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>» CHAPTER ONE =&

Peculiar Strangeness
African Evangelists and European Colonization

Now I have no hesitation in saying one or two pious devoted native agents
are equal if not superior to Europeans in the beginning of the work. The
natives look so much upon the Gospel as just ways and customs of white
men that little progress is made, but from their fellow natives the truth
comes directly in contact with their minds very much diverted of that pecu-
liar strangeness which attaches to foreigners in every country, and they be-
come teachers at a considerable disadvantage to themselves.

— David Livingstone, 1841

Cruising along the smooth tarmac highway between Gaborone and Kanye in
Botswana, if one is not driving too quickly, one can catch a glimpse of the
history of Christianity in Africa. Next to the Kolobeng stream as it emerges
from a low range of hills into a grassy marsh, hidden behind a thick stand of
thorn bushes, can be found the vacant stone foundation of David Living-
stone’s house. It was the last residence in southern Africa of the Victorian
hero who, after ten years of labor and only one baptized convert among the
Tswana people, eagerly embarked on his more illustrious career as an
explorer, abolitionist and advocate for the spread of “Christianity, commerce
and civilization” in central Africa. Although the site has been signposted as a
potential tourist attraction, it receives few visitors, and the ruins of other less
famous missions in the area are even more neglected and ignored, frequented
only by baboons and stray cattle.

Yet Christianity did not fade with the departure of Livingstone and other
early European missionaries. It was eventually adopted by many Africans
and acquired great influence in their lives and communities. Whether as
members of European-founded denominations or African-initiated churches,
millions of people in sub-Saharan Africa today are Christian, and the lifeless
remains of the abandoned missions provide little indication of how such a
legacy was achieved. The primary agents of that growth were not the silent
stones of the mission buildings, nor even European missionaries, but Afri-
cans who embraced the teachings of Christianity and were best able to
explain and demonstrate them to fellow Africans. As argued by the Tswana
evangelist Gabriel David in the late 1880s, calling for the ordination of more
African ministers, “They know their customs, manners, usages, and lives,
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they know their own parables, and proverbs, and their knowledge of God
before any missionary appeared to their fathers.”' Missionaries introduced
Christianity in European form, but it was only on a foundation of African
beliefs and personnel that a Christian congregation could be built or sus-
tained.

Given the greater durability of European structures and written texts over
the eroded homes and memories of Africans, it is reasonable to focus on the
overwhelming impact of European colonization and conclude that the spread
of Christianity in Africa went hand-in-hand with the expansion of European
rule. Europeans were generally reluctant to cede control of Christianity to
Africans, and as the arrival of colonial rule lent them support, missionaries
— as well as many Africans and later scholars — came to regard Christianity
as inextricably linked with European domination. Such an emphasis on
European objectives, however, tends to overlook the more ambiguous
situations that prevailed in times and places beyond European control or
description. As acknowledged by David Livingstone and other early missio-
naries in the interior of Africa, the introduction of Christianity relied on a
cultivation of mutual trust and cooperation, and Christianity’s “peculiar
strangeness” could only be mitigated by the intelligence of curious Africans
trying to make sense of its beliefs and practices. The oddity of Livingstone’s
rectangular house would ultimately be of less consequence than the relation-
ships that he formed with Africans and that African Christians formed with
other Africans.

This study investigates the importance of those early “devoted native
agents” by recovering details of their lives within a particular region of
Africa and examining various roles that they played in the decades before
and during the early stages of European colonization. In doing so, the focus
is less on the well-recognized connections that Christianity and African
converts had with Europeans and more on the positions that they assumed
within African communities. The geographic scope of this study encom-
passes much of the interior of southern Africa, in areas that were inhabited
by Tswana and related peoples, and the chronological scope is most of the
nineteenth century, tracing the gradual but profound changes that occurred
among Tswana communities between the arrival of the first Europeans in the
interior and the eventual formal establishment of European government over
the region. As will be shown, until European conquest was completed at the
end of the century, Africans remained largely in control of their lives and
were able to manage the terms of their engagement with Europeans. How
Africans domesticated the “peculiar strangeness” of Christianity and appro-
priated it for their own needs lies at the heart of that story.
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Historical Significance of African Evangelists

In this study of African evangelists, the basic goal is to produce a more
detailed and locally-grounded account of the role that Christianity played in
the lives of Africans during the nineteenth century. Although scholars have
acknowledged the part played by Africans in the spread of Christianity, they
have often ignored the specific concerns expressed by converts and have
focused instead on broader cultural and political forces. While some scholars
have emphasized connections between the spread of Christianity and the
spread of European influence, portraying Christianity largely as an alien
import imposed upon Africans by Europeans, others have described the
adoption of Christianity by Africans as a tool in their struggle against
imperialism, paying particular attention to the independent churches that
formed separately from mission churches in the twentieth century and which
now account for the majority of Christians in Africa.” In either case, Chris-
tianity has been depicted primarily as an arena of conflict and accommoda-
tion between African and European, with events in the nineteenth century
regarded merely as precursors to inevitable colonization.

In privileging an epic “clash of civilizations,” there is a tendency to over-
look the multifaceted and variable nature of historical encounters between
small groups of Africans and Europeans. Many scholars have recognized the
inadequacy of a single-minded emphasis on European imperialism and have
called for more research on aspects of African Christianity that deviated from
European expectations.’ Recent studies suggest that African appropriation of
Christianity during the colonial era was usually motivated by local and
personal concerns that only partially coincided with those of one presumed
side or the other.* This view is most prominent among religious scholars, but
it has also received serious consideration by other scholars attempting to
understand the varied experiences of Africans.’ Rather than define their lives
primarily in terms of their relations with Europeans, Africans were usually
more concerned with affairs within their own families and communities over
which they felt some measure of control and responsibility.

Affiliated with European institutions while retaining African identities,
African Christians personified the complex reality of African-European
relations, and their lives testified to the possibilities and limitations of
African efforts to benefit from their encounter with Europeans. This African
agency was particularly evident prior to the European “scramble” at the end
of the nineteenth century, as many African communities, though increasingly
stressed, remained largely intact and expected to continue to adapt to
changing circumstances. Africans who adopted the beliefs and practices of
Christianity as their own and shared them with others during the nineteenth
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century cannot be understood simply as either unwitting accomplices of
imperialism or, on the other hand, as proto-nationalist intellectuals, but rather
their lives spanned a wide range of motives and circumstances.

While African evangelists may have been most noteworthy to missiona-
ries for their Christianity, or to later scholars for their ostensible roles in
colonialism, they and their communities likely regarded other aspects of their
lives as more significant. In addition to working as a teacher, preacher or
scribe, each evangelist was also often a healer, advisor, member of a promi-
nent family or a successful farmer, herder, hunter or trader. African evangel-
ists thus served different roles for different people, acting as intermediaries
between multiple communities and influencing how each viewed the other.
As they earned the trust of missionaries and sought to make the most of that
relationship, African evangelists were enlisted to explain African culture to
Europeans and European culture to Africans, translating each into terms that
the other might understand. As teachers for both Europeans and Africans,
they bridged the frontier between the two cultures while ultimately remain-
ing residents of and belonging to Africa.

An investigation of nineteenth-century African evangelists thus raises a
number of fundamental questions about the nature of cultural interaction and
change. If Africans can adopt certain elements of European culture as their
own, making them familiar, what constitutes “peculiar strangeness” in a
given set of beliefs and practices, and how might one determine where one
culture ends and another begins? Is the interplay of different ideas and
behaviors best defined in reference to two opposing cultures as conversion,
syncretism and recidivism, or is the new way of life instead a unified,
coherent system of its own? As Africans heard about Christianity from other
Africans, what would it mean, as put by Livingstone, for it to come “directly
in contact with their minds,” as if Christianity could transcend the corporal
and temporal limits of a culture? And who or what was in control of the
process? Is the spread of Christianity in Africa more accurately characterized
as Christianization of Africans or as Africanization of Christianity?

Many books have already been written on these questions, attempting to
reconcile the change and continuity that can be found in Christianity’s
various manifestations throughout history and to disentangle the threads of
myriad cultural influences. From the Celtic holy men of Iona to the populist
preachers of the Great Awakening, scholars have identified a recurring
pattern of inculturation whereby the basic tenets of Christianity acquire new
meanings and expressions in each particular time and place. For Africa,
recent scholarship, such as Gerrie Ter Haar’s How God Became African
(2009), has tended to focus on the rapid growth of African churches during
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the past twenty years, but Africa’s relationship with Christianity clearly has a
much longer history. Foreign missionaries were often important players in
that relationship, but the development of African churches over the centuries,
whether in Egypt, Ethiopia and Kongo or later under European colonial rule,
has demonstrated the ancient and enduring capacity of Africans to make God
their own.

One of the earliest studies of colonial-era African religiosity is Yoruba
Heathenism (1899) by the Nigerian Anglican priest James Johnson, in which
he describes the compatibility of some Yoruba beliefs and practices with
Christianity, drawing parallels with the persistence of Germanic customs in
European Christianity. This view has been echoed more recently by scholars
such as Lamin Sanneh in Translating the Message (1996), which compares
the development of African Christianity to the Hellenization of Christianity
that occurred during its initial expansion in the eastern Mediterranean. This
general process of inculturation is well-recognized by scholars, but there
remains a compulsion to identify either Christianity or its host culture as the
dominant actor, while the perspectives of converts at the center of events
have continued to perplex and elude categorization.

Study of leading African Christians who became preachers and teachers
during the nineteenth century promises to contribute much to our understand-
ing of African history, the impact of colonization and the spread of Christian-
ity. This has already been demonstrated by a few valuable works on colonial
African evangelists. In M. Louise Pirouet’s Black Evangelists (1978), she
examines how Christianity, after being adopted by rulers of Buganda in the
interior of East Africa, was brought beyond the kingdom’s capital to other
areas by Africans rather than by Europeans. This expansion took place
during the establishment of British indirect rule, but it was shaped by a
number of different factors, including not only the association of Christianity
with the allied power of Buganda and the British Empire but also the abilities
and personalities of individual evangelists and the specific political and
cultural contexts of the communities where they preached. In West Africa,
scholars have focused mostly on the careers of former captives who, after
being liberated by the British and educated in Sierra Leone, returned to their
Yoruba homeland as missionaries, intellectuals and, ultimately, progenitors
of Nigerian nationalism.® Among the most recent and influential of these
studies has been John Peel’s Religious Encounter and the Making of the
Yoruba (2000). Drawing on journals written by the evangelists themselves,
Peel constructs a detailed and convincing account of how Africans translated
Christianity into Yoruba terms while at the same time producing a Christian-
inflected Yoruba identity. Studies such as these have been rather exceptional,
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however, as the preponderance of attention has remained on European-
African confrontations and the role of European missionaries in colonization.

In southern Africa, early African evangelists have largely still escaped
the notice of scholars, but there is a growing interest in looking beyond the
racial, political and cultural divisions of the apartheid years. Most studies
thus far have been concerned with the independent church movements of the
early twentieth century, pioneered by Bengt Sundkler’s Bantu Prophets
(1948), while occasional examinations of mission-affiliated Africans have
tended to be brief laudatory biographies chronicling the growth of particular
church denominations. Since the end of apartheid in 1990, there has been a
tremendous expansion of scholarly interest in the history of South African
Christianity, recognizing the important roles that its beliefs and institutions
played not just as instruments of either oppression or resistance but also
more generally as fundamental, ongoing elements of South African society.
One recent major work along these lines is Elizabeth Elbourne’s Blood
Ground (2002), a detailed history of Christian missions and Khoisan-
European relations in the eastern Cape during the early nineteenth century.
Elbourne provides a valuable examination of local complexity, competing
personalities, historical change and African agency, yet much study remains
to be done on the lives of African preachers and teachers during the nine-
teenth century, particularly of those who lived on the edges of colonial
society.

There are several reasons for this lingering gap in the scholarship, but
foremost among them has been an understandable emphasis on the twentieth
century. European colonization, with its attendant subjugation of Africans,
gave rise to a dominant impression that European influence, including the
introduction of Christianity, had a coercive and overwhelming impact
throughout the history of European involvement in Africa. Enabled by a
relative lack of testimony from Africans before 1880 to present an alternate
narrative, this view has compressed all the events of the nineteenth century
into a uniform moment and grouped people as they were identified at the end
of the century, projecting later European power and views back into earlier
times. The nature of academic research and popular memory has also played
a role, formulating patterns of human behavior and ascribing an anticipated
order or moral lesson to disparate situations. However, as demonstrated in
the lives of African evangelists, people do not always act as expected, and
Christianity assumed many different and complex forms in Africa during the
course of the nineteenth century, defying explanation in a single over-arching
story.
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Narratives of Tswana Christianity

It is a matter of record that the first baptism of a Tswana convert occurred
shortly after 1800 and that by 1900 there were thousands of Tswana Chris-
tians, many of them asserting independence from European control, but the
story of how Christianity shed its “peculiar strangeness” and became an
important part of Tswana society can be told in several different ways,
depending on who or what are regarded as the central characters in the story.
Whether it is prominent individuals such as European missionaries and
Tswana rulers or abstract entities such as Christianity and modernity that are
imbued with agency and significance, one inevitably gives more attention to
evidence that will help explain how those people or things propelled events.
The resulting histories of Tswana Christianity have varied significantly,
reflecting a range of interests and assumptions about the meaning and
importance of “Tswana,” “Christianity’’ and “history.”

One basic issue that must be decided at the outset is how to define the
extent of Tswana society. In ethno-linguistic terms, as ancestrally-related
groups of people with mutually comprehensible languages and customs, the
Tswana — or more broadly Sotho-Tswana — have historically interacted
across a very large area bounded approximately by the Drakensberg Moun-
tains, Kalahari Desert, Orange River and Limpopo River. At the beginning of
the nineteenth century, a few groups in the southwestern part of that region
employed a collective label recorded by Europeans as “Bechuana,” and
southeastern people adopted the general label of “Basuto,” but as those labels
were extended to others during the nineteenth century, each chiefdom and
clan continued to identify itself primarily by the name of a ruler or ancestral
founder. There were some genuine cultural and historical differences
between the groups, but variation occurred more as a gradual continuum
from one group to the next than as distinct divisions, and all of them argua-
bly shared the same ethno-linguistic heritage.

Those groups became more rigidly divided, however, by tribal identities
and national borders instituted after 1880, giving rise to views of the past that
are governed mostly by modern political concerns and ignore the mutability
of nineteenth-century chiefdoms. As South Africa today seeks to forge a
more united nation, Sotho-Tswana culture is becoming relegated to a distant
past or to neighboring Botswana and Lesotho while being marginalized by
more dominant Zulu and Xhosa within South Africa. Despite the central
roles played by Batswana (Tswana people) in southern Africa, they have
come to be regarded as relatively peripheral, with their histories either
narrowly focused on specific groups or subordinated to modern national
narratives. For this study, I have chosen to focus mostly on people who have
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come to be identified as Batswana or Western Sotho, but, in looking beyond
modern boundaries, I also include a few cases from the Basotho, Bapedi and
others in recognition of the connected experiences of Sotho-Tswana in the
nineteenth century.

An even more contentious issue is how to portray the history of Chris-
tianity in Tswana society. The first histories, written by church-affiliated
scholars during the colonial era, generally celebrated the spread of Chris-
tianity and focused almost exclusively on Europeans and their activities,
depicting Tswana Christians as objects of missionary concern or at most
nameless assistants.” European social scientists responded to missionary
proselytism with skepticism that became increasingly critical, resulting in the
eventual portrayal of Christianity as a central component of European
imperialism. Early anthropologists, led by Isaac Schapera, acknowledged the
importance that Christianity had acquired in Tswana communities by the
early twentieth century, but they generally preferred to focus on aspects of
Tswana culture that appeared less tainted by European influence.® Later
scholars, in sympathy with African nationalism and the struggle against
apartheid, expanded that suspicion of Christianity into a general critique of
all European instruments of political and economic control.’

Studies of Tswana Christianity by African scholars have followed simi-
lar lines, seeking to identify African agency and perspectives during the
colonial era. One of the earliest written accounts is Micah Kgasi’s Thuto Ke
Eng [What is Christian Teaching], published in 1949 for the benefit of fellow
Tswana graduates of mission schools. Paralleling early European-produced
mission histories, Kgasi approvingly traces the growth of Christianity in his
community, but he portrays it as an African achievement, with Christianity
successfully adapted into Tswana terms as an enhancement of their existing
values rather than a threat. During the 1970s, this view was echoed in
Gabriel Setiloane’s The Image of God Among the Sotho-Tswana (1976), but
it was countered by historians of specific groups, who tended to treat
Christianity as a destabilizing element and foreign import.'” Some studies
have been more nuanced in their treatment of Tswana mission-affiliated
churches, but others, such as that by James Amanze, have tended to regard
the early congregations as primarily European projects, characterized by
missionary suppression of Tswana beliefs and aspirations.'' African scholars
have generally been more interested in those Tswana Christians during the
colonial era who resisted European rule to form independent “Ethiopian”
churches, championing them as proto-nationalists."”

Recent studies by American and European scholars on the history of
Botswana have given more attention to the views and agency of Batswana



