maybe
even how to honor it as the mark of your freedom. This is the choice you can make. You can choose to let it
make you crazy with yearning or you can turn it into the altar where you pray and once again hear the still small
voice of the Spirit that says, “My grace is sufficient for you, my power is made perfect in weakness.” Just be‐
cause you have a holy mission, don’t expect God to remove the thorn or fill the hole.
When I was a child in Sunday School, the state-of-the-art technology was a thing called the Flannel Graph.
This was a large board perched on an easel with flannel wrapped around it. As the teacher taught a Bible story
she would place paper characters on the board (There was always a palm tree and camel already on the board
as background.) The paper characters had some felt glued on the back of them, which allowed them to stick on
the board. I can still see Mrs. Williams sliding her long fingers over the characters in order to smooth them out.
Well, any time she used the Apostle Paul in one of her Bible stories he would take a lot of extra smoothing out
because he had been overused in the stories. The great honor was to be able to hand the characters to Mrs.
Williams, and one day Johnny Burke and I got in a fight over who would hand him to her and in the process we
tore off his little head. So she had him taped together. Some kids from Vacation Bible School had spilled KoolAid on him, so he was purple. But there he was still used in the story- taped together, purple, trying to get
smoothed out. And it was as if Mrs. Williams was proclaiming a Holy Mystery to us as children, which is this:
God is not easy on the people God uses.
When you look at the other characters of Scripture who get used a lot in the biblical drama, the very best of
them are discolored and taped together by the end of their lives. The Apostle Paul himself was chased out of
many of the cities of the Roman Empire, usually with a shower of rocks behind him. But what is he writing
about in his prison epistles? He’s writing about his surpassing joy. In spite of the hardship, he wants to write
about his joy. Why is he so joyful? Because he got used in God’s drama, which is all he ever wanted. He’s
chained up, he’s bruised, he’s still got that thorn, but he is so filled with joy because God called him and gave

him a mission and a place. So have you.
About this I am certain, as both scripture and church history proclaim, no one who was of use to God lived with‐
out a hole in her or his life. The reason they were so useful to God is that they neither fell into the abyss of that
hole, nor did they waste their days trying to flee it. Instead, they just took it as a call to prayer, and they stayed
in prayer until they realized the surpassing worth of the yearning they had for the one to whom they were pray‐
ing.
That option is always available to you. It is the only way to truly enjoy your garden, the ministry to which God is
calling you, your very life. It is a garden that will always have something missing, but a garden that is still pretty
good. It is a garden you were created to serve. But you cannot do it unless you have that altar, the altar where
you can exchange your yearning for a holy mission.
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen.
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Why are you here?
For those of you who are first-year students, perhaps a few have not yet had a proper conversation with God
about why you are here; that is, what you expect to accomplish in your time with us.
I am among those fortunate members of the faculty who teach first year students from time to time. I will not be
teaching many first-year students this year, so here I speak to you as you begin navigating the PTS experi‐

ence. The first year here is notoriously challenging and we who never get to graduate know it. Buckle your
seatbelt. You may be disappointed that tonight I will not offer you advice on how to negotiate the year, other
than to say that the learning environment that you are entering is rigorous. You do well to be organized and dis‐
ciplined.
Rather, I will address the other side of the coin, and muse aloud on why I think you come to us, beginning with
what I think some of you might think are adequate reasons to come here. Perhaps some of you will have identi‐
fied your own gifts for ministry and come to us to get a credential that will let you preach in communions that
guard their gates. Some students are so sure of their gifts that seminary, on top of the gauntlet your judicatories
make you run (at least those of you who have judicatories), appears to offer little more than a list of boxes to be
ticked off like required courses to be got through.
Are you here because you think that having the letters P-R-I-N-C-E-T-O-N after your name will land you a better
position later on? Have you been warned by your mentors back home to beware of what goes on in our class‐
rooms because we teachers are out to undermine your faith with tainted learning against which you should
close your ears? Perhaps some of these thoughts blur together so that your goal is simply to get through and
get out with as little touching you as possible.
If any of these reasons brought you here, I can only say to you that you have not engaged with God sufficiently.
Your reasons are instrumental and fatuous. They see us as no more than a means to an ulterior goal as if
there were another place where ministry happens. These are not only false, but self-defeating reasons to
spend time with us. I know that you know that. These are not really the reasons you are here.
None of you really thinks that you arrive here having everything you need to know to preach presciently, teach
wisely, “tend the sick adequately, give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the afflicted,
shield the joyous,”[1] and enable your waiting community to thrive. You are not that vain or that self-deceived.
Now let us name the real reason that all of us who learn here—perhaps preeminently those of us brazen
enough also to teach here—are here. We are all seeking to know, love, and enjoy God and the things of God
better, so that the communities in which we live may flourish. Perhaps that bears repeating: The real reason we
are all here is to know, love, and enjoy God better, that the communities in which we live may flourish. That is
the reason that we are all here. It is to become beautiful.
Although the road we strew before you is rugged, you, not we, are in charge of your education and formation
here. Ministry does not begin with your first position after graduation. It happens in every single interaction with
every single person that you have every single day. Ministry happens in every e-mail you send, every meal you
eat in Mackay, every conversation you have, every gesture you make, every smile you offer, every glance you
give, every tweet and Facebook posting that you propel into the world. We are ministering to one another here
24/7.
We are not the university. Their goal is to advance knowledge for its own sake. While we are by no means dis‐
interested in the cultivation of knowledge, our goal is to enable God and the things of God to flourish. You con‐
tribute to the flourishing or the languishing of each and every person in this community. Another way of putting
this is to say that you are the body of Christ. If you are baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,
if Christ has carried you up into God’s intention for the flourishing of the cosmos, if you have been gifted with

the Holy Spirit for a sacred life with God, you must pass through the Trinitarian fullness of God every time you
touch another person’s body, mind, or soul. You have come here to become beautiful in God.
The Psalter opens by painting a word-picture of the beautiful people that the collection of poems wants to en‐
able. Those who heed the poet’s advice pick their way carefully among alluring voices that would derail them
from the beautiful way of God’s path. They eschew cynicism and temptation to an ugly way of life. They dis‐
cern God’s way, considering carefully how to apply God’s teaching to their life. “They are like trees planted by
streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they
prosper” (Ps 1:3).
Becoming as beautiful as a flourishing tree is more difficult than memorizing dates and terms for the test and
writing well thought through papers that we do hope to receive from you. For the ability you really want to gain
here is to become beautiful by enhancing your ability to love well. Like you I have heard much glib talk about
Christian love. Some of it is self-deceived and hypocritical; some of it is simply empty. Yet the challenge to
learn to love well will not be stilled. Paul etched the desire to become beautiful into Christian consciousness
even before the word “Christian” was coined: “If I speak in the languages of mortals and of angels, but do not
have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging symbol” (1 Cor 13:1). That is, if I preach love but am not willing to
pay its price I belittle the Christian calling to beauty. “And if I have prophetic powers and understand all myster‐
ies and all knowledge, and if I have enough faith to remove mountains, but am without love, I am nothing” (1
Cor 13:2). Currently, the Church has far too many people running around calling themselves prophets, boasting
of their deep faith, sure that their interpretation of Christianity is the right, the best, the only defensible one.
They are Paul’s clanging symbols. He does not simply condemn, however, but tells us how love acts: Love is
“patient, kind, not envious or boastful, arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or
resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in what is right” (1 Cor 13:4-6). This is the Christian
beauty that you crave.
Now the last word of this sentence of Paul’s, aletheia, is usually translated as “truth.” So the NRSV reads:
“Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, adikia (un‐
righteousness), but rejoices in the truth.” The juxtaposition of adikia with aletheia made sense in Paul’s day but
it does not make sense now because we are working with a different understanding of “truth” than prevailed in
his world. Modernity gave us an evidence-based information-driven notion of truth whose opposite is not ugly
wrongdoing but quantitative inaccuracy. But for Paul that which is wrongly done, that which is ugly, is false, not
that which is contrary to fact or is unquantifiable. In Paul’s world what is ugly is wrong; it is not beautiful. There
was no value-free notion of truth that is beautiful to which we today hope to approach and that has enabled
modern science, for example. Yes, scientific exactness may be elegant but moral beauty is another design alto‐
gether.
Reading Paul’s sentence as if aletheia meant factually correct information without reference to being morally
beautiful has led theology into a trap and quite away from Paul’s commendation of agape. His admonition in
this sentence is to avoid Schadenfreude; rejoicing at another person’s fall into ugliness. If we mistakenly substi‐
tute the modern notion of truth for the ancient one, we miss Paul’s point entirely. In that case, one’s hope be‐
comes to persuade others of the better information that we have, or that we at least believe we have and they
lack. We delude ourselves into thinking that this correction is a form of loving them while what we really want is
for them to recognize our superior experience, knowledge, or clarity of mind. Or yet further, to become like us,
or admit that they are wrong and we are right so that we experience control and feel powerful. But Paul teaches

that love does not insist on its own way, that is, on being right in the information-driven sense or to gain psycho‐
logical power over others. But love rejoices seeing others being in the truth, that is, seeing them flourish
morally. Love is not controlling but beautiful and in that way transforming.
Now, who among us loves as Paul would have us love? He presses the point: “Love bears all things, believes
all things, hopes all things, and endures all things. Love never ends” (1 Cor 13:7-8). Here Paul is teaching that
growth in love is inexhaustible and therefore imperfectible. Becoming the perfect lover is always out ahead of
us. If only my irritation had not gotten the best of me in that moment. If only I had held my tongue. If only I had
understood her better. Our ability to become beautiful lovers stretches out before us beckoning us ahead to
dwell with Christ in the fullness of God the Father that our joy may be complete.
Paul contrasts love, whose possibilities are inexhaustible, with experiences that will peak and conclude.
Ironically, the first item on Paul’s list is prophecy. It is an admonition for our moment when we pretend to our‐
selves that we might be the first generation to bemoan our inability to “let justice roll down like a mighty stream.”
Shame on our arrogance. Thanks be to God that Amos got there first.
Paul knows that our knowledge of love is partial, fragmentary. “Now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will
see face to face. Now I know only partially; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Cor
13:12). Here is the antidote to the certainty about our ability to love adeptly in this life. That should sober but
not discourage us. We have, after all, to heed Deuteronomy 6:5, the first great commandment: “You shall love
the Lord your God will all your heart, and will all your soul, and with all your strength.” Or, as the children’s
dance “the hokey pokey” puts it: put your whole self in. Jesus set it together with Leviticus 19:18 (“You shall
love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord”) to give us paired love commandments to engage all of yourself
all of the time for becoming beautiful and enabling others to do so as well. Jesus’s linking of these two biblical
commands was not lost on Paul who gave us the three great theological virtues: faith, hope, and love. And
then he socked it to us: “the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor 13:13).
What is love? We reach out for it with wide-stretching fingers like trying to catch smoke. We crave knowing
that we matter to someone…somehow, perhaps even for no reason. Then, love strikes us from behind, catch‐
ing up with us unbeknownst.
And what of loving God that Deuteronomy commands and Jesus echoes? Is love of God the model for loving
one another, or does earthly, even earthy love fashion our grasping attempts at compliance? We are to love
God in response to first being loved as evidenced by the cumulative case for God’s love for us: creation itself,
salvation from the great flood, liberation from Egypt, rescue at sea’s edge, deliverance into the land of promise,
and eventually the gift of Jesus Christ. Still, let us press ahead, for love is thicker than gratitude:
But what do I love when I love my God? No material beauty or beauty of temporal order; not the brilliance
of earthly light so welcome to our eyes; not the sweet harmony of melody and song; not the fragrance of
flowers, perfumes, and spices; not manna or honey; not limbs such as the body delights to embrace. And
yet, when my soul is bathed in light that is not bound by space; when it listens to sound that never dies
away; when it breathes fragrance that is not borne away on the wind; when it tastes food that is never con‐
sumed by the eating; when it clings to an embrace from which it is not severed by fulfillment of desire.
That is what I love when I love my God. [2]

Augustine of Hippo knew well the power of earthly and earthy loves whose satiety fades as we reach for them
over and again. He regretted, but did not despise them for this shortcoming knowing that they beautify us for
that love whose satiety never ceases. Loving God, he teaches, involves more than experiencing gratitude
when recalling past gifts. It engages the spiritual senses, each of which is stimulated to grow beautifully. He
calls us to enjoy light that does not fade, sonority that never ceases, fragrance that never evaporates, taste that
does not become stale, and arousal that is never quenched. Loving God adroitly ushers us into a lighted
sonorous, scented, tasty, palpable reality vibrating with life that beautifies us to love one another into flourishing.
Augustinian delight (read: heaven) is not calm and static but pulses with energy. Loving God is not a mental
exercise done in secret. It does not happen apart from but through our senses as we grow more adept at loving
well, seeing others more clearly, listening to them more attentively, feeding them more nourishingly, and touch‐
ing them more gently. Thus we become beautiful in God.
Contrary to dour construals of Christian ethics that identify Christian love as self-sacrificial, the Augustinian vi‐
sion affirms that our creatureliness carries us to God. Loving others beautifully beautifies us as God’s lover.
Classical Christian ethics has worked on the zero-sum principle that well-being is a scarce commodity to be
parceled out in modest increments with the most valiant among us giving up their share for the sake of others.
The Christian life is said to be about giving and giving and when you have no more left to give you give some
more, as if self-depletion were advantageous. Yet in truth, we only enhance ourselves when we enhance the
well-being of others. Loving well is not a zero-sum game but a win-win proposition, demanding as it may be at
times. The better we become at loving the more lovable we become. And the more adeptly we enhance others
the happier we become because we are becoming the beautiful person God calls us to be.
Listen now to the words of a great Christian theologian-poet’s ode to loving God:
Come, my Way, my Truth, my Life;
Such a Way, as gives us breath:
Such a Truth, as ends all strife:
And such a Life, as killeth death.
Come, my Light, my Feast, my Strength:
Such a Light, as shows a feast:
Such a Feast, as mends in length:
Such a Strength, as makes his guest.
Come, my Joy, my Love, my Heart:
Such a Joy, as none can move:
Such a Love, as none can part:
Such a Heart, as joys in love. [3]
I do not know the personal experiences that lie behind George Herbert’s stunning verse here, but it is clear that
earthly and divine love mutually enable one another. Herbert breathes, sees, eats, sings, and touches joy, truth
and life exquisitely in love. Loving both God and one another well are a feast that makes us as strong as trees
planted at the river’s edge that yields sweet fruit and whose leaves do not wither. Such a life radiates light that
cannot be extinguished, joy that cannot be lost and pleasure that makes us whole.

So, if you have not yet had a serious conversation with yourself about why you are here, this is an invitation.
Consider a serious conversation with God about the beautiful person you are to become in God by virtue of
your baptism into God’s design for the flourishing of the cosmos. Remember: You are the body of Christ.
[1] Book of Common Prayer (New York: Seabury Press, 1979), 134.
[2] Augustine, Confessions, 10.8.
[3] George Herbert, “The Call,” in The Temple: The Poetry of George Herbert (ed. Henry Carrigan; Orleans, MA:
Paraclete Press, 2001), 158.
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Holy God, we have gathered here to place our lives in front of your Holy Word. Be
gracious in this moment to our seeking of it. Use your Word to open our hearts and
our souls to the grace spread across this table, the grace for which we have insa‐
tiable thirst. This we ask in the name of the Word made flesh, Amen.

D

esire. We all have it. We confront it every day. It is part of the created package. So it is strik‐
ing that in spite of their manifold differences all the great religions share a common anxiety
about desire. They do not trust it. They have seen how much trouble we get into with it. And
so they prefer to regulate the passion out of us with laws, and morals, and obligations, and spiri‐
tual detachment. Or if you are in the contemporary church you just keep everybody busy with programs and
committees. Then, they are too tired to desire.
This is an old religious agenda, and it drove the Apostle Paul crazy. In his day people offered animal sacrifices
in pagan temples and then after the sacrifice the meat would be sold in the markets. Leaders in the church in
Corinth were forbidding Christians from eating this meat, but Paul does not really care about the religious his‐
tory of a piece of meat.
Apparently, though, he thinks they can have a conversion experience because he says it is okay to eat anything

that used to be in a pagan temple if you eat it with thankfulness, for the earth and its fullness are the Lord’s. His
point is that everything you desire was created by God and that makes it blessed. But precisely because it is
blessed, that means you cannot take everything you desire. We live with limits.
Remember from the beginning we were created and placed in a garden where we could not take all of the fruit.
You cannot take your neighbor’s blessing; you cannot even covet it. If it offends someone to eat the meat of‐
fered to idols, it is not worth it. Do not hurt others. Do not hurt yourself chasing desire, for then it leads to ad‐
diction.
So I believe Christianity and the other religions of the world are correct to try to harness our desire. But, even
though it has to be governed we have to remember that desire is still a created gift from God. We are born liter‐
ally crying out for breath. Then we spend our lives desiring more breath, more food, more water, and more
blessings. If you are like me, every morning the first thought you have is a confrontation with your hunger (it
stays with me all day long). Desire.
More profoundly, nothing of human greatness or beauty or inspiration has ever been achieved apart from de‐
sire. No injustice was ever fought without a passion and a desire and a love for it. Certainly no couple ever fell
in love apart from desire.
The great problem with desire is that it is a hard thing to satisfy. In his book The Awakened Heart, Gerold May
has written, “There is a desire within each of us, in the deep center of ourselves that we call our heart. We are
often unaware of it but it is always awake.”[1] This desire is always for more. This is what motivates our
achievement in our work. It is why we desire the “A.” It is why we desire to improve, to succeed, to impact, to
leave a legacy behind. We bring the same desire into our relationships. We ask our dates, “Where is this rela‐
tionship headed?” (My, how I hated that question!). When we get married we ask our spouses, “Are we growing
together as a couple?” We ask our friends, “Why don’t we spend more time together?” These questions are in‐
evitable. They just come with our soul that has been wired to desire more.
Now there is a companion to desire that can also be found in the soul, and that is called discontent. Our desire
and our discontent live right next door to each other; they are very much in cahoots. You can see the partner‐
ship that they have played out in any romantic relationship. It begins with the fantasy. We say, “I have found
the person of my dreams.” Then it moves pretty quickly to the second stage which is, “This is almost the per‐
son of my dreams; I’m just going to have to make a few improvements.” Then we get to the third stage, which
is when we say, “This is going to be harder than I thought.” And that is pretty much where the relationship re‐
mains as we continue to run back and forth between discontent and desire and discontent. Whether we are de‐
siring in our love, in our work, in our service, in our leadership, or in our own bodies, if we pay attention to the
deepest part of the heart there is always some level of discontent there. This is not a bad thing.
G.K. Chesterton has called it a divine discontent, which reminds us that at the end of every achievement we
have once again come to the wrong star. He says that is what makes life so splendid and strange. The true
happiness is that we do not fit because we come from someplace else. So, like desire, discontent has also
been placed within your soul to remind you that your real desire is for the God who desires you.
This is why we come to worship. And it is why we study theology. It is to become clear again and again that the
desire is for the Holy. That is what we do here: we bring here our lives that have known both success and dev‐

astating hurt; lives that have known both love and loneliness. We confess that in all these things we have been
made to long for a God who is greater than either our moments of glory or our moments of devastating loss.
Even the glory has a note of discontent in it; it makes you yearn for more, as does certainly the heartache.
If you have been to the symphony, you know that before the performance begins all the instrumentalists are out
there doing their own thing, tuning up and practicing various measures of music. To the audience this sounds
like a strange cacophony of chaos up there. You wonder about your choice for the evening. This must be what
our disharmonious desires sound like to heaven.
But then the concertmaster stands and plays a note called “Concert A.” She or he plays the note long and
slowly until all the other instrumentalists join in. Now they are focused. Now they are ready to play beautiful
music. This is what theological study is supposed to do, and it is what worship has to do. It plays the long slow
note that reminds you that your chief end is to glorify and enjoy God.
Whether you realize it or not, I believe that you came here to seminary because you do not want to spend all of
your life tuning up. You want the many notes of your life to contribute to what the Apostle Paul said, “That
which is true, and honorable, and just, and pure, and pleasing, and commendable.” At your funeral, you want
somebody to stand up and say you lived a beautiful life and you just kept spreading that beauty all around. You
lived a life of passion. You were not afraid of the higher or the lower octaves. You refused to vacate your desire
and stay with some awful monotone in life, playing it safe. If that is the way you want your legacy to be, you
have got to get the desire focused.
Because you did not come here just to know more about God. The desire is to know God. That is what the soul
yearns for: knowing God. So if you carefully listen through all of the research, all of the text in the library, all of
your scholarship, and even through every parsed verb, if you listen carefully through your moments of joy in the
seminary community, and if you listen carefully through your moments of disappointment and hurt caused by
the community, you can still hear the long slow note called the Word of God.
But remember that you will never even satisfy that desire. We are but creatures who will never be able to ex‐
haust or fully know God. To love God is to constantly encounter Holy Mystery, which is the Manna of the soul.
And Manna has to be taken every day. You never fill up on it. So let us be clear that contentment comes not
from satisfying desire. Contentment is found in rightly directing desire and getting it tuned. But we will always
desire more of the mysterious sacred lover, and isn’t that a wonderful way to conduct a life?
In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen.
[1] Gerald May, The Awakened Heart: Opening Yourself to the Love You Need (San Francisco: Harper Collins,
1993), 1.
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Holy One, we pray that by your Spirit your Word would become for us light and
truth upon our way. In Christ’s name we pray, Amen.

W

e know this story. It is a key turning point in the book of Acts. Saul the brilliant young
Pharisee who guarded the coats of the executioners at Stephen’s grisly stoning has now be‐
come a key player in an all out campaign centered in Jerusalem to stamp out this sect
called “The Way.” Extreme situations call for extreme methods, Saul believes, so he uses
imprisonment and death. I imagine if these things ever kept Saul up late at night he had only to turn to Psalm
139 where he might have read one of the lesser-known verses of that psalm. Not, “O Lord, thou hast searched
and known me (v. 1),” but, “Do I not I hate those who hate you, O Lord? I hate them with a perfect hatred (vv.
21-22).”
On a mission to arrest members of The Way in Damascus, Saul’s rampage comes to a very sudden stop.
Witnesses later disagreed about what exactly happened on the Damascus Road. Did Saul’s henchmen hear
the voice but see nothing? Or did they see nothing and hear no voice? Or did they see the light but they heard
nothing? It depends on where you read in the book of Acts. But that does not matter. What matters is that for
the rest of his life Saul, known later as Paul in Hellenistic regions, would tell anybody who would listen that
Jesus, the one in whom he had dis-believed with all his heart, soul, mind, and strength, confronted him person‐

ally on the Damascus Road.
Well, Saul does end up in Damascus, but he is not handing out arrest warrants. He is huddled in somebody’s
house: sightless, probably in shock, plates of untouched food piling up beside him on the floor. And he prays;
prayers shot up like flares in the dark. That is just Act I…
Act II takes us to another house in Damascus where we meet another man. His name is Ananias. He is pray‐
ing too. I know I would be if there were rumors that somebody like Saul was on the way up Mercer Street. Now
it is Ananias who hears the Lord call his name. “Ananias…” There is a message, a commission. The first part
of it reminds me of N.C.I.S: “Straight Street, house of Judas.” And then comes the bone-chilling part, “When
you get there, ask for a man named Saul. Saul of Tarsus.” The text makes it sound as if Ananias is just having
a chat over the back fence with the Lord. But note here that of all the people that the Lord has called and sent
on a mission so far, Ananias is the only one who talks back. “Maybe, Lord, you have not been reading your
e-mail lately . . . about this Saul person…” But the Lord will have none of it. “No, I know about him. You leave
that to me. But right now he cannot see and the only thing that is going to change that is when you get there.”
So Ananias goes. It must have seemed like the longest trip across Damascus of his life. “Here is the turn… Is
that the house?…” Heart pounding. Rap on the door. Take a deep breath. “Saul of Tarsus, please.” And then
they are face to face. Saul and Ananias; the predator and the prey. What did Ananias see? Did he see a
threatening man? Did he see a confident, converted man “aglow with the joy of the Lord,” like my Sunday
school teachers used to say? (Maybe they just did not want to frighten the eight-year-olds?)
Luke tells us that after the epiphany on the road Saul could see nothing. And I suspect that describes more
than Saul’s physical situation. I think that Ananias saw a broken man, a man groping in the dark in more ways
than one. Because when the theological scaffolding you have counted on all your life splinters apart, getting to
a new normal is not a thirty-minute make over. While not many seminary students have met the living Jesus in
a burst of otherworldly light, there may be a few of you here who know what it’s like to see your theological scaf‐
folding shaken. In seminary, of all places. Mine was.
I began theological study with very fixed ideas. One was that the Bible is a seamless story of God. Another was
that the teachings of the Bible floated above the shifting tides of culture, which meant that women did not be‐
long in a pulpit. And I believed that these things (this is humorous) would become more clear as I studied ob‐
scure ancient languages. That is a recipe for disaster, isn’t it?
Dismay begins in Introduction to Old Testament: “What do you mean Moses did not write this?” And then you
read the text, all of it, including Bible stories your teachers skipped in third grade Sunday school. Some of them
paint very troubling portraits of God. You think you are on firmer ground in New Testament class, until you get
to the exam question: “How does the Gospel of Mark end? Defend your answer.” And then the day comes–
maybe you’ve known that day?– when you can no longer push away the thought that is banging on the doors of
your previously made-up mind: the thought that the Bible has the fingerprints of humanity all over it. It’s deeply
embedded in culture. And the canon is a whole lot more like an energetic debate than voices singing in har‐
mony.
I am happy to say that for me there did come a day when I figured out that the seamlessness of the text and the
reliability of God are not the same thing. But there is a time in there when that theological framework that you

were counting on shakes and trembles and falls apart like cheap furniture. And like Saul, you spend some time
stumbling around in the dark.
Which brings us back to that house in Damascus, where Saul and Ananias are face to face. Now couldn’t God
have just fixed Saul’s vision problem? What did God need Ananias for? But God does not do it that way.
Instead, God has delivered Saul and his sight problem into the hands of the very community that he has feared
and fought.
And maybe Saul is not the only one in that room and who is struggling to see. Ananias too struggles to see this
man with the blood of the Church all over his hands as anything but an enemy. But could it be that God delivers
us, too, into the company of those profoundly different from ourselves, asks us to be vulnerable one to the
other, vulnerable enough to be changed and have our sight corrected?
Princeton Theological Seminary becomes a more diverse place every year. Diversity is a good word; it’s a very
“P.C.” word. But scratch diversity, and you will sniff tension. Yes, our differences can make for tension in the
lecture hall, in precepts, in our worship space, and at the committee meeting. We are different. We are so dif‐
ferent theologically, denominationally, in worship preference. We do not all like to sing the same songs! (Yikes,
talk about a divide!) And we have different ways of reading history—the Church’s history, our history, and
American history.
You know it can feel like work to be here. Intellectually and emotionally taxing work. (Can I get a witness on
this?) It is work! We get tired. We get tired with each other, and we get tired of each other. And on those
days–and you know this–on those days, it is a powerful temptation to run for the comfort of the tribe. To hunker
down with the folks that speak, think, talk, worship, eat, vote, and dance like us. It is easy to run for the com‐
pany of those who see “It” our way. (Whatever “It” is)
But what if the only way we will ever have vision broad enough, acute enough, deep enough to make any re‐
demptive difference in this world is if we are delivered by God, our names called one by one as were Saul’s and
Ananias’? Delivered like they were into each other’s company, delivered into one another’s hands, and so de‐
livered from our blindnesses, some of which we recognize and others of which only someone very different will
ever help us see.
Who but the one theologically different from me can deliver me from blind fear of theological views other than
my own? Who but someone who rejects binaries can help me to cease fearing ambiguity? And who but per‐
sons of color can deliver those of us who grew up white, up to our ears in white privilege, from the notion that
because we believe in Jesus we’re the grand exception and somehow we’re unsullied by racism and xenopho‐
bia, that we have escaped those toxins that affect all the others? God deliver us.
And who but a company of others that we might never choose for company can deliver us from too small a vi‐
sion of God, too safe a notion of redemption, and too narrow a vision of human wholeness? Face to face with
Saul, Ananias does not extort a confession and does not demand restitution. I would have. Instead, he em‐
braces his call. He has been sent to heal and not to judge, so leaving judgment to God he lays his hands on
Saul and says with a grace only the Spirit could give him, “Brother Saul, receive your sight…”

Today the God who called their names calls ours. God has called us here one by one to a common table. Now
the fact that we share one bread and one cup will not make us all agree. Not by a long shot. But there is grace
on this table. Grace enough to help us remember that, at the best of times, we see as Paul himself would say,
“as if in a mirror and dimly.” Grace enough on this table that we can turn to one another in the lecture hall, in
the precept, in the committee meeting, at the dinner table, and we can say, “My brother… “My sister…”, “My
companion on this Way…”
And every time we do, God will grant us the grace to see that there is no hostility, no divide, and no division that
the redemptive love of Jesus does not cross. Thanks be to God.
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e have come to the end of this series and I have held off on being nostalgic about Princeton
Theological Seminary, until today. I have feelings overflowing for this institution. I studied
here at the crossroad of my life. I hung on for an extra degree because an extraordinary
teacher at this seminary befriended me, and in his office I met my beloved partner. It is so
unlike me to risk what I am about to do, but with trepidation I am going to go personal in this last Stone lecture,
because I cannot seem to do otherwise at this place of ineffable resonance for me.
I was an aspiring athlete in a semirural area of mid-Michigan when the civil rights movement soared into its cli‐
mactic phase in the early 1960s. Then I was a high-profile athlete in a very large, sports-obsessed high school
when the civil rights movement peaked in the late 1960s. All my life I have been a jock with a mystical streak
and autodidactic intellectual tendencies. School never caught my attention before college, except school
sports. Two things, however, broke through my everyday horizon of working class culture and the next game. I
got to Catholic Mass just enough to be caught by the image of the suffering God on a cross. Then the stunning
witness of Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement similarly broke through, eventually melding in my
thought and feeling with the cross of Christ.
King was the formative figure for me long before I understood much about politics or religion. When he was as‐
sassinated, he became not merely the leader of a justice movement, even a martyred leader. He was a Jesus-

figure who died for us, the exemplar of the peacemaking and justice-making way of Jesus. That was the extent
of my religious worldview when I squeaked into college, mostly to play sports. Forty-five years later it is still my
bedrock.
Entering Alma College, I realized I was lucky to be there and vowed not to waste it. It helped that I had a shat‐
tering experience of romantic heartbreak shortly after college began. Deeply in love with my high school girl‐
friend, I told her I hoped to be with her forever, which set off her psychic alarm. The pain of losing her devoured
me emotionally for my entire college experience. Meanwhile a freshman year course in History of Philosophy
was a godsend, delivering a weekly cascade of fascinating ideas.
I got my intellectual bearings in that class. If the gods of philosophy were Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, Locke,
Hume, Kant, and maybe Wittgenstein, as my teacher said, I would spend as much time as possible reading
those seven philosophers. By the end of my freshman year I also read theologians, especially Karl Barth and
Paul Tillich. Tillich sent me to Hegel, who was much greater than my teacher and W. T. Jones had said.
My philosophy professor, Wesley Dykstra, and my physics professor, Louis Toller, said things to me about my
intellectual ability that I still do not believe; they could not have imagined the impact they had on me. My
teacher in religious studies, Ronald Massanari, was fresh out of graduate school and taking leave of
Christianity. He would say, “I don’t care what you believe, and I don’t care about your feelings either. I’m just
here to mess with your head.” I would hand him a term paper and he would say, “I’m going to tear hell out of
this one.” He was a great thrasher of papers, and a treasured friend, and he knew what he meant to me.
With one or two exceptions the only religious students I knew in college were conservative, so I had trouble
hanging out with them, although I tried. Ron was the only person on campus who could talk with me about the‐
ology, and he was running from it. So my college experience accentuated my autodidactic loner tendencies. I
might have gotten stuck there, except that merely reading about racism, social justice, and stopping the war
would have been absurd, and I co-founded two campus groups that worked on these issues.
In my sophomore year I read a book that spoke to my heart like no other, Christianity and the Social Crisis, by
Walter Rauschenbusch. It thrilled and amazed me. Rauschenbusch described the teaching of Jesus as a mes‐
sage of radical social transformation. He argued that Christianity usually obscured the revolutionary spirit of the
gospel. And he urged it was not too late for the church to adopt the way and spirit of Jesus. The church is sup‐
posed to be a new kind of community that transforms the world by the power of Christ’s kingdom-bringing Spirit.
The idea of the indwelling and growing commonwealth of God is not merely part of Christianity; it is the central
thing holding everything else together. Christianity is a kingdom movement that carries God into everything you
do. In a chapter titled, “What to Do,” Rauschenbusch made a scintillating case for radical democratic Socialism.
His liberal theology and radical politics were equally compelling to me. I turned the pages exclaiming that this
was what Christianity should sound like. For years I had felt that King laid hold of something in Christianity that
the rest of the church somehow missed, something inspiring movement idealism and a real surge for social
change. Rauschenbusch explained what was missing, and he expressed brilliantly the vision of a socially re‐
generative Christianity.
Most of what I had read about the social gospel described it as an idealistic understanding of Christianity that
briefly influenced liberal Protestantism before it was discredited by the neo-orthodox reaction, especially Karl

Barth and Reinhold Niebuhr. Reading Rauschenbusch, I could see various problems. He loved idealistic
rhetoric, he said almost nothing about racism, and he was proudly, stridently anti-Catholic. But for grasping and
expressing the prophetic core of the gospel, Rauschenbusch soared above everyone except King.
Rauschenbusch helped me decide what to do with my life, although I waited nine years to join a church.
I studied at Harvard Divinity School and Union Theological Seminary while pondering the church question and
writing over-long theses on Kant and Hegel. I joined Michael Harrington’s new organization, the Democratic
Socialist Organizing Committee, and devoted many years to building it up at the national and various local lev‐
els. Mike influenced me more than anyone except King. He was the first person I knew that worked closely
with King; he was the successor to Norman Thomas, one of my heroes; and I took a lot of teasing for trying to
reestablish Christian Socialism in a mostly secular and Jewish organization. I probably caught only half the
jokes, although a fair amount of the pertinent lore that I did not know eventually got into my books about
American Old Left politics.
Princeton Seminary came late in my academic tour. I came here to study Leibniz and Kant with Professor
Diogenes Allen, which went very well, and I had never heard of James Loder. But upon taking a class with him,
I doubled down on Princeton Seminary, taking a degree in his field too. Jim was a deeply spiritual teacher, min‐
ister, and theorist. He had a tremendous impact on many students, and I luxuriated in his stew of psychoana‐
lytic theory, theology, Kierkegaard, and philosophy of social science. Many students who loved Loder’s teach‐
ing did not really understand what he was talking about, which sometimes got to him. I figured that was why he
befriended me, although he never quite said it. He became the special teacher in my life, notwithstanding that I
had to tell him, several times, that I was not going to enter his field. Talking about Freud and Jung for the rest of
my life was not going to happen, even though Loder made it fascinating. At the time he was working on a bulky
manuscript that had sprawled out of control, titled “Transformations of the Human Spirit.” I helped him whittle it
down to what became his book The Transforming Moment. And in his office I met Brenda Biggs.
Brenda hung out with the rough-talking, hard-partying group at the seminary, and she told me with typical blunt‐
ness that the issue in her life, as Loder said to her, was to get her “lion and lamb” to lie down together. We took
one class together, on Barth’s Dogmatics, luxuriating in Dan Migliore’s wonderfully lucid and detailed lectures.
Brenda found it hilarious that I had read all twelve volumes. She was a pistol—irreverent, voluble, wisecrack‐
ing, loving-spirited, and opinionated, with a ready laugh, erupting in delight at good jokes and bad ones. Brenda
was skilled at getting people to open up about personal things and perceptive in analyzing what came out. Her
sermons were jewels of expository preaching, always drawing from her deep well of emotional struggle. All her
life Brenda fought off terrible depression, and she was a special friend to people that struggled with depression.
We had known each other only a few months when we got married, and for eight years Brenda and I lived in
Albany, New York. We followed her call to a Presbyterian congregation; meanwhile I still had not faced up to
joining a church. I was reading a lot of William Temple at the time, and Brenda was emphatic that she didn’t
want me in her church, so I joined an Episcopal congregation down the street. The Temple factor was decisive.
Temple was spiritually deep and eloquent, he cared about social justice, he was a theorist of economic democ‐
racy, and he blended Hegel and Whitehead like nobody else, eventually as Archbishop of Canterbury. To this
day I love Temple for all these reasons.
I taught at a school for emotionally disturbed adolescents and worked as a community organizer and solidarity
activist. Then the Episcopal diocese of Albany ordained me to the priesthood. This was a borderline miracu‐

lous occurrence, as Albany was one of the most vehemently conservative dioceses in the nation. Routinely the
diocese rejected qualified candidates, and I was decidedly unqualified, except for my seminary degrees, which
were from the wrong places. But my saintly bishop, Wilbur Hogg, liked me, which opened a door. The chair of
the Commission on Ministry welcomed me as a fellow intellectual, and it helped that Albany’s brand of hyperconservatism was Anglo-Catholic, not fundamentalist or political. So I became an associate pastor at a lonely
liberal congregation, St. Andrew’s Church, and taught at an ecumenical prep school, now as the awkward half
of a clergy couple.
We were different kinds of ministers, because Brenda was an outstanding minister. When the phone rang at 3
a.m. she hoped it was for her, and so did I. When I made hospital visits to strangers, I had to walk past the room
three or four times to work up the nerve to go in. Finally I would enter, obviously nervous and shy, thus making
everyone uncomfortable. To my surprise, things usually went pretty well, inspiring me to stay too long. Then, to
justify leaving, I would say, “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow,” thus requiring a repeat performance the next day.
Brenda would plead, “Gary, what is wrong with you?” She tried to help, but shyness was something she could
not fathom, and this was my first exposure to middle-class culture outside an academic environment. I had to
learn how to converse politely about nothing, and it astonished me that middle-class people had their own doc‐
tors and apparently consulted them regularly. Brenda had grown up middle-class and was perfectly at home in
Mainline Protestantism. She breezed into hospital rooms, charmed friends and strangers alike, never had to
apologize for leaving, and collected new friends.
Yet Brenda got beaten up in ministry while I sailed along unscathed. I became a speaker for two solidarity orga‐
nizations, CISPES and Witness for Peace; I worked on South African divestment and founded a chapter of the
Episcopal Peace Fellowship; and I dragged my good-spirited, middle-class Episcopal congregation into all of it.
Brenda, meanwhile, had two nervous breakdowns, one of which was caused directly by criticism she took over
her activism. Finally, mercifully, one evening she announced: “I’ve had it with social activism. I can’t take the
criticism and conflict that come with it. It’s not my calling. It’s your calling. I have to concentrate on being a
better pastor to people who don’t like my politics.”
She grew in wisdom upon doing so, experiencing her ministry as an opportunity to witness to God’s grace and
glory. She got a spiritual director, and later became one, helping others discern the presence of God in their
lives. And she told me that my practice of writing books instead of sleeping probably indicated I was kidding
myself about wanting to be a pastor. Obviously I had an academic calling, so why persist in denying it?
I had come into ministry through the door of social justice activism, and I believed that ministry was an ideal ve‐
hicle for social justice work. But I wrote my first two books and most of my doctoral dissertation during my six
years of church ministry. These books put me on the two disciplinary tracks that I have been on ever since.
One side of my work consists of books on theology and philosophy of religion, and the other side deals with pol‐
itics and social ethics. I had eighteen wonderful years at Kalamazoo College where nobody told me to decide
between these fields.
Kalamazoo College and the Kalamazoo community were wonderful places to teach, to be involved in social jus‐
tice work, to raise a daughter, and when time came, to grieve, as Brenda fought cancer for ten years before dy‐
ing. Afterwards Sara and I were more deeply bonded to Kalamazoo and our friends than ever. I gratefully de‐
clined job offers until Sara went to college. Then came an unforgettable call: “Gary Dorrien, this is Joe Hough.

Gary, you need to come to Union Theological Seminary! The Reinhold Niebuhr chair has your name on it! We
all agree! And we never agree about anything! Think about it, Gary. You need to come to Union! We could
help get you appointed at Columbia too.” And he hung up. What was that? Was I just offered a job? Surely
Union has a committee for the Niebuhr chair? Surely, someone would call me—but no one did. Three and a
half weeks went by. Finally there were calls and a letter, and I moved to the seminary that already had my heart
and that loomed large in several of my books. Union had a miracle presidency under Joe Hough that saved the
seminary, and today Union is flourishing under the strong and creative presidency of Serene Jones. The best
thing about Union is that our students are so passionate, contentious, and challenging. I have fifteen of them in
the doctoral program alone, and I am grateful every day that I did not miss this part of academic life.
This week I have argued that the black social gospel tradition is wrongly neglected; its legacy is unsurpassed in
American religious history. It espoused a social ethic of social justice with daring and prophetic fire; and it re‐
mains important as a wellspring of progressive Christianity, liberation theology, and every form of religious pro‐
gressivism that appeals to the witness of the civil rights movement. Reinhold Niebuhr shredded the idealism
and optimism of the white social gospel, and Niebuhr said things about power and social evil that rang true to
Howard Thurman and Martin Luther King. But no black social gospeler agreed that the social gospel dreamed
too wildly. It could not be that the social gospel fatally erred by projecting its ethical idealism into the public
realm because the social gospel had barely begun. It began by asking what it meant to pray “Thy Kingdom
come,” and it had barely made a beginning. Surely the social gospel could not have been wrong to press the
question, or at least begin to do so.
From Reverdy Ransom and Adam Clayton Powell Sr. to Mordecai Johnson and Benjamin Mays to Martin Luther
King Jr. and Pauli Murray, every black social gospel thinker held fast to gospel idealism in the face of despair,
exclusion, and brutal oppression. They stuck to the language of gospel idealism long after the Barthian and
Niebuhrian movements dismissed it as quaint and sentimental. Realistic theologies are keyed to what is said to
be actual. Idealistic theologies are keyed to claims about truths transcending actuality. I believe that Christian
theology is inherently idealistic, where the greater danger lies.
The object of theology is the being, mind, spirit, and will of God, who dwells in light unapproachable. All theolo‐
gies rely on metaphors to signify or illuminate things beyond our grasp. Some theologies rely on poetic
metaphors, creating new meanings by saying one thing to mean something else. Some theologies are radically
metaphoric in the Kantian sense of constructing worlds, whether or not they acknowledge it. Some are radically
Kantian in the sense of claiming to reflect the very method and powers of mind. In every case, all discovery is
by metaphor, a primary source of insight by which human subjects relate to their world and formulate concepts.
I take for granted, with Augustine, that anything I understand is not God. But I do not spurn metaphysical au‐
dacity on that account, for faith is a form of daring. A religion that lacks religious daring, a sense of the Spirit of
the whole, and the struggle for social justice does not interest me.
The great “I AM” of Exodus 3:14, God telling Moses, “I AM WHO I AM…tell the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me,” is
a sign of the identity of thought and being. All knowledge participates in divine self-knowledge. On the level of
Spirit, subject and object are identical, each involving the other. A subject becomes a subject by the act of con‐
structing itself objectively to itself. But a subject is not an object except for itself. I remember vividly the day I
first puzzled over this mystery, walking home from school at the age of nine. Why is my self so elusive? The
only thing I know directly is my own subjectivity, which requires a self I cannot prove.

Idealistic theologies theorize the self-reflection of Spirit overcoming the dualism of subject and object—Spirit re‐
alizing itself as a perpetual self-duplication of one power of life as subject and object, each presupposing the
other. Objective idealism is the idea that all reality conforms to the archetypes of an intelligible structure. Here,
everything is a manifestation of the ideal, an unfolding of reason. Subjective idealism is the idea that there is no
reality without self-conscious subjectivity. Here, the ideal refers to spiritual or mental ideality. Space is made up
of relations, a meaningless notion without a mind that relates one thing to another and for which things are re‐
lated—holding together both terms of a relation.
Immanuel Kant renewed the idealistic tradition in theology by theorizing that powers of mind produce experi‐
ence, but Kant only dared to go so far in reconstructing the principle of subject-object identity. He had a con‐
cept of intellectual intuition; his tortuous discussion of the Transcendental Deduction in the first Critique makes
no sense without it and he featured intellectual intuition more explicitly in the third Critique. But Kant did not fol‐
low through on it, so nearly every textbook tells you that Kant was a subjective idealist. To follow through takes
a bit of daring, which defines post-Kantian idealism: Ultimately the principle of subject-object identity is not
about the self-knowledge of a finite subject. It is about the self-knowing of the divine within a finite subject.
If God is the absolute “I AM” and ground of truth, reality is the self-thinking of Spirit. In that case, we do not
know the divine; rather, the divine knows itself through us. The idealistic tradition in theology—Augustine,
Meister Eckhart, Calvin, Schelling, Hegel, Temple, Tillich—is a series of variations on this theme. God’s infinite
subjectivity is an infinite inter-subjectivity of holding differences together in a play of creative relationships not
dissolving into sameness. God is the inter-subjective whole of wholes, irreducibly dynamic and relational. Spirit
becomes self-conscious in religion. Religions select the shapes that fit their Spirit, and Christianity is a picture
story about Spirit abandoning its absolute being to embrace the suffering of the world and return to itself.
Yes, that is Hegel, not Calvin. Hegel put dynamic panentheism into play in modern theology. His rationale for a
universal religion of Spirit unified the ambitions of eighteenth and nineteenth century thought, and he inspired
nearly every great philosophical movement of the past two centuries. But Hegel, the most powerful of all ideal‐
istic thinkers, was also the most problematic, because he threw away the two greatest strengths of the idealistic
tradition—its emphasis on ethical subjectivity and its insistence that all thinking about God is inadequate, a
mere pointer to transcendent mystery. Hegel sublimated God and selves into a logical concept, and he
ridiculed Schleiermacher for theologizing about mere feeling. He treated notions as ultimate reality and real
things as exemplifications of notions. The world process, for Hegel, was always about the realization of Spirit
as self-conscious reason. He notoriously lacked humility in tracking it. His intellectualism spurned the empha‐
sis on feeling, willing, and ethical struggles for justice that define and fuel religious idealism at its best.
Every theology, to some degree, seeks deliverance from normal actuality and harm. A theology that merely ac‐
commodated existing circumstances, mediocrity, and injustice, would be grotesque. Yet every realistic theology
is an antidote to the dangers of idealistic hubris and illusion. Realistic theologies read off knowledge of God
from that which is given, as in the Whiteheadian doctrine that God is an actual entity, an order in the process of
creativity, or the Deweyan notion that God is a social convention. But that reduces God to fate or an aspect of
the world.
The God of grace and glory dwells in light unapproachable. God comes as light into darkness, revealing some‐
thing new. God is no-thing, radically indistinct, “God beyond God,” as Meister Eckhart put it; thus, for Eckhart
“nothingness” was virtually a God-term and “Abstractedness” (Abgescheidenheit) was the highest virtue.

Idealistic theologies are geared to reject idolatry and mediocrity, emphasizing God’s non-objectivity. The re‐
fusal to identify God with anything, however, makes idealism prone to destructive pride. Barth said it better than
anyone: “God is truth” is a more dangerous idea than “God is reality.” Idealists, by witnessing to a truth that
shines within and beyond the real, tend to brush aside the merely particular and historical. Barth and Tillich,
coming from very different standpoints, rightly cautioned about the temptation to pride that lurks in theologies of
this sort. Any theology that trusts in its rationality or goodness is monstrous.
Good theology does not reduce the divine mystery to something we understand, and if it is Christian, it holds
fast to the subversive memory of Jesus and the radical message of the gospel. Orlando Espín, in his beautiful
book Idol and Grace, describes this message as the claim that God has begun to transform the world according
to God’s will, which is compassionate towards all without conditions or exceptions. The anchoring question for
Christian theology, Espín says, is whether this message of Jesus is right. Is God actually transforming the
world, and is God compassionate towards all without exceptions? We cannot know the answer is yes. To be
Christian is to dare to hope as Jesus did.
Post-Kantian idealism ensured its fall by starting with its own ideas about mind and denigrating the external
world of existing things. It took a mighty fall after the natural sciences took over the academy, philosophy
turned positivistic, and Barth steered theology away from the puzzles of idealistic subjectivity. Today, however,
the debate that cuts across the sciences and humanities is an echo of the very arguments that post-Kantian
idealists pressed in the late nineteenth century. In the language of today, it is the debate between dead matter
materialists and proponents of relationality, holism and emergence.
The school of Whitehead, to its immense credit, has played the leading role among theologians in battling
against a powerful reductionist tide in the academy and popular culture. In the Whiteheadian scheme, events
are the fundamental things, the immanent movement of creativity itself; minds are real but thoroughly natural;
and God is the lure of love divine for creative transformation and the flourishing of life. Whiteheadian creative
complexity has a very serious problem with the second law of thermodynamics, and Bob Neville rightly
protested long ago that Whitehead’s God can only be nice, unlike Yahweh, who was free to be terrible. A reli‐
ably nice God is a projection of human altruism.
But no cosmology fits with everything we know, which is vastly exceeded by everything we do not know. The
Whiteheadian school deserves credit for grappling creatively with big questions, providing models of ecofeminist theology and interfaith dialogue, and having the sheer audacity to be a school and keep one going.
The Whiteheadian picture of the world giving rise to minds that apprehend the world suggests a deep kinship
between mind and the world—one that deepens the idealistic emphasis on will, purpose, and feeling.
Theology has much at stake in how this argument turns out, and I am planning to give more time to it. But this
argument, for me, pales by comparison to the social gospel and liberationist question: how does this religious
community aid the struggles of oppressed and excluded people? In my forty years of solidarity activism and
community organizing I’ve seen a lot of organizations come and go. I have shed tears over some that flamed
out and others that never took off. My career spans exactly the period when trade unions were decimated and
the political Left fell apart, so I am deeply conditioned not to be hopeful.
But there are some very hopeful developments today. Today we are witnessing a new social movement against
racism, in the wake of Ferguson. It is perfectly named, conveying immediately what must be said, that black

lives have never mattered in much of white America. For a long time we had hundreds of local organizations
that work on economic democracy issues and none that coordinate the organizations. Now we have the New
Economy Coalition, which is devoted to building networks among the many groups working on structural alter‐
natives to corporate capitalism. There is more interfaith community organizing going on today than ever. PICO
is thriving, it has a structural critique of white supremacy, and PICO has improved upon the old Alinsky model of
organizing.
Community organizing is inherently limited, it has trouble scaling up, and it burns people out. But it builds per‐
sonal relationships across racial, ethnic, religious and class lines. It empowers marginalized communities. And
it does these things better than any kind of social justice activism I know. Religious activists are big on faithful‐
ness and hanging in there. We are stubborn in holding out for face-to-face meetings and building relationships.
We usually recognize that giving voice to grievances is a major part of social justice work and that grievances
mobilize individuals to join movements. Progressive religious activists have long practiced what is now ubiqui‐
tously called “framing.” But the success of PICO shows that activism focused on cultivating social justice val‐
ues creates healthier and longer lasting communities than activism based on confrontation.
Progressive theology, to have a future, must not give up on the academy, or religious communities, or the gen‐
eral public. I reject every version of the “double bind” contention that we have no future in the academy and
that religious communities are hopelessly provincial. But I do believe that progressive theology, to have a fu‐
ture, must speak to postcolonial liberationists, post-Occupy occupiers, queer activists, feminist and environmen‐
tal activists, post-everything seekers, and old-fashioned social justice organizers who still believe that a better
world is possible.
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hank you for this invitation to give the 2016 John Mackay Lecture. I deem being called to be the
John Mackay Visiting Professor of World Christianity a great honor, and to give this lecture simply
doubles that pleasure. This is because out of all the twentieth century theologians who have
made an impact on the world church and ecumenical scene, John Mackay stands as the most re‐
markable. Even before taking up my role as General Secretary of the then World Alliance of Reformed
Churches (WARC) in the year 2000, I am glad I was introduced to the important contributions of John Mackay
when I was a student here at Princeton Theological Seminary. Not through my formal studies, but simply
through my own curiosity in finding out more about the Princeton Seminary President for whom the center
where we shared our meals and bought our books was named. My readings in those days led me to discover a
personality who applied his faith and scholarship to the vision of the unity of the church of our Lord Jesus Christ
in a manner unmatched in the twentieth century.
When I become General Secretary of the WARC, I took some pride in constantly lifting up the visionary contri‐
butions of this leader who was once president of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. That pride was
heightened by the fact that I could say he was president of my alma mater, Princeton Theological Seminary. I
am glad that others have followed his example as a leader of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. Jim
McCord, his successor as president of Princeton Seminary, also became president of the WARC, as did

Professor Jane Dempsey Douglas, who continues to be engaged in various ways in issues that make a differ‐
ence in the world. Other Princeton Seminary presidents and professors have also contributed immensely to the
life of the World Communion of Reformed Churches. But still the one who has done the most happens to be
John Mackay. So when a chair is named for him as a leader in World Christianity and today I am called to oc‐
cupy it, I deem it a great privilege. And I give this lecture in his honor, and in honor of all who have followed him
from this community in serving the ecumenical family and in making a difference in our world.
Before I get into the lecture, I pause here to thank President Barnes, who invited me to take this chair for this
semester. He himself stands in that tradition of a pastor and theological educator who understands the role that
Princeton Seminary an institution can play in the world church, and I am grateful to God that he once shared
with me that he was in the World Alliance of Reformed Church’s 21st Assembly in Ottawa, Canada. I am grate‐
ful to Dean Kay for his leadership and guidance. I am grateful to God for my colleagues in the History and
Ecumenics Department, led by Professor Elsie Mackie who herself has contributed greatly to the life of the
World Communion of Reformed Churches in our quest to live out the gift and calling to Christian unity. I am
grateful to God for my wife, Akpene, who has accompanied me on these journeys. And we are both grateful to
God for the education we received here at Princeton Seminary, and how that education has continued to shape
our ministry in the various locations of our calling.
It is providential that we are here this year, 2016 – just one year before we commemorate the 500th anniversary
of the Protestant Reformation. Many of the activities that will take place this year and the next in many
churches and theological institutions will be connected to marking this significant anniversary. It was very
tempting to avoid this topic, because undoubtedly there will be many opportunities for this community to have
expositions on themes related to the 500 year anniversary of the Reformation. I chose to focus on it, even with
the full knowledge of that risk, because I am convinced that it will take multiple perspectives and assessments
in order for us to use the opportunity offered by this commemoration to be more faithful to God in our calling as
agents of renewal and transformation in the world today. We cannot afford to have this go the way of other
such occasions – a talk shop and feel good series of events with no visible action or orientation for making a dif‐
ference in our world.
In this presentation, I am not going to recount in depth what happened in the sixteenth century and since, or do
a century by century assessment of the impact of the Reformation over the last five centuries. My scope is
more narrow. I will refer to some of the main elements of the sixteenth century Reformation, and through a
twenty-first century ecumenical African lens reflect on and assess their impact. In the process, I hope together
we can both establish the relevance of the Reformation movement initiated in October 1517 and offer some pro‐
posals of how this movement can have a greater impact in our day as we commemorate the 500th anniversary
of the Reformation. In reflecting on this, three sets of questions took center stage:
1. How was a European event that occurred in 1517 transformed into a worldwide event? Or has it been so
transformed?
2. Can we celebrate something that essentially marked a break in Christian unity?
3. Did the Protestant Reformation foster a more just society in the sixteenth century? What inspiration do
we take from the Protestant Reformation to lead us towards a more just society today?
The Sixteenth Century Reformation and Its Impact

On October 17, 1517, something happened in the small town of Wittenberg, Germany. None of the actors at
that time could have imagined on that day that 500 years later, in the year 2017 this event would make news
headlines beyond Germany, let alone serve as reference point for millions of people in every generation and
across geographic and cultural lines throughout the world. How did an event in a small Saxony town in
Germany become a phenomenon whose 500th anniversary will be a worldwide affair? Of what relevance is the
outcome of this event to the world in which we live today?
Martin Luther’s action of nailing 95 theses on the door of the Schlosskirche (Castle Church) in Wittenberg
marked the beginning of the sixteenth century Reformation and is our reference point for these 500 years. This
struggling monk dared to express himself against the tide of his times. He was not afraid to raise the troubling
questions that plagued him as he sought to come to terms with his understanding of God and God’s love visà-vis what his church’s tradition had become. For him, it was no longer acceptable to go through the motions of
simply doing what everyone did and playing it safe. It was a matter of living by faith and following one’s con‐
science even if it meant going against the tide. He presented his understanding of faith in response to these
troubling questions in the form of theses; statements he was prepared to debate and defend in any forum.
Indeed, they were an invitation to a debate.
A brief look at the era in which this occurred reveals how daring this seemingly simple act was. By the end of
the fifteenth century, it was clear that the Roman Catholic Church as a whole, and the papacy in particular, en‐
joyed a level of power that one could describe as the absolute power of a holy empire. This power was exer‐
cised together with the monarchs and nobles of the then-known world. So it was easy to quash dissent. All
that was necessary was for the papacy or its agents to declare someone a heretic, and the accused would face
dire consequences, including death at the stake and the discrediting and burning of one’s works. It was a clear
example of what a powerful force ecclesial, political, economic, and military might create when they join to‐
gether. In that era, such a force quashed dissent and stifled any life-giving action it deemed against its inter‐
ests. It is in this context that we can see Martin Luther’s actions as very daring. Indeed, it took the protection of
some powerful German personalities, for example, Frederick the Wise, the elector of Wittenberg to shield him
from the fate of those in earlier centuries who expressed similar questions, such as Jan Hus of Bohemia.
The 95 theses nailed that Martin Luther nailed to the door possessed theological content as well as criticism of
how certain church practices were being carried out. In these theses, Martin Luther mainly targeted the ex‐
cesses of indulgences, and especially church agents so focused on raising funds for the building of St. Peter’s
Basilica in Rome that they were practically selling God’s forgiveness under the guise of the assumed power of
the pope to hold the keys to human destiny as far as justification and access to heaven were concerned. In
these theses, Martin Luther took pains to ensure that he was not directly criticizing the pope. In fact, he even
assumed that purgatory was an acceptable concept. As others have articulated over and over again, Luther’s
aim was not to cause a break in the Western church or to create his own church. He wanted to expose ex‐
cesses and address them so that the church could be transformed into what it is called to be. It was only when
he encountered by a chain of reactions that culminated in his excommunication three years later that he was
pushed into a movement that was openly critical of the papacy and into articulating clearer theological stances
of what became a new church.
Meanwhile, Wittenberg was not alone. Similar movements were happening in other centers. By 1523, under
the leadership of Huldrych Zwingli, the canton of Zurich in Switzerland had embraced Reformation principles.
Although there is no evidence that this was a result of what happened in Wittenberg, there are clear similarities

between the principles of the Reformation in Germany inspired by Martin Luther and the Reformation movement
in Zurich inspired by Zwingli. In the next few years, other Swiss cantons adopted this movement. In Geneva,
church leaders such as Guillaume Farell persuaded a brilliant young man, John Calvin to stay and participate in
their embrace of the Reformation. Calvin’s was instrumental in giving the movement solid theological and ec‐
clesiological rooting. The Swiss Reformation took the Reformation to levels that seemed more radical than sim‐
ply wanting to correct excesses in the then-Western church. This gave birth to what we now describe as the
Reformed movement. Within the first century of the Reformation, the Reformed movement as well as the
broader Reformation movement had spread to other countries such as the present day Netherlands, Scotland,
Hungary, England, and what is now Southern France. Followers of earlier renewal movements begun by Pierre
Valdes in the twelfth century and Jan Hus in the fifteenth century also joined in the growing Reformation move‐
ment. Thus, territories in Italy and Bohemia also became part of the Reformation movement.
In those first years of the Reformation movement, the slogans Solus Christus, Sola Scriptura, Sola Fide, Sola
Gratia, and Soli Deo Gloria, emerged as the theological affirmations of the movement. These “solae” already
mark out the positions around which the Reformers were not ready to compromise, and thus placed them at
odds with the traditional Western church. One notable feature of the Reformation movement was how it be‐
came the channel for translating the Bible and other Christian literature into vernaculars, thus giving ordinary
people access to reading the Bible. With the appearance of the printing press, what had hitherto been solely
the prerogative of clergy became available to all. While under the protection of Frederick the Wise and essen‐
tially in hiding in Wartburg Castle, Martin Luther published the first translations of the Bible into German. Other
centers of the Reformation began to produce their own Christian literature as well. John Calvin was one single
personality whose brilliance and prolific writing acumen have come to benefit the Reformation family. By the
age of 27 he had written the first edition of his Institutes of Christian Religion – a systematic theological presen‐
tation of the Christian faith. Calvin had also published commentaries of almost every book in the Bible. His
published sermons cover volumes that remain a treasure trove from which we continue to draw.
While many good things characterized the lives and actions of the early Reformation leaders, some of their ac‐
tions were questionable. The access to the written word of God ordinary people now enjoyed became a major
asset and empowering tool for peasants of the time. At the same time, some of Martin Luther’s actions during
this time seem baffling. An example that stands out is Luther’s support of the nobility and his advocating vio‐
lence against the peasants during the peasant revolts of the 1520’s. It appeared the protection Reformation
leaders received from the nobility made them into persons who inadvertently fell into the very pattern of injustice
they sought to overcome: collusion with political, economic and military might to serve as a force against com‐
mon people. In the Swiss Reformation, there was a similar collusion between the church and state. In Zurich,
the power of the state was very much behind the moves of Zwingli within the church, and indeed he met his
death at the battlefront. John Calvin’s works and actions are very much responsible for shaping the city of
Geneva for what it became in the centuries that followed. While for the most part Calvin challenged the can‐
tonal political leadership, there is also some evidence he sometimes did what was politically expedient, for ex‐
ample his role in the execution of Servetus.
By the end of that first century of the Reformation, the movement seemed to have remained a European affair.
It braved many challenges and overcame many obstacles and by that time was a major force on the European
scene. It is only as the Reformation entered its second century that other continents began to feel the presence
of the Reformation movement. With the arrival of Puritans on the Eastern coast of what is now the United
States of America in the 1620s the history of Protestants on this continent began. In the same century, Dutch

merchants and explorers travelling to and in some cases settling in South Africa and places such as Ambon in
Indonesia took the Reformation movement to these parts of the world. These were the beginnings. The main
explosion of appearances of the Reformation movement in most parts of the world came with the development
of missionary movements in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Today, we can truly say the Reformation
movement has reached every continent, bringing transformation to every place it has touched. But it has also
raised questions. For example, in the years of the transatlantic slave trade, even the Reformation churches
could not criticize the gross injustice and cruelty meted out to human beings who were commoditized by the
trade. A visit to the Elmina castle on the coast of current day Ghana would reveal that just above the female
slave dungeon where unimaginable suffering was taking place, was the chapel in which supposed Reformed
Christians constantly worshiped. This was a Dutch post. There is also much evidence that in many places the
good work of missionaries was tainted by how some of them sought protection from the colonialists and there‐
fore often collaborated with the colonialists against the indigenous people.
The testimony to the Reformation’s worldwide reach is how two of the Christian World Communions that serve
Reformation movement churches will be marking 2017 as the 500th anniversary. The Lutheran World
Federation (LWF) will hold its Council meeting this year in Wittenberg and their 12th Assembly in Namibia in
May 2017, symbolically affirming the movement that began in Wittenberg is now a worldwide movement. In
June/July 2017, the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) will hold its 26th General Council in
Leipzig, Germany during which there will also be some significant events in Wittenberg. Then in October 2017,
all member churches are expected to commemorate this in the 108 countries in which WCRC member
churches live and witness.
The impact of the journey of these churches over the last 500 years will truly be felt if, in the process of cele‐
brating this renewal movement, the two world organizations (the WCRC and the LWF) could engage in assess‐
ments that lead to new commitments to unity and overcoming the challenges faced in the last centuries. They
can do so in partnership with the World Council of Churches (WCC) and all other church bodies who were
touched by the renewal movement. It is important that the Reformation’s impulses of renewal are felt again in
the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ, in all its expressions, so that it can truly be an agent of transformation.
The Reformation – A break in Christian Unity?
As already indicated, Martin Luther’s intention was not to break from the Roman Catholic Church, but to correct
to the excesses of the church and thereby bring about reform in a manner that would align the church to the will
of God. Yet, he was virtually pushed out by the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church. However, we need
to acknowledge that while the break may have been unintentional, the Reformation does mark a break in the
unity of the church. It was not the first break. And on this anyone who understands the passion with which our
Lord Jesus Christ prayed for the unity of his followers in John 17 cannot rejoice. We always need to remember
that while we celebrate the renewal movement in the church, we should confess the scandal of division.
The leaders of the Swiss Reformation may have been more radical than their German counterparts, yet even
they did not frivolously rejoice in the division. There were a number of attempts to bring together the different
actors of the Reformation. One such attempt led to a meeting between Martin Luther and Huldrych Zwingli that
failed because they disagreed on the essence of the elements of the Holy Communion. John Calvin’s stand on
Christian unity is so clear that I devote a good portion of this presentation to it.

Calvin tried to reach out to Reformation leaders known to him. While he never met with most of them face to
face, he had a vigorous correspondence with some. One of the letters that we have often quoted is the 1552
letter he wrote to Archbishop Thomas Cranmer of England in which Calvin indicated that he would cross ten
seas to promote Christian unity. In the preparatory resource material for WARC’s 24th General Council, we
quoted from this letter as a means of affirming WARC’s commitment to Christian unity. Calvin was responding
to a meeting of Reformation leaders to confess their common mind on central Christian doctrines proposed by
Thomas Cranmer, the first protestant Archbishop of Canterbury. To Calvin, the divisions in the church of his
day, destroying human fellowship and Christian relationship, were among the chief evils of that time. In the
Commentary on the Epistle to the Ephesians 4.5, Calvin writes:
Each time we read the word “one,” let us be reminded that it is used emphatically. Christ cannot be di‐
vided. Faith cannot be rent. There are not various baptisms but one, which is common to all. God cannot
be torn into different parts. It cannot but be our duty to cherish holy unity, which is bound by so many ties.
Faith and baptism, and God the Father and Christ, ought to unite us, so as almost to become one human
being. [1]
In the Commentary on John 17:21, Calvin goes even further:
“That all may be one.” He again lays down the end of our happiness as consisting in unity, and justly; for
the ruin of the human race is, that, having been alienated from God, it is also broken and scattered in itself.
The restoration of it, therefore on the contrary, consists in its being properly united in one body, as Paul de‐
clares the perfection of the Church to consist in believers being joined in one spirit, and says that apostles,
prophets, evangelists, and pastors, were given, that they might edify and restore the body of Christ, till it
came to the unity of faith; and therefore he exhorts believers to grow into Christ, who is the head, from
whom the whole body being joined together, and connected by every bond of supply, according to the op‐
eration in the measure of every part, makes increase of it to edification. Wherefore if Christ speaks about
unity, let us remember how basely and shockingly, when separated from Him, the world is scattered; and
next, let us learn that the commencement of a blessed life is, that we be governed, and that we all live, by
the Spirit of Christ alone. [2]
Today’s division in the church is a scandal. Viewed against the background of Calvin’s words and against the
actions of others in the Reformation movement, it is as if we think Christ is divided into tribes, classes, ideolo‐
gies, ignoring the vision of the perfection of the one Church. While we celebrate the growth of the Church in
Africa, we are also aware of the scandal of divisions as well as the tendency for new independent churches to
emerge, many of which come from already established churches. Another reality in Africa is that the nature of
missionary work is such that we have come to inherit tribal churches in many countries. Just by mentioning the
name of your denomination, people can tell the tribe to which you belong. In my tenure as General Secretary of
the WARC and the World Council of Reformed Churches, we did much work with our churches in South Africa
where there is still a struggle to move beyond the legacy of apartheid and divisions in the churches along racial
lines, and to commit to genuine Christian unity which values justice for all.
This phenomenon is not limited to Africa. Migratory patterns from Europe to the Americas in the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries have exported similar divisions. In the Reformed family alone, one can
spot the descendants of the Scottish, German, or Dutch by whether they belong to the Presbyterian churches,
Reformed churches, Lutheran churches, Methodist churches, or others. It was not too long ago that worship

was conducted in the languages from which the immigrants who brought these churches came. The issue is
compounded when one includes the entire Christian family in this analysis.
The emergence of United and Uniting Churches in the world today constitutes a refreshing attempt to reverse
this fragmentation. While in some cases these were occasioned by secular authority or royal decrees, this phe‐
nomenon is nevertheless an important development in Christian unity. We have to make every effort to over‐
come Christian disunity. The World Communion of Reformed Churches, which I served for more than fourteen
and a half years is committed to working for Christian unity. Its programs of bilateral theological dialogues with
other church families constitute one expression of such a commitment. The fact that in 2010 the then World
Alliance of Reformed Churches united with the Reformed Ecumenical Council to form the current World
Communion of Reformed Churches is another expression of this commitment to overcome division.
Commitment to Christian Unity is also seen in how in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries there have been
some openings of dialogue and work together between the Roman Catholic Church and a number of
Reformation movement churches. Every January for over a hundred years we have had a week of prayer for
Christian Unity. There is a Working Group between the WCC and the Vatican. There is also the 1999 signing
of the Joint Declaration on Justification by Faith between Roman Catholics and Lutherans. Later, the
Methodists signed this document as well.
It is worth noting a significant event that took place in the year 2001. More than 484 years after Martin Luther
called for a debate on indulgences, it finally happened in Rome in February 2001. It was my joy to be one of
the co-chairs, together with Dr. Ishmael Noko of the Lutheran World Federation and the then Bishop Walter
Kasper. Edward Cardinal Cassidy, who was then the president of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian
Unity, was also present throughout the meetings. Two Roman Catholic representatives presented papers on
Indulgences, and there were responses from two Reformed and two Lutheran scholars. Professor Ellen
Barbinsky of the United States and Professor George Sabra of Lebanon presented the two Reformed papers.
While we did not come to any agreements, the discussion itself was significant because it opened a dialogue
that furthers the course of Christian unity.
John Calvin believed one of the ways to foster unity in the church was through the frequent celebration of the
Eucharist. In fact, he wanted the Eucharist as the visible sign of Christ’s presence; it “could have been adminis‐
tered most becomingly if it were set before the church often, and at least once a week.”[3] In this particular de‐
sire, the authorities of Geneva who thought such frequent celebration would make the church feel too closely
linked with Roman Catholic practices, overruled him. In the book, Legacy of John Calvin, we raise the question,
“Can the frequency of celebrating the Holy Communion contribute to a stronger feeling of unity among
Reformed churches?”[4] Some of us are convinced it can. We are grateful that the Disciples of Christ family is
leading the way in this regard. In 2004, the World Alliance of Reformed Churches asserted that, “This is an as‐
pect of our worship that can most powerfully equip us to resist, celebrate and feel for others in the midst of ev‐
erything we face. How can we remember Jesus at the table, on that night, with those disciples and not be in‐
spired to seek fullness of life? Far from allowing communion to divide us, even within the Reformed tradition,
we see it calling us into a passionate, generous and joyful way of life together.”[5]
Christian Unity is not only expressed when Presbyterians, Disciples of Christ, Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists,
and others come together to form an Organic union. It is also expressed profoundly when the gifts of all God’s
people, women and men, young and old, regardless of race or any other form of human division are used and

appreciated fully in all aspects of church life. It is time for the Reformation movement to be even more inten‐
tional about ensuring that the church affirms the gifts of all God’s people, women and men in carrying out the
mission and ministry.
As a product of his time, Calvin and the other Reformation leaders would not have applied much of their vision
of Christian unity to a relationship with the Roman Catholic Church or have any thoughts that the papacy could
be part of that vision. However, today, on the verge of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, Christians in
the world can go far beyond what these early Reformers envisaged. This does not mean that we do not have
any differences. We do. But we need to be more intentional about dialogue. The task of Christian unity is an
urgent one even as in the twenty-first century we have new forms of division – liberal and conservative,
Christian right and Christian left, pulling the Church of Jesus Christ in all kinds of directions. This is a scandal
we must overcome.
When bodies such as the World Council of Reformed Churches, the Lutheran World Federation, the World
Council of Churches and others set out to heal divisions among Christian communities today, or seeks to foster
mission in unity or engage in dialogue with other Christian families, it does so in the full conviction that this is
the calling of God on the church. We do so, thankful that this understanding has been in the Reformation
movement for a long time and is articulated in the vision of John Calvin and others. Today, we as Reformed
Christians hold the view that “to be Reformed is to be ecumenical.”
As we commemorate this 500th anniversary, we need to make new commitments to overcoming divisions and
being faithful to the vision in our Lord’s prayer that His followers may be one. Since the beginning of the
Reformation, there has been a tension between radical obedience to the Word and the quest for Christian
unity. This tension was not easily resolved in the first centuries of the Protestant Reformation. It is not any eas‐
ier in our day with new theological and ethical questions leading to tension and division in our churches. The
question is, as we address these new questions, to what extent are we willing to give strong attention to the gift
of unity. Our callings as persons who appreciate the gifts of the Protestant Reformation over the last five hun‐
dred years beckons us not to be comfortable with demonizing the other and staying in that “we-they” syndrome,
or simply living with a kind of false peace because we have finally gotten to a stage where we think everyone in
the body agrees with our positions. The issues are very complex, and I do not intend to offer any lame easy an‐
swers. At the very least, we need to keep that healthy tension as part of our calling.
The Protestant Reformation and Justice
I have already noted ways in which some of the early Reformed leaders colluded with powerful political, eco‐
nomic and military leaders. But we also know that the understanding of the Gospel and access they gave peo‐
ple of all classes to have access to the Word of God also contributed to bettering the lives of the lower classes.
Here again, I will single out the work of John Calvin as an entry point into catching a glimpse of the Reformation
movement’s engagement with social justice.
The person who has written the most on John Calvin’s views on social justice is André Biéler. His volume, La
pensée économique et sociale de Calvin, was first published in 1961. In 2005, the then World Alliance of
Reformed Churches together with the World Council of Churches published the English translation of this text.
André Biéler offered many examples of how Calvin’s vision for social transformation is relevant for our times to‐
day. Biéler demonstrated how Calvin expresses opposition to all forms of social oppression resulting from

money. He quotes a lengthy section of Calvin’s New Testament commentaries and from the Institutes to prove
his point.
Quoting from Calvin’s Institutes, Biéler makes an even stronger point about the rich oppressing the poor:
“All those arts whereby we acquire the possessions and money at the expense of our neighbors are to be
considered as thefts. Although those who behave in this way often win their case before the judge, yet
God upholds them to be none other than thieves. For he sees the intricate deceptions with which crafty
people set out to snare those of simpler mind; he sees the rigor of the exactions which the rich impose on
the poor to crush them.” These words of Calvin written more than four centuries ago resonate with life in
the 21st century. In the consultations, biblical and theological reflections, as well as economic analyses
carried out by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, the conclusion began emerging after the Seoul
General Council in 1989 that it is not only in relationships of individuals to how money is related to, that
has become a source of oppression. Today, it is the global economic systems and practices that have
more sophisticated forms of effects as Calvin saw them. [6]
André Biéler attributed Calvin’s establishment of the fourth order of church government, deacons, to his disgust
in the disparity between the rich and the poor. Calvin saw in this disparity a scandal, which is “unworthy of a
church reformed by the Word of God.”[7] Calvin advocated for just wages for all. This was also part of his com‐
mitment to justice. Several times he called for increased wages, especially for teachers. In Biéler’s analysis,
John Calvin’s advocacy for more just wages went far deeper than that of most theologians and other leaders of
his day. This was not just a means of getting wages to match the high cost of living; it had to do with a spiritual
commitment. Biéler helps us understand that while in debates relating to just prices and wages most theolo‐
gians seek to fix a standard based on hypothetical natural law, Calvin located the problem precisely in its spiri‐
tual perspective by showing that wages can only be understood on the basis of God’s free gift of remuneration,
providing forgiveness and life to everyone.” He writes:
While God owes nothing to man (sic), that does not mean that he fails to give abundantly what is needed.
It does not prevent His giving a wage for human labor. But what God gives, He grants freely and gener‐
ously, as a product of sheer goodness, for Jesus Christ has gained favor and grace from His father for
those for whom He gave His life. [8]
It is a shame that almost 500 years later the church has still not fully integrated this message in its challenge of
unjust structures.
Much that concerns justice in the economy relates to banking and finance. Here, John Calvin’s actions are
sometimes confusing. On the one hand he was the first church leader to give his blessing to the practice of
lending with interest. While lending with interest was practiced widely, Christian bankers often did so with a
guilt-ridden spirit. Calvin’s stand made it possible for lenders to do so without guilt. Many people may find this
puzzling. However, one may also see Calvin’s actions as seeking justice for all. In addition to guaranteeing
fairness to banking and lending systems, it enabled Calvin to establish a system that ensured interest rates
were reasonable. There were limits to how much interest one could charge. He advocated strict regulation of
how banks could operate – especially how much interest they put on a loan. In that sense, he was still operat‐
ing within the bounds of seeking justice for all.

Calvin was also interested in the issues of environmental protection. On 20 December 1555, John Calvin
preached a sermon on Deuteronomy 20:16-20. He focused on verse 19, which reads “If you besiege a town for
a long time, making war against it in order to take it, you must not destroy its trees by wielding an axe against
them. Although you may take food from them, you must not cut them down. Are trees in the field human beings
that they should come under siege from you?”[9] A few sentences from this sixteenth century sermon illustrate
how concern for ecology was in John Calvin’s understanding of living faithful Christian lives. Calvin proclaimed,
“When we find ourselves driven by wickedness or some evil thoughts to the point of destroying trees, houses
and other such things, we have to control ourselves and reflect: Who are we waging war against? Not against
creatures, but against the one whose goodness is mirrored here. Not against one man only, but against each
and everyone, we included.”[10] John Calvin continued elsewhere in the same sermon. Speaking of cutting
down trees he asserted, “Today, such cruelty is even greater among those who call themselves Christians …
For today they go about scorching and burning the land which is worse than cutting throats … Human beings
have distanced them from God and become brutish as a result.”[11] This is John Calvin, 460 years ago – not a
twenty-first century ecological activist. In his conclusion, Calvin notes, “Let us therefore take care not to uproot
any fruit trees, but since the Word of God is the seed of life, let us endeavor to scatter it widely, so that it can put
down strong roots and produce a tree that is not unfruitful, but one that produces much fruit. God has chosen
us for His people and here God shows us a justice that must permeate our whole lives.”[12]
Calvin’s sermons were filled with references to societal transformation. His attention to refugees in Geneva was
remarkable. His views went beyond simply having pity on those who were poor and displaced to a real commit‐
ment to ordering society in order to diminish marginalization. His reading and proclamation of Scripture had a
definite slant towards transforming the society in which he lived. While how Calvin did it, and how both his
struggles as well as his achievements with the authorities of Geneva may be different from approaches in the
twenty-first century, much of what he did inspires our actions today.
A former president of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, Professor Jane Dempsey Douglass, has
helped us to recapture Calvin’s vision regarding the gifts of women. Jane Dempsey Douglass states that Calvin
emphasized that every human being is made in God’s image. It is out of the conviction that all humankind is
made in God’s image, that he interprets 1 Corinthians 11:7. In this interpretation, Calvin states that women’s
subordinate role is not acceptable in the areas of human order, in the political order, or in marriage. To Calvin,
women, like men, are fully made in God’s image and regenerated in the Holy Spirit. At the end of time in the
Kingdom of God, there will be neither feminine nor masculine, nor class distinctions between the rich and the
poor.[13] Let me point out that Calvin here missed the opportunity to include church leadership in this list. And
this is very disappointing. This omission makes his commentary on 1 Timothy 3 define how we see his attitude
to women. Here his exposition was along the traditional lines of negativity towards the ordination of women.
Even in the sixteenth century, there were visionary Reformation leaders who made sure the church knew that
God’s gifts of leadership were not limited to men. These visionary women include Marie Dentiére, Katharina
von Bora, and Olivia Fulvia Morata of Italy and Heidelberg. Marie Dentiére was herself a preacher who was an
advocate for women preachers.
The commitment of the World Communion of Reformed Churches to gender justice is therefore consistent with
the vision of some of the early reformers. While they may not have applied it with vigor to women’s ordination,
today we stand on this legacy, among others, in challenging all churches to recognize the gifts of God given to
all, and affirm the calls of all, women and men, to the ordained ministry and church leadership at all levels. The
World Communion of Reformed Churches, as the body that unites in common witness churches that trace their

historical and theological heritage to Calvin, Zwingli, Bullinger and others could not simply limit itself to a shal‐
low reading of the Scriptures which stop at positioning the church as a channel of charity while knowingly or un‐
knowingly supporting the oppressive systems that provide the atmosphere for the poor to increase. Thus, when
bodies like the World Communion of Reformed Churches, the Lutheran World Federation, the World Council of
Churches and the Council for World Mission engage in the serious theological analysis that has led to
covenanting for economic and ecological justice, it does so because it is remaining faithful to the legacy of the
Reformation movement.
Conclusion
Today, almost 500 years after the Reformation initiated by Martin Luther and followed by Zwingli, Bullinger,
Calvin, Dentiere, Knox, and others, we can be grateful to God that we have inherited a renewal and transform‐
ing movement in the church. Today’s challenges may be new, but they are also similar to those that confronted
the sixteenth century Reformation movement. Because of this, the church today can just as easily lose credibil‐
ity and effectiveness unless we open ourselves to renewal. We face new challenges that often threaten to di‐
vide us. There are no easy ways to resolve some of the ethical questions of the twentieth and twenty-first cen‐
turies. However, we can learn from the focus of the renewal movement at the heart of the Reformation. Rather
than seek victory on whose point of view or tradition should carry the day, the renewal movement of the
Reformation can give us counsel for the way forward. The five solae can be helpful. The commitment to
Christian unity that the Reformers wished for can be a guide. Yes, even where they did not go far enough, our
commitment to the Lord Jesus Christ could lead us to go further in our time. Sola Scriptura should lead us to
reading and rereading Scripture in a manner that inspires us to be God’s instruments of transformation in soci‐
ety. The stances that many churches of the Reformation, especially through the ecumenical organs, have taken
for justice have come from an inspiration to be faithful to God. The work of covenanting for justice in the econ‐
omy and the earth, gender justice, racial justice, and others are expressions of this commitment.
The economic meltdown that took place a few years ago has exposed, among other things, the consequences
of human greed left unchecked. This led to systems where without proper regulations the global economic sys‐
tem was allowed to enrich a few and impoverish millions. It was a system that did not pay enough attention to
the safety nets that would ensure that the gifts of God benefit all people. One simply has to look at the bonuses
the chief executive officers of large multinational companies and financial institutions gave themselves, while
many lay starving in their own backyards. Reformers who took on similar issues, like John Calvin, have left us
a good example to follow. It is against this background that the then World Alliance of Reformed Churches de‐
veloped the Accra Confession in 2004. Its message is as difficult to hear in some contexts as was Calvin’s
message in the 1540s on financial systems in Geneva. We can use these and other resources to maintain the
spirit of renewal that characterized the Reformation. This renewal can make a difference in our broken world.
The Protestant Reformation is in essence a transformation and renewal movement aimed at getting the people
of God to be more obedient to the Word of God. To say “Only Jesus is Lord” is to say nothing else could oc‐
cupy the position of Lordship; not tradition, not political power, not military might, not the empire in any shape or
form. The Reformers in the sixteenth century were not always able to avoid the temptation to join the powerful
players in the empire of their days. Today we are better placed to deal with the empires of our world in which
the church still faces the temptation to join in collusion with political, economic, and militarily powerful forces
against ordinary people, many of whom are in our own churches. We dare not say, “Here I stand!” in the face of
these powerful forces.

As we commemorate the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, the time has come to take a stand and see that
our calling to be faithful to God includes faithfully proclaiming the Gospel, evangelism, and being God’s agents
of transformation. This includes being prophetic in our different contexts. In addition to the Accra Confession,
instruments such as the Belhar confession developed in South Africa can help us be more faithful to God in our
local circumstances.
In the sixteenth century, this was a European movement. Today, this is a worldwide movement that covers all
continents. In fact, statistics show the continent on which Christianity is growing most rapidly is Africa. So the
twenty-first century has witnessed a change in the landscape of Christianity. We all need to join hands and
value the contributions that come from each of the locations in which the Reformation movement finds expres‐
sion.
The calls to overcome division and to be agents of transformation are important legacies of the Reformation
movement. To commemorate the Reformation properly, we have to find ways in which the church of our Lord
Jesus Christ can effectively engage in both of these legacies. Anything less would simply be participating in a
birthday bash, with no intention to honor why we are marking this birthday. It is because of the need to over‐
come divisions that many in the ecumenical movement have chosen to use the word “commemorate” rather
than celebrate. Because celebration will mean we are blind to the fact that we have to do everything possible to
overcome the division that came in the sixteenth century. It is my hope and prayer that all churches in the
Reformation movement, as well as the Roman Catholic and newer expressions of the church, will join hands in
allowing ourselves to be renewed by God in these two years, so that we can be more faithful agents of God in
God’s work of transformation.
I finish on a note for theological institutions such as my own alma mater. Here my task is made easier because
I can draw from the past president of Princeton Theological Seminary who contributed the most to the ecumeni‐
cal vision, John Mackay. In the 1956 Executive Committee of the Alliance, John Mackay stated, the Alliance “is
loyally committed to the Church Universal of Jesus Christ whose interest it exists to promote. It does not regard
itself as existing to promote World Presbyterianism but rather to strengthen the Holy Catholic Church through‐
out the Presbyterian witness.”[14] This statement from 1956, about sixty years ago, is relevant for our time as
we commemorate the Reformation’s 500th anniversary. If all of us could see the reason why we exist as a
church and from whatever our worship community location is, see ourselves as belonging together and called to
fulfill the interests of the Lord of the church, then we would be effective as witnesses operating from our particu‐
lar family bases but all being God’s agents of transformation. With a vision of this kind we can build on the
Reformation movement’s legacy in making a difference in our world.
Soli Deo Gloria.
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hinua Achebe’s symbolism of a masquerade becomes a useful starting point for mapping
African Christianities. He suggests that in order to describe a dancing masquerade you have to
move with it. According to Achebe:

I believe in the complexity of the human story and that there’s no way you can tell that story in one way
and say, this is it. Always there will be someone who can tell it differently depending on where they are
standing; the same person telling the story will tell it differently. I think of that masquerade in Igbo festivals
that dance in the public arena. The Igbo people say: If you want to see it well, you must not stand in one
place. The masquerade is moving through this big arena. Dancing. If you’re rooted to a spot, you miss a
lot of the grace. So you keep moving, and this is the way I think the world’s stories, and the story of
Christianity should be told—from many different perspectives. [1]
The late poet and novelist Chinua Achebe’s premier novel, Things Fall Apart [2] has drawn local-global attention
and received worldwide acclaim and recognition, having been translated into at least 50 languages. It has also
sold more than eight million copies. This perhaps makes Achebe the most translated African writer of all time
and Things Fall Apart considered to be the book that launched the modern canon of African literature. [3] As
Donna Urschel puts it, “the author gave Africa its first authentic voice.” [4] While Things Fall Apart undoubtedly
represent the book that parachuted Achebe to a global literary icon, he nevertheless wrote No Longer at Ease;
A Man of the People; Chike and the River; Arrow of God; and Anthills of the Savannah [5] as well as short sto‐

ries, poetry, essays, criticism and political commentary, and children’s books.
In Things Fall Apart, Achebe best describes the robust culture and complexities of Igbo society in Nigeria, artic‐
ulating an insider’s sense of the African experience, and the book is the greatest work of literature to come out
of Africa. [6] The author’s original intention was to counter the depiction of black Africa in Joyce Cary’s Mister
Johnson [7] and other related biased European colonial and Eurocentric discourses on and about Africa. One
also calls to mind Achebe’s infamous critique, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”, [8]
that accused the novel of stinking xenophobia. [9] In July 1989, Chinua Achebe visited Iwalewa Haus and the
University of Bayreuth as a guest lecturer of the “Sonderforschungsbereich.” The text of the conversation which
took place between Chinua Achebe and Ulli Beier, was entitled “The world is a dancing masquerade: A conver‐
sation between Chinua Achebe and Ulli Beier.” [10] This description of the world in terms of a dancing mas‐
querade is very illuminating.
Almost six decades after Things Fall Apart was published, it continues to elicit literary, cultural, religious, histori‐
cal, anthropological, economic, political imports and reverberations locally, but also globally. Achebe’s unique
appropriation of the English language is evidenced in its vernacularization, invoking Igbo language, imagery,
and cultural idioms; as well as Nigerian proverbs, metaphors, and rhythmic speech. [11] It is against this back‐
drop that I picked a concept from this religio-cultural reservoir to draw a road map for my lecture. While mas‐
querade as a typical phenomenon is used in representing and invoking African cultural and indigenous values,
metaphorically I find it useful beyond its aesthetic, artistic significance to represent the dynamism and fluidity of
African Christianities as a “faith on the move.”
Interrogating the Complexity of African Christianity
The story of African Christianity is one of a faith in motion. This mobility depicts dynamism and innovation; it
portrays creativity and relevance. The texture and stature of the faith can be described as a buffet of
Christianity in Africa and African Christianity. One cannot fully understand Africa without its diaspora, neither
can we understand the African diaspora in isolation. This is more so as the African Union (AU) now character‐
ize the Africa diaspora as the sixth region of Africa. [12] This nexus has religious, cultural, political, economic,
social, and strategic import that cannot be undermined. Thus, a pictorial image of a masquerade with multiple
colors depicts the different shades of Christianity in Africa and African Christianity in the diaspora. This is why I
talk about African Christianities, in a sociological rather than a theological sense, to capture the unity in diver‐
sity, the different colors of Christianity in Africa and its diaspora.
Christians in America and Europe are often surprised to learn that the largest Christian continent is Africa: there
are more Christians in Africa (some 520 million) than in the United States, Canada, and Mexico combined (380
million). Estimates are that in 1900 Africa had around 10 million Christians, but by 1945 there were about 30
million Christians in Africa. In 2008, Africa had around 500 million Christians, which was around 47% of the
continent’s population.[13] Put another way, in 1900, only 2% of the world’s Christians lived in Africa.[14] In
2005, nearly 20% of the world’s Christians lived there. What triggered this rapid demographic shift? It does not
seem to be driven by missionary or colonial impulses,[15] but by local African agency. Indeed, once the
European colonial and missionary entrepreneurs left Africa, Christianity grew fantastically: “Africa’s most dra‐
matic Christian growth … occurred after decolonization.”[16] This is especially the case with
Protestant/Independent churches, where growth rates are staggering. In the 1960s, there were already over
6000 independent Christian denominations, all born in the twentieth century.”[17] It is perhaps counterintuitive

that once Western colonial and ecclesial powers receded from the African continent, Christianity received a new
lease on life. However, the evidence seems to illustrate that Christianity’s greatest gains in sub-Saharan Africa
occurred during and after the independence era— the 1950s and 1960s onwards.[18]
Christians in America and Europe are even more surprised to learn that Africans are no longer merely on the re‐
ceiving end of missionary work and church planting from the countries of the Global North, but are also sending
clergy and missionaries to Europe and North America. These clergy and missionaries are not limited to the
Christian traditions (Roman Catholicism, Anglicanism, Methodism, Presbyterianism, etc.) that performed the
missionary work in Africa originally. There are a significant number of Christian traditions and denominations
that have arisen in Africa – traditions independently started by Africans for Africans – that have sent missionar‐
ies and church planters of their own to Europe, the United States, and other countries of the Global North. I
shall return to this phenomenon. How can we possibly capture this vast richness and perhaps also contradic‐
tions in African Christianity in light of globalization? Is it at all possible for an individual scholar to comprehend
this religious fervour? How do we conjecture the religious phenomenon by laying any claims to inter-subjectivity
and or objectivity?
Africa is one continent with several worlds, covering an area of around 30 million square kilometers, one-fifth of
the earth’s land mass, and has more than 50 countries. Africa is vast in both geography and people. There are
approximately one billion people in Africa today speaking around 2,000 languages.[19] The over-900 million
people of Africa have evolved as a cultural milieu, which is a study in contrast and has several dimensions.
Africa is a vast continent characterized by complex cultural, religious, and linguistic varieties, as well as diverse
historical experiences.[20] It is home to innumerable ethnic and social groupings, some representing very large
populations consisting of millions of people, while others are smaller groups of a few thousand. All of these eth‐
nic groups have cultures which are different, but represent the mosaic of cultural diversity of Africa. SubSaharan Africa, also labeled as Africa south of the Sahara or tropical Africa, represent countries of predomi‐
nantly black indigenous population that are not often considered within the geographical ambit of North Africa.
There is, perhaps no clear-cut, defined geographical boundaries between North and sub-Saharan Africa re‐
gions owing to discontinuous and blurred breaking points between national boundaries, ecologies and ethnici‐
ties. Nevertheless, the sub-Saharan Africa context seems to have produced the most profound religious vitality,
with interaction of the various indigenous religions with Christianity, Islam, and other eastern and Westernrelated religious movements producing new religious constellations that have attracted more scholarly attention
than anywhere else on the continent. North Africa has witnessed a longer, more ingrained history and imprint of
Islam in a way that renders its interlocking with the indigenous religion less visible. The Islamic onslaught on
the former Christian strongholds in North Africa has largely stripped it of much contemporary significance as a
context for Christianity.
I find statistics sometimes useful, although I am not a stout believer and would not totally rely on global statistics
on religions, statistics of Christianity in Africa, nor of the other religions such as Islam and the indigenous reli‐
gions. The politicization of census on religious and ethnic grounds has resulted in unreliable religio-ethnic de‐
mographic data in several African countries.[21] The official population statistics are often manipulated for polit‐
ical, economic, and religious ends. This partly explains why the religion indices are completely excluded from
some recent national census. In many parts of Africa, there are no credible censuses or in some cases the ac‐
tual counting of members does not exist. Second, some churches actually do not take attendance nor have an
adequate record of membership. This is also because membership is in many cases fluid and hardly stagnant.
People are engaged constantly in shopping the spiritual marketplace. Third, many people maintain multiple reli‐

gious affiliations or memberships in combining multiple intra-faith traditions or even inter-faith allegiance, i.e.,
Christianity and Indigenous religions, consciously and unconsciously.
All of these features further complicate how aspects of the congregationalism discourse makes sense within
African religious sensibilities. The example of the taxi driver who had stickers and concrete object indicators of
Christianity, Islam, and the indigenous religions will suffice here. During a research trip to Lagos, Nigeria in the
summer of 1995, I boarded a taxi and was soon attracted to the windshield and bumper stickers and inscrip‐
tions such as “Jesus is the Way, the truth and the life”, “Jesus is Lord,” “Allah is the Greatest,” “Smile Allah loves
you,” “Nigerian by birth, Saved by the Grace of God,” etc. My curiosity led to further revelations as I found a
charm and amulet tied beneath the car’s steering wheel. This eclectic religious aesthetics led me to pose a
question whether he was a Christian, Muslim, or adherent of the indigenous religion. His rhetorical response
“Why did you ask?,” led to my further probing. When I pointed out the religious insignias to him, he immediately
responded: “Aaahh my brother, it is better to hold on to the three faiths just in case one fails, then the other will
work.” Such reasoning, controversial as it may be, can be better understood against the backdrop of local reli‐
gious sensibilities and appropriations that are contextual in nature.
Another problem of reliable statistics is in locating African Christianity within global statistics of Christianity. The
meaning, texture and scope of church membership have changed considerably. Church membership in many
parts of Africa would require regular attendance at church services and programs, paying church dues, offering,
tithes, while also carrying out such rites of passage as water baptism, confirmation, and baptism of the Spirit. In
other contexts such as in Europe and the United States, the prerequisite for membership can be a bit more
complex. For instance, Grace Davie best illuminates the phenomenon in the United Kingdom in what she refers
to as “precarious religion” in “believing without belonging” and “belonging without believing.”[22] How these di‐
chotomies are factored into global statistics of Christianity is an indication of the power dynamics inherent in
global Christianity and the politicization of religious statistics. Who gets to decide on numbers? Who decides
who is Christian or not; or who is Christian enough or less? What is authentic or genuine Christianity and what
is its counterfeit or fake semblance? Which Christianity is syncretistic and which is not?
With the politicization of statistics of Christians in Europe and North America, one cannot but wonder where the
Christians are (as contrasted with huge statistics of Christian population) against the backdrop of dwindling
church membership, empty pews, the closing of churches, the drop in clergy/priesthood numbers, the museu‐
mization of church buildings and in circumstances in which church buildings are desacralized, sold and con‐
verted to bookshops, brothels, restaurants, pubs, bed and breakfast, or even converted into yoga centers or
mosques. Or could one suggest that in spite of the new phenomenon of ‘precarious Christianity’; perhaps an‐
cestors and saints have continued to be counted among the living?
Such hegemonic discourses obscure the rich flavour and flowerings of Christianity just as it reifies its homo‐
geneity as opposed to its heterogeneity. Such power dynamics seem to caricature the dynamic nature of
Christianity as a faith that transcends geographical, racial, social, ethnic, cultural, class dichotomies; a faith that
can germinate and survive in both conducive and unfavorable conditions; one that responds to both local and
global stimuli; one that has the potential to speak all languages either mundane or esoteric. It is also a faith that
can survive in oral and written cultures; one that is resilient but transforms and changes in historical perspec‐
tives. It is against this backdrop that the interdisciplinary field of World Christianity now attempts to interrogate
these complex questions such as “Whose Religion is Christianity?”[23]; or “How is the Christian faith recognised
in all cultural contexts and milieus?”; or what is the public role or social relevance of the church in a constantly

changing global society marked by secularizing and globalizing trends?
This enigma of statistics raises another critique regarding how church growth is measured. Could it be that we
should transcend statistics (numbers) and also look at the public role and social location of Christianity? How is
Africa Christianity interrogating politics, economy, social, cultural and strategic issues of the day? How are
churches and Christians responding to HIV and AIDS pandemics, the Ebola crisis, gay priesthood and samesex marriage, poverty, religious conflicts/violence, global terrorism such as Boko Haram, Al-Shaabab, new
forms of economic apartheid in South Africa, Afrophobia (racism of Africans against Africans), unsustainable
economies, rigged democratic structures, unwarranted migrations and refugees to Europe and loss of young
bodies, child and sexual trafficking, child abductions like the Chibok girls in Northern Nigeria, new slavery or
slave trade, social abuses within and outside the church, i.e., child abuse by priests, defrauding of members
through false hopes of prosperity, brainwashing, church leader’s corruption and abuse of office, endorsement of
despotic and autocratic political leadership, the marginalization of women. In what ways can we unpack church
institutions as employers; to what extent does the church continue to serve as the moral conscience of society;
how does the church community engage in building social, cultural and spiritual capital; supporting sustainable
development and democratic governance?
Conceptualizing African Religions and Globalization
The perception of religion as a phenomenon completely separate from culture is not a suitable reflection of the
embedded nature of “religion” in African cultures.[24] Religion is variously conceptualized as a spiritual, episte‐
mological, and philosophical phenomenon. Beyond the typical focus on religion as a coterie of belief and ritual
patterns, the treatment of religion as an epistemological phenomenon further helps to shed new light on studies
of African cultures and societies. Religion viewed in this way allows for a deeper understanding of the complex
interaction between Africans and non-Africans, an encounter sometimes based on incompatible worldviews. As
a category of analysis to the study of culture and society, religion is therefore quintessential to our understand‐
ing of African cultures in a global context. A proper grasp of the texture, shape, and complexity of the different
religious traditions improves our understanding of Africa and its religious culture in conditions of globality. This
points to the significance of religion in contextualizing Africa in ongoing globalization processes.
The purview of African religions transcends the continent and goes into the African diaspora.[25] Contemporary
“African religion” is itself a product of globalization, for it is less a single tradition than a sociological context in
which the elements of a variety of indigenous religious experiences are combined with Islam and Christianity.
All three of these dimensions – indigenous religion, Africanized Islam, and Africanized Christianity – are part of
the interactive, globalized African religious experience.[26] The interface of religious cultures of sub-Saharan
Africa with globalization needs to be set against the backdrop of the interlocking relationship and mutual en‐
hancement of the triple religious heritage rather than any unilateral perspective. In other words, we will under‐
stand the growth and transformation of indigenous religion, Islam, or Christianity better when we consider them
within the locus of mutual religious interaction, competition, and influence.[27] These constellations have also
produced new religious movements that are far from being identical with the triple religious heritage. Such new
movements have appropriated symbols and employed religious imagery from one or the other religious tradi‐
tions, giving it a novel interpretation and producing a new kind of religious creativity.[28] The institutional
stature, demographic mobility, and public visibility of these religious traditions in Africa and the African diaspora
have shot them into global religious maps of the universe.

The spread of Christianity and Islam saw the introduction of new religious ideas and practices into indigenous
religions. The encounter transformed indigenous religious thought and practice but did not supplant it; indige‐
nous religions preserved some of their beliefs and ritual practices but also adjusted to the new socio-cultural mi‐
lieu. As a result of social and cultural change, some indigenous beliefs and rituals were either dropped or modi‐
fied due to the impingement of European and Arab cultures, Christianity and Islam. The change also led to the
revivification and revitalization of other aspects of the indigenous religion and culture. In many cases,
Christianity and Islam became domesticated on the African soil. The contact produced new religious move‐
ments, with some appropriating indigenous symbols and giving them a new twist. African religion is itself a
product of globalization as, in its widest sense it now refers also to creativities within this triple religious her‐
itage. These initiatives attest to the continuity of African worldviews and ritual cosmos in the midst of worldwide
socio-cultural change.
Sub-Saharan Africa has served as a significant theatre for the dramatization of Christianity and Islam, especially
in the twentieth century. The impingement of Christianity and Islam led on the one hand to the denigration of in‐
digenous religions, culminating in their rejection and abandonment by some indigenous peoples. On the other
hand, the encounter served as a catalyst for innovation and creativity, thus portraying them as versions of
African modernity. The Christianization and Islaminization processes in the African context can be clearly un‐
derstood in its different phases of growth and development. A brief historical trajectory of Christianity in Africa
will suffice here.
Periodization in Mapping Christianity in Africa and African Christianities
To effectively map the broad history of Christianity in Africa and African Christianity, periodization is essential.
The history of Christianity in Africa and African Christianity must be conspicuously located within the longue
durée of Christian history rather than perceived as a historical “volcano.” Before I highlight the different phases
of history, it is important to remark that the historiography of African religions and spiritualities provide a signifi‐
cant template for understanding and deconstructing Christianity in Africa and African Christianity within global
academic studies.[29] The historical trajectory of the study of religions (Christianity) in Africa has evolved
through several phases, each involving different purposes and points of view. Jan Platvoet categorizes these
overlapping epochs paradigmatically, as “Africa as object,” when its religions were studied virtually exclusively
by scholars and other observers from outside Africa; and as “Africa as subject,” when the religions of Africa had
begun to be studied also, and increasingly mainly, by African scholars.[30] Travelogues, the missionary and the
colonial historiography, of the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, pioneered the study of and writ‐
ing about the religions of Africa. The earliest phase was supplanted by armchair ethnographers and evolution‐
ary anthropologists who propounded theories on the origin and evolution of human culture following evolution‐
ary paradigms. With the decline of evolutionary theory and the advent of social anthropology, systematic field‐
work studies of African societies took root in the late nineteenth century. The 1950s and 1960s marked the era
of integrated and consolidated research on the religions of Africa, the transition from “Africa as object” to “Africa
as subject.” The African story (agency) about and on Christianity only started to be told from this last phase of
its history (the 1950s/60s), in a way that challenges but also further enriches the stories told for and about them
and their religions, cultures, ways of thinking and doing things.
The growth and development of old and new forms of Christianity in Africa, and the academic, public, insid‐
ers’/outsiders’ discourses they engender are laced with interpretational powers that are often conflicting in na‐
ture. Thus, this historiography is burdened, on one level, by competing claims for the power of interpretation

between African and non-African scholars, the different academic/scholarly approaches and historical phases
aimed at defining, explaining, interpreting, and (de-)legitimizing African religious beliefs and ritual systems. In
the intellectual enterprise highlighted above, it is important to mention that European (Western) scholars domi‐
nated and continue to dominate this endeavour, namely the academic study of Christianity in Africa and African
Christianity. In the process these scholars imported their methodologies and brought their worldviews and epis‐
temologies to bear on the African context. In fact, the academic study of religion in Africa has its roots outside
the continent, just as the very category of religion itself has a European history. Make no mistake, Western and
non-African scholars have contributed significantly to our understanding of African religions generally, and
African Christianities in particular. But they have also, at times, paved the way into its obscurity and public mis‐
understanding. Having provided some hint of the historical trajectory of the study of Christianity in Africa and
African Christianity as evolving through several phases, I shall now turn to viewing Christianity in Africa and
African Christianity like a dancing masquerade.
I do not pretend I am able to tell the story of the development of Christianity in over 2000 years and Africa’s role
and impact within the limited space I have for this lecture. Such an attempt woul be overambitious and difficult
to imagine, let alone achieve. Therefore I shall paint with large strokes and will therefore isolate five broad, but
hardly mutually exclusive, phases that will help us navigate this robust history. Most importantly, I will demon‐
strate, through my work, how and to what extent the demographic stature and texture of African Christianities
could have broad implications for international politics, intercultural relations, and world religions. Also, I ex‐
plore how Christianity, the world’s largest religion, is becoming more associated with Africa than with the West,
and how this development is gradually shaping our understanding of world Christianity.[31]
Phase 1
Contrary to popular imagination, Africa did not know Christianity through European missionaries. In other
words, Africa and Africans have been integral to the emergence and development of Christianity long before the
introduction of European Christianity that accompanied the early Portuguese explorations, and later, the impe‐
rial and colonial experiments. Thus, Africa is the heartland of early as well as contemporary Christianity. Indeed
Africa contains some of the oldest forms of Christianity on earth.[32] The earliest known presence of
Christianity in Africa is located in late antiquity, the period from the first century onwards when North Africa was
visibly vocal in the development of the Christian tradition. [33]
Early African Christianity has deep roots in Ethiopian Judaism. As Daughrity demonstrated:
There was significant Ethiopian-Jewish contact many centuries before Jesus, documented in the King
Solomon-Queen of Sheba relationship from 1 Kings 10. Presumably, the Ethiopian-Jewish relationship
continued and expanded since Africa played a key role in several New Testament passages. For example,
Jesus spent time living as a refugee in Egypt according to Matthew 2:13-14. Simon of Cyrene—modernday Libya—was forced by the Romans to carry Jesus’ cross for him when he became too weak to do it
himself (Matt. 27:32). Thus, it was an African who first took up a cross and followed Jesus, up the hill to
Golgotha. In Acts 2, on Pentecost Sunday, we read of Libyans and Egyptians at the birth of Christianity.”
In Acts 8, an Ethiopian eunuch, “… an important official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of
the Ethiopians” had gone to Jerusalem to worship. Africans were among the first to preach the gospel to
non-Jews. For example, Acts 11:19 discusses evangelists from Cyrene preaching to Greeks in Antioch.
The apostle Paul was probably ordained for ministry by a group that included Africans (Acts 13:1–4). One

of the great evangelists of the New Testament was Apollos, a native of Alexandria (Acts 18:24). Church
tradition states that Mark evangelized Egypt in the 40s and became the first Pope of the Coptic Orthodox
Church… One of the earliest Christian states on earth was Axum, in Ethiopia. Still today Ethiopia is a
proudly Christian country that remained isolated from Christendom for centuries. [34]
From Athanasius and Anthony to Augustine, Africa helped to spawn the largest religion in human history. Thus,
African Christianity has come full circle. For the first several centuries of Christian faith, Africa was the hub.
Africa’s extra-canonical pedigree is impressive.[35] Saint Anthony the Great, the father of monasticism, was
Egyptian. Several African church fathers defined the Christian faith as we understand it today: Athanasius,
Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Cyprian, and Tertullian. Athanasius was probably the leading theologian in the
Trinitarian controversies as well as in the determination of the biblical canon. Athanasius’s home city,
Alexandria, was well known as “the leading academic center of the ancient world.”[36] Indeed, Alexandria and
Carthage (Tunisia) were pivotal in shaping the earliest medieval Western universities. And perhaps the most
important theologian in Christian history, Augustine (354–430 CE), was an African Berber from Algeria. It is in‐
deed an irony of history that contexts (such as Egypt, Libya, Tunisia) that marked the birthing and hotbeds of
early Christianity have now turned to be the heartlands of Islam.
Christianity had been firmly rooted in North Africa by the wake of the fourth century.[37] One inherent weakness
of the Church however was its superficiality, a Latinized brand of Christianity that was devoid of features of an
African Church.[38] It failed to be a missionary church and to penetrate the life of the indigenous peoples, with
the exception of Coptic Christianity. The Church later traversed hard times in their encounter with an Islamic
onslaught. In the seventh and eighth centuries, Islam grew quickly and African Christians became a minority
voice. The impact of this was the inability of Christianity to gain inroads into the Muslim population. Though the
Church left behind some footprints in places such as Egypt and Nubia (Ethiopia), yet the resilience of the
Church in North Africa was to a large extent insignificant. A myriad of factors contributed to its deterioration and
subsequent demise during the eighth century. The situation has changed again in latter centuries, it is pro‐
jected that by the year 2030 Africa will surpass Latin America as having more Christians than any other conti‐
nental block. With Africa’s fertility rate—the highest in the world—African Christianity is on pace to continue its
impressive growth trajectory.[39]
Phase 2
Following this debut of Christianity in Africa was the second Christianization phase, which occurred several cen‐
turies later in sub-Saharan Africa.[40] The late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries witnessed the activities of
Portuguese Catholics in some African societies as the Congo Kingdom and Zambezi valley in Central Africa;
Warri and Benin Kingdoms (Niger Delta area) of the West African Coast; and the hitherto unpopulated islands of
Cape Verde and Sao Tome. As missionary enterprises to Africa appeared unattractive to the Reformation
Churches prior to the Evangelical revival, the Catholic missionaries from Portugal were alone in the task of in‐
troducing a few African societies and converting the “natives” to Christianity. Even then, they constructed their
incursion on the narrative of looking for Prester John, the Christian King of Ethiopia. Aside from this religious
activity, the Portuguese were not unmindful of the economic (i.e. trade in slaves) and political gains inherent in
this venture. Church and State worked hand in hand to realize these possibilities. Wherever the Portuguese
flag was pitched, the Jesuits and other missionaries were on its trail and established missions.
Protestantism had a strong foothold in Africa before 1800 at the Cape, where the Dutch formed a settlement

and in 1685 the Huguenots started to enter the colony.[41] Quite a number of the slaves were baptized, and in
1683 a regulation was passed which declared that all baptized slaves should be free. Organized missionary ac‐
tivity is thus over two-and-a quarter-centuries old in sub-Saharan Africa. In 1737, Georg Schmidt of the
Moravian Brethren came to South Africa, and the latter half of the eighteenth century witnessed the beginning of
British missions in Africa. The late eighteenth century and onwards witnessed a remarkable proliferation of
Protestant missionary societies, many of who later became profoundly interested in the business of “spreading
the gospel” to the African shores. Some of the Protestant missionaries of the eighteenth century, like their
Catholic predecessors, have been caught fulfilling the role of trading in slaves or collaborating with the traders
in the business. However, apart from the evangelical revival in Europe, the full effect of the slave trade had
come into the limelight (the anti-slavery movement). The majority of Africans carried overseas into slavery were
by the late eighteenth century core or nominal Christians. Many found Christianity a unifying and strengthening
force, and it played strategic roles in the anti-slavery campaigns, as well as in the latter propagation of
Christianity to their fellow Africans. Granville Sharp was one of the most determined protagonists of African
freedom in London. When some of them were later resettled in Africa, Sierra Leone (the Creoles and AmericoLiberians), it was the freed African slaves who spearheaded the task of evangelization to their original homes.
Local (African) agency represents the arrowhead for Christian growth and mobility in sub-Saharan Africa, thus
paving the way for indigenous Christianity to take root. Notable among them were Samuel Ajayi Crowther, who
led the Yoruba Christians and became the first African Bishop in the Anglican Church. Kimpa Vita (a.k.a Dona
Beatriz) spawned an indigenous movement in the Kongo (1684-1706). Baptized by Italian Capuchin missionar‐
ies, she was later burnt at the stake as a witch at only 22 years of age. Vita inspired scores of people who were
sent as slaves to Brazil and South Carolina. From the late 1780s Protestant Christianity would impinge upon
Africa in a new and far more dynamic way.
The modern phase of missionary enterprise in Africa began with the foundation of the Baptist Missionary
Society (BMS) in 1792, the London Missionary Society (LMS) in 1795, and the Church Missionary Society
(CMS) in 1799. The process continued with the establishment of the British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS)
in 1804, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) in 1810, the Leeds Methodist
Missionary Society (LMMS) in 1813, the Basel Mission in 1815 and many others several years later. While
most of these new Protestant mission societies differed considerably in their forms of organization, they were
overwhelmingly evangelical in character. However, the missionary concerns of these bodies were not limited to
the African continent, but international in scope, with each Society mapping and developing a particular regional
focus for actual mission work. At their inception, the evangelical missions demonstrated a high level of mutual
cooperation. The story however turned sour in the mission field, where there often existed an element of rivalry
between some mission bodies. It is important to note that these decades of missionary endeavour produced
only a small number of African converts.[42]
Between 1880 and 1920, the heyday of imperialism, there was a dramatic expansion in the number of mission‐
aries at work in Africa. The Berlin Conference exacerbated the scramble and partition of Africa by European
imperial powers by formalizing it. Missionaries in the field often supported the imperial ambitions of their com‐
patriots, resulting in mission and imperialism being understood by many as “two sides of the same coin.” The
missionizing task became synonymous with the transplantation of Western civilization. The implication of this
development was that African converts were taught to repudiate African cultures in their entirety and assume a
new status of, for instance, a “Europeanized African.” This was the quandary that lay at the very core of the
missionary enterprise. The question was: To what extent should an African adopt the Western civilization? To
what extent should s/he abandon African cultures in order to embrace the “white man’s faith?” It was the at‐
tempt at reconciling these inherent contradictions within mission Christianity that welled up a new phase of in‐

digenous Christianity in Africa. Thus, the expansion of Christianity that took place in the twentieth century was
largely through the handiwork of local African agency (evangelists).
Phase 3
The West African Coast was the first home and indigenous breeding ground for the mission churches in the
nineteenth century, just as it fulfilled the same function for the indigenous African Churches in the twentieth cen‐
tury.[43] African indigenous or independent churches can be understood as three levels of development. The
first and earliest level refers to those groups of churches that severed from the existing mission churches owing
to a number of irreconcilable issues. They flourished mainly in South Africa (Ethiopian Churches) and West
Africa (African Churches) in the nineteenth century. They emerged out of similar circumstances such as rigid
white (European) missionary control and domination, discrimination against local African agency, dispute over
resources, a general feeling of marginalization among educated Africans, and apartheid (mainly in the South
African context). Some of the churches which seceded from the historic churches in Nigeria were the United
Native African Church (1891), and African Church-Bethel (1901) from the Anglican; the United African
Methodist Church (1917) from the Methodist church. These African churches of Nigeria had their counterparts
in other parts of Africa. A branch of the African Methodist Episcopal Church-Zion (1898), the Nationalist Baptist
Church (1898), and the Nigritian Church (1907) were founded on the Gold Coast (now Ghana). One notable
feature of these churches was that in spite of the change in the mantle of church leadership, they were still tied
to the apron strings of the mission churches in their liturgical and hierarchical structures. Some of them still de‐
pended largely on the parent churches for financial resources. Let me now turn to what I consider the most re‐
cent phases of Christianity in sub-Saharan Africa.
Phase 4
Africa’s encounter with European mission Christianity also gave birth to African indigenous churches (AICs)
from the late twentieth century onwards.[44] Thus, the 1920s and 30s witnessed the second wave of new be‐
ginnings within Christian independency. John Mbiti described AICs as “an African opportunity to mess up
Christianity in their own way.”[45] These groups emerged under the initiative of African leaders and prophets
outside the immediate context of mission churches. They include the Zionists in South Africa, the Aladura in
Nigeria, the Roho/Arathi in East Africa, the Spirit or Spiritist movements in Ghana. They are also variously re‐
ferred to as prophet-healing churches. The most dramatic aspect of twentieth-century Christianity in South,
East, and West Africa was the growth of prophetic churches. These categories share basic characteristics in
their worldview, which helped to create a rather African brand of Christianity. The centrality of the Bible, prayer,
healing, prophecy, visions and dreams, elaborate rituals, flexible mode of worship and un-stereotyped liturgy,
and a charismatic leader (i.e. prophet or prophetess) are some of the basic features of these churches. They
embrace a functional theology and their pragmatic approach to life and existential problems had endeared them
to many Africans. Though they utterly condemn and reject the traditional religion as “fetish” and “demonic,”
their belief systems and ritual structures appear to have affinities with the indigenous cosmology. That is why
they derive much of their membership not only from within the mainline churches, but also from other Christian
as well as non-Christian groups (Islam and indigenous religion).
In spite of the affinities that abound among the prophetic churches, it is important to note that each has its own
religious dynamic. There are differences in specific doctrines and details of ritual acts and performance, just as
in their histories of emergence. Their patterns of emergence are twofold. The first are those that emerged from

or had their nucleus as “prayer bands” or “fellowship groups” within the mainline church, but later severed their
links to form an independent group. In Nigeria, the Garrick Braide Movement was the earliest of movements in
this category. As early as 1916, it broke away from the Niger Delta Pastorate Church. Other churches that fall
under this category include the Cherubim and Seraphim (1925), the Church of the Lord – Aladura (1930), the
Christ Apostolic Church (1930). There is also the Musama Disco Christo Church (1922) in Ghana, the Nazarite
Baptist Church (called Nazarites or ama-Nazaretha) founded by Isaiah Shembe (1911) in South Africa.
The second category refers to those groups that did not emerge in conscious schism from an existing mainline
church. They were founded through the visionary experience of a charismatic figure, and independently of any
existing mission church. Typical examples are the Celestial Church of Christ founded by Samuel Bilewu
Oschoffa (1947) in Benin Republic and Nigeria, the Harrist Churches by William Wade Harris (1922) in Liberia,
the Kimbaguist Churches by Simon Kimbangu (1921) from the Congo. Most of the indigenous churches of both
categories belong to a continental ecumenical movement referred to as the “Organisation of African Instituted
Churches” (OAIC), while not many AICs were accepted into the World Council of Churches (WCC). The nonrecognition and non-acceptance of several AICs into global ecumenical bodies such as the WCC raises a cru‐
cial question about power dynamics and the politics of religious (Christian) identity. European mission
churches, other brands of Christianity and a cross section of the public discriminated against the AICs on
grounds that they were too African or not Christian enough, thus complicating the politics of religious but also
cultural identity.
Phase 5
The most recent development within Africa Christianity is the emergence and increasing proliferation of
Pentecostal (Charismatic)/Evangelical Churches especially from the 1950s, 1960s, and onwards.[46] For in‐
stance, the past two decades in Nigeria have witnessed a huge proliferation of new Pentecostal churches. In
an attempt to forge ecumenical links and cooperation among themselves and with other churches, the majority
of the churches have now come under an umbrella called “Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria” (PFN). There are
two waves of Pentecostal Movements, the indigenous Pentecostal groups, such as the Redeemed Christian
Church of God, the Deeper Life Bible Church, Church of God Mission International, Winners Chapel, Rhema
Bible Church, Christ Chapel, Zoe Ministries, Latter Rain Assembly, and the Household of God Fellowship; and
the Pentecostal groups and organizations such as the Four Square Gospel Church, the Full Gospel
Businessmen Fellowship International, Campus Crusade for Christ, Youth with a Mission, and Christ for All
Nations, which exist as branches or missions of Pentecostal churches and organizations outside Africa. The
earlier is largely independent and hardly relies on any external assistance, while many groups in the latter relies
greatly on funds, literature and sometimes even personnel from their mission headquarters. The earlier has
also embarked on mission activities by planting branches in United States, Canada, Europe, and other parts of
the world.
One underlying feature of the Pentecostal Churches is the emphasis on the need for a specific conversion ex‐
perience, spiritual rebirth (born again-ism) and the manifestation of charismatic gifts such as speaking in
tongues (glossolalia). Some are more or less “holiness movements,” interested in religious experience than in
rituals. There are those which are noted for the kind of “prosperity gospel” they preach. This is becoming very
popular, especially among Nigerians and (white) South Africans. The “gospel of prosperity” teaches that God is
a rich God and intends his followers to prosper in all their endeavours in life. It promises a miraculous escape
from poverty, unemployment, ill health, and lack of promotion. One “short-cut” way to riches is thus by tithing

and giving to the poor and less privileged. Some of these groups have assimilated some ideas and features
originating from American Pentecostalism. On the other hand, their commitment to the gospel of prosperity fits
in well with values of the African traditional culture where elaborate religious rituals are engaged to ensure pros‐
perity, health and protection against the malevolent forces. That is why Christian groups such as the
Pentecostal churches, the Aladura or prophetic churches which seek to address these day to day, existential
problems will continue to expand in contemporary Africa.
The AICs and the Pentecostal/Charismatic churches have shaped African Christianity through their increasing
involvement in the public sphere, especially in their political and social roles. In this vein I have explored how
African Christian communities, as strategic actors and benefactors in Africa and its diaspora, are involved in
processes of religious, social, and cultural capital engineering.[47] This is partly achieved through strengthen‐
ing and establishing relationships, norms, and values as a means towards realizing a new state of social inclu‐
sion/exclusion; but also through networks that mediate access to the host cultural context, new opportunities,
resources and information. African Christian communities contribute enormous bridging, bonding, and linking
social capital, but also confront barriers to development and civic engagement. Their spaces of worship are not
simply religious places, they are also spaces of socialization where business, politics, education, music, home
country and food cultures, even gossips are engaged and negotiated. Such spaces often transcend socioethnic, race, class, gender and intergenerational boundaries. People meet others from different backgrounds,
they share activities and build trust in one another, albeit temporarily. African-led churches facilitate bridge
building and links-building with others, thus generating local-global networking trends, new forms of association,
and engendering trust in shared community initiatives. Their landscapes of worship can also be a source of
conflict among members, between the leadership and the followers, but also between these religious communi‐
ties and their neighbourhoods.
The Public Face of African Christianities
Generally speaking, hardly any attention has of yet been devoted to the unique role that African Christianities
may play in building and generating social, cultural, and spiritual (religious) capital. More attention needs to be
given to the dynamics of African Christianities in generating social, cultural, and spiritual capital so as to illumi‐
nate pathways in which the economy and quality of capital formation is relevant to African Christian communi‐
ties in Africa, but also in the United States and Europe. [48]
No longer just a passive recipient of Western missionaries, Africa is today a major player in world
Christianity.[49] Two of the six General Secretaries of the World Council of Churches (established in 1948)
were African: Samuel Kobia of Kenya, and Philip Potter— of African descent but from the West Indies. Another
important African ecumenist was Akanu Ibiam, a medical missionary from Nigeria who became a political leader
and one of the Presidents of the World Council of Churches. Additionally, two of the nine General Assemblies
of the World Council of Churches were held in Africa: in Kenya (1975) and in Zimbabwe (1998). The African di‐
aspora is huge, and is changing world Christian demographics.[50] Examples of these impacts are plentiful.
For example, John Sentamu (Archbishop of York)—the Anglican Church’s second highest official—is from
Uganda. The Anglican Communion is witnessing a shift in leverage as Africans are clearly taking the reins of
leadership in that denomination.[51] Unmistakably, the future of the Anglican Church is African. There are
more Anglicans in Nigeria than in England. It is estimated that there are over 40 million Anglicans on the
African continent. Africa claims approximately 55 percent of the global Anglican Communion, and that percent‐
age is certain to rise.[52] Perhaps the most important aspect of African Christianity is that it represents the turn‐

ing over of a new leaf in world Christianity. While Christianity in the West declines, in Africa it grows in num‐
bers, in strength, and in energy.[53]
Mission-related churches in Africa have also acted in ways that put them on the global map.[54] For example,
the popularity of the faith-healing ministry of the Zambian Catholic Archbishop Emmanuel Milingo provoked anx‐
iety at the Vatican and has social and theological implications for the Catholic Church globally because it
demonstrates one of the ways in which contextualization and enculturation processes have taken place within
African Catholicism. The anti-gay stance of the Anglican Church of Nigeria (the largest Anglican community
outside of England) on the ordination of homosexual bishops by the main Anglican body—as well as the bless‐
ing of same-sex unions in the United Kingdom, United States, and Canada—has drawn local and global atten‐
tion. While the West has largely criticized this stance as fundamentalist, the West has also taken a fundamen‐
talist posture in not lending an ear to understanding the reasons for the vehement opposition.
It is likely that Christianity will be more identified with Africa than with any other place in the world. And the re‐
verberations are already being felt.[55] For centuries the Christian narrative has been told primarily from a
European perspective. But African narrators are now settling in, and African narrators have several significant
implications for telling the story of Christianity. Scholars of Christianity are taking note of these changes, even if
they are not widely known. In my own travels and research, it is clear that not only is African Christianity rising,
but the African diaspora is making great gains in the West as well, impacting what has up to now been consid‐
ered a Western religion.
Moreover, Daughrity aptly notes how Africans are impacting the way Christians read the Bible.[56] Many
Westerners studied F. C. Bauer, Bultman, Althizer, and Tillich, yet the future of biblical interpretation may not
necessarily include those names. Africans offer a different set of biblical interpreters, who come to very differ‐
ent conclusions than the commentators of the last 200 years in the West; the so-called “Enlightenment.”
Furthermore, African Christians bring confidence, and come to Christianity from a very different cultural per‐
spective.[57] Daughrity remarks that an African-infused Christianity holds many possibilities.[58] World
Christianity waits in expectation for what new things will be revealed. No one knows precisely how African lead‐
ership will shape world Christianity, but what is known is that changes are coming. He was perhaps right in ob‐
serving that since Christians in the Western world still have a disproportionate amount of the world’s wealth,
they will likely find themselves further partnering with African Christians and African institutions, a partnership
that has existed for some time but will likely increase.[59] This may come from contributing in terms of interna‐
tional research fellowships; it may mean theological institutions offering full fellowships that enable Africans to
study at Western schools. A rising cross-pollination process is taking place that will benefit both Africa and the
West. And there is a good argument to be made that Western Christians should consider taking their tuition
money to African institutions and place themselves under the tutelage of African theologians and scholars.
Otherwise, the relationship will continue to be one-way, perpetuating the paternalism of the past.[60] In other
words, the answer will not always be to bring Africans to the West. Perhaps a better alternative is to encourage
Westerners to adapt to the African educational context. He concludes that this interplay would be dynamic and
certainly more authentic for Westerners wanting to know more about how and why African Christianity is grow‐
ing.[61]
Ethiopianism became a clarion call for generations of Africans and diaspora Africans to take pride in their
Christian roots and confront the stereotypes that had held them back.[62] Sanneh’s pioneering work on how
Christianity translates into new cultures has impacted the field of world Christianity like no others. His thesis is

that no single people group owns Christianity, thus it is incorrect to consider it a Western faith.[63] Daughrity
again notes, African Christianity present a series of contrasts. Christianity is ancient in the continent yet its ex‐
plosion is recent. It will be fascinating to observe how Christianity continues to shape Africa, but perhaps more
importantly, how world Christianity is shaped by Africa.[64]
The global stature of African Christianity is largely indicative of significant, contemporary shifts in the religious
center of gravity of Christianity from the Northern to the Southern Hemisphere. Demographic considerations,
the flavor and texture of contemporary African Christianity confirm this trend. Nevertheless, a consideration of
this religious development in Africa must be seen in terms of its relation and links with the global context, but
also in how and to what extent it interrogates and negotiates wider external influences and global forces. In ad‐
dition, the ways in which the African Christian diaspora is contributing to the enrichment, diversification, and plu‐
rality of new geo-cultural and religious spaces becomes more and more expedient.
My work has explored the connection between religious expression and society, particularly focusing on expres‐
sions of African Christianity and indigenous religious movements in Africa, as well as the interaction of those re‐
ligious expressions with the phenomena of migration, globalization and social change. I have attempted in my
research initiatives to contribute important understandings of how Christian movements that began in Africa
have been transplanted into communities of African migrants in Europe and the Americas, and have helped
those communities express their identity in their new context. My first monograph on the Celestial Church of
Christ (CCC)[65] interrogated and emphasised local agency in the contestation and negotiation of religiocultural identities. The book had its focus on one of the most popular, widespread indigenous religious initiative
in West Africa, the Celestial Church of Christ. This study examined the incipience, contemporary growth and
development of the church, especially the period following the demise of the founder.
The book chronicled the routinization of charisma and the institutionalization of the faith and its practices, and
places those developments in the context of the religious, cultural and historical practices of West Africa at the
time of the church’s founding. The work explored as well how the church has embraced and developed through
the challenges of globalization. In describing, analyzing and interpreting their belief pattern and ritual structure,
the study demonstrated how and to what extent the CCC situates traditional religio-cultural matrix within the
context and continuum of African Christianity. I highlighted the unique aspects of the CCC as a particular
church, while also establishing the church’s identity as a synthesis of existing beliefs and traditions in dialogue
with its adherents and their changing environment. I concluded that while the church maintains their identity as
a Christian church sui generis, they have also created a synthesis of belief-ritual forms as a new rationalization,
a new ordering of their religious cosmos.
This body of work on the CCC has been critical for scholars engaging with the broader implications of African
Indigenous Churches (AICs) and their role in world Christianity. Many churches such as the CCC were born in
the tumultuous post-war era as African countries declared their political independence, and established
churches had to confront their being identified as agents of the colonial powers. AICs represent a powerful wit‐
ness that the Christian message resonates in Africa. I have attempted to bring scholarly attention to the unique
ways in which the Christian message and praxis have become part of West Africans’ expression of their identity
as African Christians.
Another aspect of identity (re)construction that was central in my work bears on women and gender.[66] In de‐
mographic terms, women dominate mission-related churches, AICs and Pentecostal-charismatic churches, al‐

though their role in leadership is somewhat negligible. Commentators have adduced patriarchy and marginali‐
sation as accounting for the inconspicuous leadership role in churches but also the charged debate about fe‐
male ordination. Contrary to popular perception of Africa as essentially made up of patrilocal societies and pa‐
triarchal cultures, there are visibly matrilocal/matriarchal societies and cultures. While I do not deny how and to
what extent patriarchal structures have impacted Christianity, I think the point is sometimes overstated.
In my work I contend that women exercise crucial ritual functions and occupy significant religious roles within
many indigenous religious worlds prior to the debut of missionary Christianity. I argue that missionary
Christianity hijacked these roles and stripped women of most of their ritual functions by privileging the strand of
Pauline injunctions that were disadvantageous to women. Female religious actors, particularly within the AICs
and Pentecostal/Charismatic Christianity, are partly staging a comeback, assuming hitherto “traditional” roles
and ritual functions, which colonialism and mission Christianity had largely stripped from them.
Women are assuming increasing roles as resource managers, decision makers and captains of religious indus‐
tries. Other women have become church founders, leaders and visible religious functionaries on both sides of
the Atlantic. The resurgence and public visibility of female leaders and ritual roles within African religiosity in
the new diaspora and on the continent must be located in historical, socio-cultural precedents. Thus, the lead‐
ership and ritual role reversal witnessed in some new forms of African Christianity within the continent and be‐
yond needs to be historically and contextually understood. By democratizing certain roles and responsibilities,
women are increasingly incorporated into ecclesial administrative and liturgical structures in ways that mission
churches before them failed to do. Let me now turn to what I consider as the most recent phases of Christianity
in sub-Saharan Africa.
The research coming into fruition in my most recent publications, such as studies of transnationalism, contribute
to the public understanding of contemporary society in the United States, United Kingdom, and European
Union, and of perceptions of Africa and global community. This is relevant to how people understand the world
as a global village and how governments make policies, for instance on immigration. One major emphasis
through my interdisciplinary research and output is developing methodologies and techniques appropriate for
the study of non-western Christianity, the new African Christian diaspora, and indigenous African religious phe‐
nomena generally.
My second monograph, The African Christian Diaspora[67] was based on extensive religious ethnography
among African Christian communities in Europe, the United States, and Africa in the last 17 years. The book
maps and describes the incipience and consolidation of new brands of African Christianities in diaspora;
demonstrating how African Christianities are negotiating and assimilating notions of the global while maintaining
their local identities. I contend that the historical and cultural significance of African Christianity is partly dis‐
cerned in their plurality and multivocality both in Africa and the African diaspora. The relevance of African
Christian communities is not only located in the unique expression of African Christianity they exhibit, they also
constitute international ministries and groups that have implications on a global scale. The last few decades
has witnessed a rapid proliferation of African-led Christian communities, particularly in North America and
Europe, thus resulting in the remapping of old religious landscapes. These have helped in the reconfiguration
of Christianity in the United States, and have contributed to the increasing religious diversification of host
American societies. The salience of Christianity has been assisted by African-led churches where secularizing
trends within Christianity are prevalent. Thus, African Christian communities in America should no longer be
considered as outposts of Africa in an alien continent, but as institutions that are part of American life. The im‐

pact and import of the “exportation” of African-led churches, driven by a vision of winning converts, is that it of‐
fers a unique opportunity to analyze its impact at local levels. The transnational linkages between African
Christian communities in the countries of origin (Africa) and the “host” societies, such as the United States are
assuming increasing importance for African immigrants. The links and networks that are established and main‐
tained between these contexts are of immense religious, cultural, economic, political and social importance.
This suggests how African Christianities can be understood within processes of religious transnationalism.
This development is a remarkable change and marks a historic moment in the relations between Africa, North
America, and Europe.
African Christianities and Reverse Mission
African-led churches have increasingly taken to proselytizing in North America and Europe, viewing the regions
as “new abodes” and promising “mission fields.”[68] There are also groups existing as branches of mother
churches headquartered in Africa; and others founded by African migrants in the diaspora. Examples include
the Redeemed Christian Church of God, with headquarters in Nigeria, and the Kingsway International Christian
Center in East London. Both have a huge African membership with few non-Africans. The Embassy of the
Blessed Kingdom of God for All Nations in Kiev, Ukraine, is a typical example of an African-led church with a
majority non-African membership. Such African religions are significant within the framework of globalization,
owing to the unique expression of African Christianity they exhibit—a feature that could be described as their
self-assertion and preservation of religious identity. They are also important because they increasingly consti‐
tute international ministries that have implications on a global scale. As part of an increasing phenomenon of
what they term “mission reversed” or “remissionization of Christianity to a secularized West,” these African
churches have systematically set out to evangelize the world. Notions of globalization and globality are appro‐
priated as theological and ideological constructs, and thus feature prominently in their mission statements and
strategies, as well as sermon rhetoric—although these notions are used and understood differently. It is com‐
mon to find churches defining themselves as “global churches” and their mission as “global tasks.”
Reverse mission: Europe as a prodigal continent?
The religious ethnography that took me from Germany to Nigeria in the summer of 1996 led to a striking and un‐
precedented finding, an advert captioned “Europe: A Prodigal Continent! …Europe: A Mission Field in Need of
Church Attention” adorning the Missions Office notice board of RCCG’s International headquarters in Lagos,
Nigeria.[69] It proclaimed: “Why has Europe’s spiritual light grown dim? A mission force of years ago, becom‐
ing another missionary field at the moment!” It is not uncommon now that Christians from the two-thirds world
often employ similar narratives of representation giving the impression of a “Christian” Europe as “the dark con‐
tinent of Europe” or “a dead and secularized Europe.” Although it has been said that Europe is an exception in
this regard, however, such traces of secularization are evident in North America as well. Controversial and puz‐
zling as such assertions may be; they cast our minds and gaze to a new, emerging global religious phenomena.
“Reverse mission” or “reverse flow of mission” is an increasingly common buzz phrase in academia, mission cir‐
cles, media, and among Christians from the two-thirds world. The (un-) conscious missionary strategy and zeal
by churches in Africa, Asia and Latin America of (re-) evangelizing the West is a relatively recent one. This en‐
terprise, according to them, was aimed at re-christianizing Europe and North America. The rationale for reverse
mission is often anchored on claims of divine commission to “spread the gospel,” the perceived secularization of
the West, the abysmal fall in church attendance and dwindling membership, desecralization of church buildings,

liberalization, and issues of moral decadence.
It is so far unclear whether “reverse mission” is simply operating as mere rhetoric, and/or what shape, structure,
and dynamic will emerge through this process in the long run. It will suffice at this point to underscore public ig‐
norance and ecclesial conspiracy that has left unnoticed this emerging mission trend, partly characterized by
church proliferation in the South and its expansion from there to the Northern hemisphere and elsewhere.
Nonetheless, reverse mission as “rhetoric” or “an evolving process” is of crucial religious, social, political, eco‐
nomic and missiological import for the West and world Christianity, as the non-Western world were hitherto at
the receiving end of missions till the late twentieth century. The emergence of the “global South” as the new
center of gravity of Christianity provides the watershed for the reversal and/or multidirectionality of missions.
Reverse mission: The antinomy of mission?
The moratorium discourse and its fall-outs and the very concept and process of reverse mission or reverse mis‐
sionaries has been documented by scholars – scholars of religion, social scientists, historians, missiologists,
theologians, other related works – and an interesting cross-section of the media, although sometimes attributing
a variety of meanings and perspectives. It needs to be demonstrated further how reverse mission as a concept
and process can be used as an analytical, descriptive tool. Adogame and Spickard[70] identify reverse mis‐
sions, South-South religious trade, and transnational organization theory as interrelated approaches aimed at
breaking the stereotype that places the North Atlantic at the center of the religious universe. Each of these ap‐
proaches illustrates a kind of religious action that may include the West, but which does not privilege it.
Adogame and Shankar[71] have taken this argument further. They demonstrate how the comparative dynam‐
ics of religious expansion illuminates, for instance, the complex models of Christian expansion in different geohistorical epochs.
The emerging phenomenon of reverse mission has attracted media attention. For instance, The New York
Times story captioned “Mission from Africa” describes the mission task of the pastor of the RCCG Chapel of
Restoration in the Bronx, New York and who coordinates the church’s missionary activities in North America:
Pastor Daniel Ajayi-Adeniran is coming for your soul. It doesn’t matter if you are black or white, rich or
poor, speak English or Spanish or Cantonese. He is on a mission to save you from eternal damnation. He
realizes you may be skeptical, put off by his exotic name – he’s from Nigeria – or confused by his accent,
the way he stretches his vowels and trills his R’s, giving his sermons a certain chain-saw rhythm. He sus‐
pects you may have some unfortunate preconceptions about Nigerians. But he is not deterred. He believes
the Holy Spirit is working through him – aided by the awesome earthly power of demographics. [72]
The story continued, “The Redeemed Church offers a case study of the crosscurrents that are drawing
Christianity southward. Its leader and guiding force, Pastor Enoch Adeboye, sums up the church’s history this
way: ‘Made in heaven, assembled in Nigeria, exported to the world […].’ Today the process is reversing itself
[…].”[73] Also, The Chicago Tribune with its front-page headline “Africans now missionaries to US” signposts
the RCCG as the Nigeria-based Pentecostal church that is spreading its evangelistic form of Christianity to
America. It noted, “For years American missionaries brought Christianity to Africa. Now African Christians say
they want to export their own brand of ecstatic worship and moral discipline to the US, a country they believe
has lost its fervor.” [74] The Christian Century, a Christian magazine carried a story “African missionaries to the
U.S.” and reports: “For generations, Christian missionaries from the U.S. journeyed to Africa to teach their reli‐

gion. Now, however, amid a burgeoning of Christianity in Africa, churches there are sending thousands of mis‐
sionaries overseas to preach the Christian message in their own unique style. And many of those missionaries
are coming to the U.S. ‘We have been blessed by the U.S. and now we want to give back to them through the
gospel of Christ,’ said Badeg Bekele, pastor of Emmanuel Ethiopian Church in Los Angeles […] African min‐
istries are springing up in America because ‘the church in Africa is on fire, while the church in America is, for the
most part, losing its zeal,’ said Pastor Ivey Williams of a congregation in Tallahassee, Florida, established by the
Nigerian-based Redeemed Christian Church of God. Williams is the first African-American pastor of an RCCG
church.” [75]
The Herald also captures this trend with the storyline: “Out of Africa: now the missionaries head for Scotland”
and noting that, “For centuries, the church sent missionaries to Africa to spread the word of God – now it needs
them back.” [76] In a reversal of the stream of Scots who pioneered their way across the continent, one church
has turned to ministers from South Africa to stem the shortage of staff at home. In a recent development in
March 2012, the BBC 2 TV Series Reverse Missionaries epitomizes the stark reality of the enduring processes
of reverse mission. In their introduction to the series, the producers note: “Nineteenth-century Britain was a
golden age for Christian missionaries, who took the word of God around the globe to countries in which that reli‐
gion remains and is now thriving. In a reverse of those great missionary journeys, idealistic modern-day mis‐
sionaries travel to Britain to discover the historical roots of their faith and try to pursue their own missionary
agenda in 21st-century Britain, trying to breathe new life into churches with declining attendance.” [77] This
documentary chronicled, under three episodes of one hour each, new missionaries from the two-thirds world –
Jamaica, Malawi and India – to the United Kingdom.
These academic interpretations and media perceptions of the reverse mission dynamics or reverse missionar‐
ies can hardly be thought of as a historical accident or occurring as sporadic events. What circumstances have
enabled the reverse mission that has dramatically shifted the center of world Christianity to the two-thirds
world? Andrew Walls best explores the complex dynamics of Christian mission by first historicizing it, and then
balancing a broad, theoretical view of missions with more intensive discussions of specific missions.[78] Walls
offers a panoramic view of the modern flux of the missionary movement and Christianity in general, emphasiz‐
ing the recession of the Church in Europe and North America and its expansion everywhere else.[79] Walls
contends that the next phase of the missionary movement must incorporate sending and receiving.
A historiography of reverse mission must respond to the antecedents and precedents of reverse mission
process. The discourse on moratorium and reverse mission requires a historical backdrop especially as a back‐
lash against decolonization. The history of the decolonization process in Africa is an intricate one that impli‐
cates all spheres of life. Ogbu Kalu[80] best captures this complex interplay by mapping African Christianity be‐
tween the World Wars and decolonization. Decolonization exposed the differing agendas of the colonial gov‐
ernment and missionaries; differences on the goals and curricula of education and cultural policies betrayed the
ideological cleavages and competing visions between missions and colonial government. Africans were sensi‐
tive to missionary unwillingness to afford them higher training, ordain an adequate number of indigenous
priests, devolve power or overtly support nationalism.
Rivalry suffused the missionary enterprise as each denomination sought to imprint its own version. The main
thrust of the missionary policy of indigenization was passive revolution to maintain influence using indigenous
personnel and resources. People increasingly found the missionary version of indigenization to be unsatisfac‐
tory and restrictive. By the 1960s, most former European colonies in Africa underwent decolonization and be‐

came independent, although decolonization did not imply a radical change of Africa’s colonial socio-economic
structure. Missionaries’ responses to nationalism varied according to individual whims, official or denomina‐
tional policies and regional contexts. Vast changes in the political climate of the decade forced enormous
changes in the religious landscape. The impact of decolonization on church groups varied: based on the size
and ecclesiastical organization; the vertical spread and social quality of adherents; the inherited pattern of colo‐
nial relationship; and the theological emphasis and international relations.
The call for a moratorium was a more strident and different form of indigenization project. The moratorium ex‐
posed the character of Africa’s relationship with the West – extraversion was in – built in the pattern of African
relationship with the West as an essential ingredient to maintain “eternal juniority.” It reflected African impa‐
tience with the nature, pace and results of mission-initiated indigenization. Africans suspected a hidden agenda
to embroil them in cosmetic change while the same people retained real power.
When the WCC General Assembly met in Nairobi in 1975, the choice of venue was as significant as the speech
of the Pope in Kampala in 1969. The themes that emerged indicated a new mood that accepted African
Christian maturity in ways hardly planned by the missionaries. Some Protestant missions took the opportunity
to abandon missionary engagement. In some cases it led to the emergence of short-term missionaries. Thus,
the moratorium and African liberation struggles influenced the shifts in the strategy for decolonizing the African
churches. But who is this revolutionary figure that single-handedly stirred controversy within global mission cir‐
cles turning the paternalistic trend of Christian mission on its head? Where did he derive the inspiration and
guts to throw such a challenging blow at an unsuspecting mission audience?
John Gatu, from colonial soldier to moratorium crusader
John Gatu was the man whose spark ignited the moratorium debate, has been described as “a great leader,
mediator, pastor, preacher, counselor, speaker, poet, writer and ecumenist.”[81] Gatu initiated the call during a
visit to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in February 1971. He embarrassed his ecumenical hosts by declaring that he
had not come to beg for money or personnel, but to request that missionary aid in money and personnel should
cease for at least five years so that African Christians can learn how to catch fish instead of relying on gratis
fish from European mission boards. The stark call by Gatu for “a moratorium on missions and missionaries
from the West” put missions at a crossroad. In fact, the Reformed Church of America, sponsors of the
Milwaukee “Mission Festival 71” meeting would probably not have invited him to speak during the event, if they
had any inkling that his speech was going to be so controversial to the extent of stirring up and turning the pa‐
rameters of mission praxis on its head.
The moratorium call came under heavy criticism based on the mere fact that it emanated from the so-called
Third World, the context that had been the primary mission field for many years. There were wide-ranging re‐
sponses of mission bodies to the moratorium debate through seminars, conferences, and in the pages of jour‐
nals. This call, which took a revolutionary stance, generated heated conversation, rebuttals and criticism from
various quarters; particularly from the Western world. The criticisms of the moratorium were theological, eccle‐
siastical and logistical in nature. As Kalu explained, it was argued that a moratorium was theologically unac‐
ceptable because of the Pauline imagery of soma that we are one body and one part cannot prevent the other
from performing a mandatory task.[82] Ecclesiastically, it was dangerous to become a national church. This
threatened catholicity; the pilgrim and the indigenous principles must be held in tension. Logistically, it would be
impossible to dismantle the mission structures that had built up over a century. Then, there was the gut reac‐

tion of those who presumed that the Africans were ungrateful after years of missionary sacrifices.
The moratorium debate in the early 1970s evoked consternation among the white missionary agencies that dis‐
missed it as preposterous. Ironically, their rebuttals provided the impetus for an African Pentecostal missionary
enterprise. Within a few decades, they achieved the goals that the mainline churches failed to consolidate.[83]
Legacies of the moratorium discourse as eulogized by Gatu and his contemporaries are still fresh and resilient
within world mission circles. In fact, Gatu has remained very consistent, positive and vehement about the ur‐
gency for self-sufficiency and self-reliance of the church in Africa.
Although the moratorium failed to produce a formal radical and systemic halt to the influx of Western missionar‐
ies and mission resources to Africa, it nevertheless raised a question that resulted in self-reflection and struc‐
tural adjustment by Western missionaries and of their mission resources. It served as an eye-opener for many
about the new changing dynamics of mission and religious expansion in which Africans were not only looking
inward for self-reliance, but outwardly with a mission mandate to evangelize what they now refer to as “the dark
continent of Europe,” “the prodigal continent,” or “the dead West.” Several Third World Christian leaders sup‐
ported this suggestion because they believed that it would break the circle of dependency on the Western
churches and create room for self-development. Alongside their African counterparts, some Asian and Latin
American church leaders echoed this sentiment. The moratorium also produced a new consciousness about
dependence and strategies for self-reliance that has challenged definitions of mission but also altered the unidi‐
rectional nature of missions that characterized earlier conceptions.
In 1973, his moratorium proposal took center stage during heated debates on “partnership in mission” by the
Commission on World Mission and Evangelism of the Bangkok Assembly of the WCC. In the following year, it
became a recurring topic at the All Africa Conference of Churches Third Assembly at Lusaka, Zambia. This
empowerment of the Third World churches brought significant changes in mission practices as issues of coop‐
eration and partnership were promoted as new mission strategies at the International Congress on World
Evangelization, Lausanne, Switzerland in July 1974 and in subsequent congresses. Third World Christians par‐
ticipated in these congresses and held additional continental and regional conferences, which provided global
challenges and opportunities. The Lausanne Covenant gave a qualified endorsement to the moratorium call: “A
reduction of foreign missionaries and money in an evangelized country may sometimes be necessary to facili‐
tate the national church’s growth in self-reliance and to release resources for unevangelized areas.”[84]
In 1975, the WCC Fifth Assembly at Nairobi continued to echo the moratorium call. The terms of the debate
had moved from the discussion of a possible moratorium toward understanding mission as the joint privilege
and responsibility of churches in all six continents.[85] A deal for “mission partnership” had been brokered, this
helped Western mission bodies to save face. Mission “partners” became a leverage to deconstruct the inherent
ecclesiastical paternalism that characterized the missionary enterprise. Thus, the initiative that entailed sending
African missionaries abroad came partly against the backdrop of the moratorium call to awaken “two-third
world” peoples to their responsibility, creating new goals and formulating a viable evangelism strategy towards
Europe.[86]
The Lutheran World Federation had experimented with “reverse flow,” in which African ministers were posted to
German congregations where they were mostly treated with cold civility. In the early 1980s, Tanzanian
Lutheran pastors were sponsored to serve in various parishes in Germany. The reverse-mission agenda is
growing very popular among new African-led churches, with pastors and missionaries commissioned to head al‐

ready existing branches or establish new ones in diaspora. The growth of missionary endeavors from Africa
and other parts of the non-Western world has gained momentum in the 1990s, in a way that challenges
Christianity in the West but also World Christianity.
By the 1990s, many churches had progressed to define their missions as witnessing communities to the
Western churches and societies, which were waning numerically and spiritually. In the closing decade of the
twentieth century, reverse missions became more recognized and gradually gained ascendancy due to eco‐
nomic decline and political conflicts, which intensified the migration of Africans, Asians and Latin Americans to
the West. Confronted by the secularization of the Western society and the decline of church attendance and
public piety, these migrants took up a revivalist agenda. At the same time, these immigrant Christians looked at
the Western churches as being in a state of apostasy, and in a spiritual wilderness that needed reevangelization.
As Ojo highlights, the founding of the Third World Missions Association (TWMA), in Portland, Oregon, in May
1989 as a forum for mission-sending agencies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America to enhance their capacities to
undertake extensive missionary endeavors brought in an institutional perspective and transformed non-Western
world missions into a global force in world Christianity.[87] In fact, the closure of some Arab countries to
Western missionaries and the acceptance and success of African and Asian missionaries working among Arabs
also proved quite significant in this process of reverse missions. Likewise, the AD 2000 and Beyond
Movement, a global effort of world evangelization, directed by third world Christian leaders provided additional
involvement and networking for evangelization and cross-cultural missions. By the mid-1990s, non-Western
churches were beginning to achieve some degree of success in their missionary efforts, though they were
largely using non-conventional missionaries. Many African churches have been evangelizing among whites
and non-African immigrants since the mid-1980s. While migration continued to provide missionary mobilization,
African Christian communities were able to realize their strength within world Christianity and perceive their mis‐
sionary activities in global perspectives.
Conclusion
The implications of reverse mission for world Christianity are not difficult to see. First, reverse mission has
brought a major shift in mission understanding, provided better sensibilities to, and appreciation of, the multicul‐
tural nature of Christianity in the twenty-first century. Second, new definitions of mission are emerging in which
traditional “mission fields” now form “mission bases” of renewed efforts to re-evangelize Europe and North
America. Missions changed from unilateral to multilateral, itinerant missionaries increased, short-term missions
emerge, and missions moved from cultural transplantation to contextualization. Third, as churches in the West,
and particularly in Europe, are declining in number and in missionary significance, the impact of non-Western
missions looms large in the revivification of Christianity in the US and Europe. Fourth, this trend helps in the de‐
construction and demystification of ecclesiastical paternalism that characterized global Christianity. Lastly, the
proliferation of priests/missionaries from the two-thirds world may help fill a spiritual/administrative vacuum
caused by the dearth of American and European clergy. Andrew Walls’ remark, “Europe needs immigrants but
do not want them,” sums up European attitudes towards immigrants in Europe. How different is it in the case of
the United States? Nonetheless, this reverse trend in missions now offers the “old heartlands of Christianity” a
model for renewal, transformation, and change.
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