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Everyone has needs. Whether we are struck by physical or spiritual hunger, 

poverty and brokenness, we all must have something or someone come and meet our 
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someone to come save us from the hunger, poverty and brokenness. For a beautiful and 
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hungry, poor and broken world who need to have their needs met just as much as we do. 

From a wounded, fatherless generation in Northern Uganda to a starving, government-

less population in Somalia, East Africa has needs. Who is filling them?           
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
The Hands of Christ 

 
 

The poor, hurting, sick, sad, lost, broken, fearful and chained people of the world 

in which we live have always and will always exist. That is until the return of the King. 

While we, as Christians, eagerly await the return of our King, we are instructed to do 

more than just watch those less fortunate from across the street or ocean. Rather we are 

called to bring good news and meet the needs of those who are poor in body and spirit. 

We ourselves are incapable of providing a lasting salvation to those poor in body and 

spirit. Yet we know the one who is. For this reason, Christ empowered His disciples to 

love His people, and as spiritual descendants of those disciples, the Christian Church 

(those who profess Jesus as Lord and Savior) of today is called to love all nations of 

people by meeting their physical needs and sharing the gospel. The numerous verses that 

God uses to communicate His purpose for mankind make loving His people very evident, 

its just the carrying out of that love that looks different to different people. Those 

differences, for better or worse, have resulted in a wealth of non-profit organizations and 

church programs that have sprung up in an attempt to meet these needs. Looking at the 

recent history of global outreach and compassion, the area of East Africa reveals a 

snapshot of churches and non-profit organizations (NGOs) seeking to love God’s people 

by loving those poor in both body and spirit. 

 Before looking at the Church’s present state in East Africa, one must look at the 

recent history of East African nations that has brought a wealth of needs to the people of 
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those countries. Independence was huge for East African nations like Kenya and Uganda, 

but the effects of colonialism that ended less than a century ago still remain a huge reality 

for the people of these countries. In the wake of colonial rulers, Uganda and Kenya were 

left with the Anglican Church as the main stream of worship with a noteworthy group of 

Catholics as a secondary Christian voice. Islam also played a significant role in the 

developing years of these countries and maintains a considerable presence today1   

Due to the interconnectedness of church and state under colonial rule, much of the 

beginning church history of independent East Africa has been intertwined with 

government. In Uganda, Milton Obote took control of the government in 1967 for the 

first few years and abolished the kingdoms that had existed within the country. He 

desired to bring unity of the different people groups to the forefront of Ugandans minds, 

but this proved to be a step away from what the Anglican Church not to mention the 

rulers of the kingdoms were accustomed to.2 He was removed from power in Idi Amin’s 

coup. Amin’s rule lasted the vast majority of the 1970s and was marked by oppression 

and death as Amin filled a country with fear-provoked violence, much of the fear rooting 

in Amin’s distrust of Christian churches with believed foreign ties. This oppression 

actually caused some unity between religions and denominations as violence racked all 

groups of people. This unity failed to remain though after Amin’s rule ended and Obote 

was reinstituted. Obote’s second term, still marked by violence, was ended when Yoweri 

Museveni came to power with the support of younger, educated Protestants. Museveni 

shows his understanding of the need for religious cooperation, tries to avoid                                                         1 Holger Bernt Hansen and Michael Twaddle Religion and Politics in East Africa 
(London: Curry, 1995), 76.  2 Ibid., 79-82 
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“unnecessarily antagonizing the churches” and tries to avoid “using a particular church as 

an instrument for establishing power, which would be his criticism” of rules before him. 

Museveni’s approaches displayed the important place churches have in East African 

societies. Additionally, pastors themselves have become highly respected people in their 

communities.3  

The violence and oppression experienced during the tumultuous years in East 

Africa left an impact on the teachings and beliefs of the congregations. In Kenya the 

interest in eschatology is “clearly linked to political crisis.” The judgment described in 

eschatological works is “not supernatural apocalypse: it is national, social and economic 

catastrophe.” When discussing judgment and condemnation, one must understand the 

realities of death and pain that people of East African churches endure so often and many 

deem a punishment for their church and leader’s actions.4 

The concept of evangelism also changes when looked at through an African lens. 

Bishop David Gitari talks about how the Western idea of saving individuals’ souls by 

way of personal decisions is “alien to African culture.” The culture is so communal that 

the gospel should be preached in households in a respectful way that “wins” communities 

to Christ instead of attempting to drag individuals out of their community-driven 

lifestyles.5 However, Reformation-based churches that have sprung up in East African 

communities simultaneously bring a potentially antithetical concept when they hold to 

the teaching of ‘the priesthood of all believers.’ Empowering individuals to learn and 

                                                        3 Ibid., 87, 89, 93-94, 99  4 Ibid., 191  5 Ibid., 190 
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make decisions for themselves went against so much of the “sacral leadership” doctrine 

that marked the church and culture. With no real intention of establishing a system that 

taught power, the Kenyan church reaffirmed its goals as “evangelistic, pastoral and 

developmental” during these formative years.6   

While East African churches considered the messages that were being preached, 

M. Louise Pirouet comments along with Archbishop Desmond Tutu that liberation 

theology remained largely unspoken of by pastors. Yet the issues of poverty and disease 

pertaining to so many Africans are ones that are addressed in liberation teachings. Pirouet 

holds that this stems from the church’s desire to not “rock the political boat by acting in 

defense of human rights in the face of governments nervous of any kind of dissenting 

voice.” The Ugandan churches, for example, were very reluctant to criticize even Idi 

Amin, and the steps of boldness by church leaders that did occur were late in preventing 

bloodshed and oppression. Some of this reluctance came with a misunderstanding as 

religious leaders were criticized for advocating violent acts when they preached about 

fighting evil. Kenya churches experienced the same apparently silent approval toward the 

violent Kenyatta regime. Even when church leaders began speaking out, they were 

hesitant to immediately identify those responsible for the evil acts. Another cause of 

silence and hesitation amongst priests was the dissension about the message being sent. 

One group wholeheartedly believed the message that the church defends the oppressed 

must be communicated while the other believed speaking out would tie the church too 

closely back into the government. A general consensus was finally reached that the 

                                                        6 Ibid., 195-196 
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church should act as the defender and supporter of the oppressed by partnering with 

“other institutions and people working for human rights.”7 

Once the church solved the question of whether or not to take public stands to 

defend and care for the oppressed, the question then became how. In their book The Poor 

Will Be Glad, Peter Greer and Phil Smith ask this question of a twenty-first century 

church. Greer and Smith begin tackling this question by looking at the current church 

approach to meeting spiritual and physical needs as well as Jesus’ approach. Smith notes 

that most churches he attended for the first fifty years of his life had two separate 

committees for missions and benevolence. Without condemning this model entirely, he 

claims that, “This structure separated proclaiming the gospel from meeting physical 

needs. Church members seemed to internalize the message that the two functions were 

separate.”8 While not all congregations fall into this category, most would admit to the 

natural division between missions and benevolence that Christians have allowed to take 

root in their minds. Even if we incorporate both into our lives, they usually come at 

separate times. We think of a trip halfway across the world as the right place to bring 

someone the news about Jesus and our neighbor’s house the right place to bring a cooked 

meal. Often those flip but less often do we put them together. Looking at the example of 

Jesus, Smith points out passages like Matthew 4:23 where, “Jesus went throughout 

Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and 

                                                        7 Ibid., 248-256  8 Peter Greer and Phil Smith, The Poor Will Be Glad Joining the Revolution to 
Lift the World Out of Poverty (Nashville: Zondervan, 2009), 35.  
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healing every disease and sickness among the people.”9 Smith also points to how, “The 

ministry of Christ demonstrated the seamless harmony of obeying both the Great 

Commission and the Greatest Commandment.”10 First we see a perfect carrying out of the 

very instructions Christ gives his disciples. Secondly, we see a marrying of two 

immensely important passages for every Christian’s walk that we seem to have immense 

trouble marrying in our lives today. “Go” and “love” He instructs, but a short glance at 

church history reveals a pendulum-like swing between leaning towards sharing the gospel 

and leaning towards providing for people’s basic needs.  

Greer then proceeds to discuss how the church can go about integrating their acts 

of gospel-sharing and love. He tells one to, “consider the reality of life for the poor” by 

asking what their options are for escaping the “meager wages from subsistence 

agriculture or day labor for an oppressive employer.” He claims the “only option would 

be to create your own employment.” The opportunity for self-employment comes with 

capital, he argues, and capital can come with the microfinance loans and RoSCAs 

(Rotating Savings and Credit Associations). The microfinance loans, or small-scale loans 

provide an original amount for an individual to invest in a moneymaking venture that 

then pays back the original loan and starts the individual off on a path of success. 

Furthermore, these loans usually come with counseling and accountability from a loan’s 

counselor who can also lead conversations that meet spiritual needs. A RoSCA forms 

when a group of individuals saves their money together over a short period of time and 

loans equal portions of that saved money out in a rotating fashion to each individual in 

                                                        9 Ibid., 36  10 Ibid., 37 
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order to provide the capital for a small business. That individual then is responsible for 

gradually paying back group members with their income to ensure that all members 

receive the same capital with which to start their business. Sometimes, microfinance 

loans are the initial funds a group member contributes. Smith holds that, “By working 

together and trusting each other, the women found a way to provide themselves loans and 

a way to save.”11 Plus, SCAs bring individuals together in a relationship-building 

community that God intends people to live in.  

Smith and Greer go on to discuss that while women receive nearly 80 percent of 

loans made worldwide, women are not the only group of people who should be 

considered. As examples, they cite highly effective efforts that provided youth and 

prostitutes with loans and counseling. The youth’s 100 percent repayment rate on the 

loans was just one example of the initiatives’ success.12 Smith attributes the success of 

microfinance on a global scale to “one simple and indisputable reason – the vast majority 

of the poor are willing and able to lift themselves from poverty if given an opportunity.”13 

While this statement may not ring as true to some American church members, Greer and 

Smith look on a global level where so many people have been trapped in poverty for 

generations. The success of microfinance has not gone unnoticed either. After The 

Chalmers Center for Economic Development at Covenant College in Georgia held 

economic institutes for church leaders in Kenya and Uganda in 2005-200714, the 

                                                        
11 Ibid., 88-89 

 
12 Ibid., 110, 135-137 
 
13 Ibid., 101 
 
14 Ibid., 97 
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Anglican Churches of Kenya, Uganda and Rwanda have launched programs and taken 

steps toward seeing SCAs and microfinance used to minister to the economic and 

spiritual needs of poor individuals and congregations. 

While churches in East Africa have begun to see the positive impact that 

microfinance and SCAs can have on congregations, the microfinance institutions (MFIs) 

have begun realizing the need to work alongside congregations as they seek to help the 

poor. Smith puts it quite simply when he says, “The church is the best distribution system 

in the world.”15 Smith cites the influence that pastors have in their communities and the 

need for the providers of anything within a community to have the backing of local 

church leaders in order to successfully educate and gain the trust of local communities. 

That doesn’t make this partnership easy though as theories of repayment of loans and 

interest don’t always mesh nicely with a grace-centered theology.16 But when the 

churches and MFIs reconcile their differences, the marriage of serving physical needs and 

spiritual needs can look surprisingly like Christ. Greer takes this one step further to say, 

“Ignoring the local church is not an option for organizations devoted to Christ… They are 

God’s heart and hands in those communities, and we need to work closely with them as 

part of the same body.”17 Greer also holds that, “The focus on spiritual poverty is the only 

hope for lasting transformation for the poor.”18 Christ came for a reason, and no matter 

                                                        
15 Ibid., 155 
 
16 Ibid., 161 
 
17 Ibid., 197 
 
18 Ibid., 196 
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how much wealth a formerly poverty-stricken person can amass it will not satisfy their 

desire for life abundant and life eternal. 

Another key issue addressed centers around the American church’s role in 

meeting the physical and spiritual needs of poorer people around the globe. Smith 

believes that the North American church has modeled a dependency on donations to fund 

its ministries and spread this model around the world.19 While this model may not create 

huge issues in a place where donations are substantial, a community lacking in the wealth 

to donate and thus fund ministries, has a problem. Smith calls it “imperative that the 

church in America find ways to share the gospel in developing countries while 

simultaneously finding creative ways to help new Christians and churches become self-

supporting.” He recognizes the difficulty, but predicts that local churches will “wither 

and fade” if they don’t become self-supporting.20 This question of generating revenue for 

a church is not new to the global church though and Business as Missions (BAM) is one 

of the answers previously unmentioned that is being put into practice. BAM usually 

refers to a “for-profit business which is formed specifically to demonstrate Christian 

principles and practices and to improve the income and infrastructure of the surrounding 

community – all to the glory of God.”21 While not necessarily fueling a local church’s 

funds directly, BAM brings wealth to a community while pointing all eyes back to God. 

Employees and customers alike have a chance to hear of Christ and have the need for 

economic growth met right in front of them. One example of BAM sits on 17,000 acres 

                                                        
19 Ibid., 213 

 
20 Ibid., 223 

 
21 Ibid., 227 
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of land near Lake Victoria in Kenya. Dominion Farms has built a hydroelectric dam, 

dykes, a reservoir, grain storage and drying facilities, and roads that benefit its business 

while also building classrooms, medical clinics, public roads, water wells, markets and 

sports fields for the community.22 When it comes to the intangibles that model Christ, 

BAMs like Dominion Farms will be more difficult to judge success and will require time 

to establish their reputations.  

For many, an economic boost that spurs them on to a profitable business or 

community is a picture of Christ that speaks to their physical and spiritual longings. But 

its equally true that money will fall short in the endeavor to show Christ’s love to every 

hurting person. This concept rings true perfectly for the countries in East Africa that have 

felt the effects of the Lord’s Resistance Army under the command of Joseph Kony. 

Under claims of guidance from the Holy Spirit, the LRA has been terrorizing Northern 

Uganda, Southern Sudan and Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo for over two 

decades now, brutally killing, raping and maiming people while abducting child soldiers 

into their ranks to transform into unfeeling, killing machines. For these children and 

families unfortunate enough to stand in the path of LRA soldiers, money brings only so 

much consolation. Money is not what the LRA is after either, so to Sam Childers, author 

of Another Man’s War, “negotiating is a waste of time. Who knows how many villagers 

have been killed while people sit around talking about what a big problem all this is. But 

when you go out and kill some of the enemy, you’re making progress. You’re speaking 

                                                        
22 Ibid., 230 
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the LRA’s language.”23 While this solution comes like a punch in the gut compared to 

mild-mannered microfinance, defending the weak involves someone actually fighting on 

their behalf when the belligerent group seems to be fighting for no other reason other 

than to fight.  

Childers understands the need for money to fund even the fighting of the LRA 

and would have rescued few children without the help of soldiers from the Sudanese 

People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) put under his command by the Southern Sudanese 

government. But after years spent around non-profit organizations in Uganda and Sudan, 

Childers believes that “Big budgets don’t ensure good stewardship or success in 

delivering aid. Actually, I think you could make a case for the idea that the more money a 

relief organization has, the less wisely they spend it.”24 Childers has grown frustrated 

with NGOs that receive big funding and government support yet allow so much of it to 

fall by the wayside of corruption and fear. Not trying to trumpet his organization’s 

integrity, he seeks to inspire honesty and boldness for those sharing in the fight whatever 

the means because of how worthy the children are of such an effort. He continues to 

defend war later on saying, “One of the reasons I like war is that you don’t find many 

people arguing on a battlefield. Everybody there is humble and looking out for the 

common good because their lives depend on it. The safer conditions are, the more selfish 

people can afford to get. War shakes all that out of you.”25 The natural human tendencies 

of pride and self-service tend to worm their way in to people’s thoughts when comfort                                                         
23 Sam Childers, Another Man’s War: The True Story of One Man’s Battle to Save 

Children in the Sudan (Nashville: Nelson, 2009), 2.  24 Ibid., 70  25 Ibid., 205 
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and ease rule the day. Childers will take the dangers of war any day if it means more 

people get loved better. 

When questioned about his sometimes apparently reckless method of ministry, the 

verse in Luke 14 about “count[ing] the cost” often comes up. Childers disagrees with the 

interpretation, holding that, “Planning is an important part of all missions work, but it can 

become an excuse to do nothing. The point is, before you start something, plan to hang 

on and finish it no matter the cost.”26 The tattoo sporting, drug and alcohol addict-turned-

pastor has so far stayed true to that statement. He first traveled to Africa in 1998 as part 

of a medical missions trip and has felt his heart drawn back to the people of Southern 

Sudan and Northern Uganda since that trip. The smallest and most vulnerable have 

become the cry of his heart, and he has helped to rescue over 1,000 children who had in 

some way been affected by the LRA. In almost the same breath, the pastor makes a point 

of proclaiming the gospel message, and has seen over 50,000 people give their hearts to 

the Lord.”27 

With a rough background and a father who knew how to fight on another’s behalf, 

Childers refers to himself as a fighter on multiple occasions. Yet he believes that the 

“urge to protect people who can’t protect themselves is a lot of what has kept me coming 

back to Africa over the past ten years. A willingness to fight another man’s war. Thanks, 

Dad, for showing me the way.”28 Childers makes quite clear though, that he is not in it for 

the fighting, but for the children. He tells how his groups never attack LRA strongholds                                                         26 Ibid., 206  27 Ibid., 118-119  28 Ibid., 39  
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because their “appearance could end a child’s life by murder or collateral damage.”29 

With such a regard for the lives of children, Childers remains focused on rescue missions 

in the midst of or in the aftermath of an LRA attack rather than invasions. He holds that 

“the fighting we’ve done in Uganda and Sudan has produced an oasis of peace and safety 

in a very dangerous part of the world.” The oasis he refers to is the Shekinah Fellowship 

Children’s Center intentionally situated right in the middle of the rural part of Southern 

Sudan where the LRA is the most active. Walls and around-the-clock armed guards 

provide the children with what is for many, the first truly safe place they have known. 

They are cared for by a staff Childers calls, “the hardest-working people I know in Sudan. 

They work from sunup till sundown at the compound and still take care of their own 

families… Widows of war—victims themselves—these women find purpose and 

fulfillment in their task.”30 Childers reaches perhaps the very epicenter of his heart when 

he paints a picture of a night at the Shekinah Fellowship Children’s center, “Three 

hundred young souls—bellies filled, teeth brushed—snuggle down under warm blankets 

on soft, clean sheets…And so here sleeps my life’s work. A little oasis of safety and 

assurance in a sea of war and danger. A light for Christ in a murky and troubled land. A 

calm and fearless outpost of hope in the middle of another man’s war.”31 Childers 

recognizes that, reminiscent of the Great Commandment and the Great Commission, God 

called him to go and love, not go and fight. However, he also recognizes that fighting is a 

means by which to show love when people need someone to fight on their behalf. 

                                                        29 Ibid., 107  30 Ibid., 115, 121  31 Ibid., 121 
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His life’s work, like so many others who have given their lives to loving their 

neighbors, was born in the midst of the suffering. He recounts how he “stood over that 

little body” that had been blown apart by a land mine planted by Northern Sudanese 

armies and meant for SPLA soldiers. It had “once been a precious child—playing, 

laughing, full of life and energy and hope, too young to despair, too young to hate.” Now 

the child was just “one more anonymous casualty out of millions.” Through tears, 

Childers told God that day that he would do “whatever it takes” to help these people.32 It 

was suffering that Childers had to not only see, but feel. Not only witness, but partake in, 

before his heart could truly be united to the people of Sudan. The unity had to know no 

bounds, and Childers felt the pain again upon his return to America. “I couldn’t focus on 

my business. Didn’t even want to. I walked through the day disconnected from 

everything around me, my head and heart brimming with thoughts of Yei,” the area of 

Sudan racked by war. He began selling many of his possessions because, “It shamed me 

to have them when people were dying in Sudan because they didn’t have clean water or 

mosquito nets.” Like when he stood over the child’s body, Childers declared that he must 

“do whatever I can to help these people.”33 His heart for Sudan did not stay there, but 

came with him. His ability to feel pain with them survived no matter how near or far he 

was from them physically. He closes the book with the promise that, “once you feel—in 

the flesh or in your heart—one of these warm, tender, trusting, grubby little hands in your 

own, you will never let it go.”34  

                                                        32 Ibid., 30-31  33 Ibid., 51-52  34 Ibid., 223 
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That is the image of compassion that should resound with America. The 

American church seems so content to provide handouts and show love from afar without 

truly desiring to share in the suffering of those they are helping. Compassion should not 

be defined as merely an act of charity because the Western society’s definition of charity 

falls short of the kind of love asked of Christ’s church. We envision charity and thus 

compassion as sending checks in the mail to organizations we know very little of and 

dropping off cans for a food drive we rarely lend a hand to. While checks and cans are a 

huge part of changing lives, the time and energy required to suffer with someone whether 

they be down the street or across the world I believe is a more accurate picture of Christ’s 

compassion on us. It doesn’t matter whether the one suffers due to lack of money for 

food, lack of protection from an oppressor or lack of purpose in life. The poor in body 

and spirit deserve a truly compassionate hand. Greer and Smith call it a “hand up, not a 

handout.” The question for Christ’s global body of believers is now whether we will 

continue trying to slide money into millions of extended hands across the globe or instead 

grasp those extended hands and not let go. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Breaking Through Centuries of Fear 
 
 

 Since the fall of the former president-turned-dictator Siyad Barre in 19911, the 

Somali people have lived at best under the pledged governance of a couple of different 

transitional governments. However, when it comes to giving citizens access to food, 

potable water and protection, basic tests of a government’s functionality, the transitional 

governments have come up drastically short. They were short to the tune of two famines 

in two decades and the uncontrolled presence of the militant group whose tactics directly 

brought about so much of the pain and death that has characterized the lives of Somalis 

the past twenty years. Al-Shabaab remains the primary force opposing the transitional 

government as well as controlling food and other aid distribution throughout the country. 

Though lacking a clearly-stated vision, the al-Shabaab have drastically cut aid from 

churches and non-profit organizations seeking to feed and care for the hurting and dying 

in Somalia. A history of religious tensions, little-to-no success with military intervention 

and the lack of a strong central government for the past two decades causes inaction on 

the part of the world, scaring off, crippling and in some places nullifying all attempts by 

churches and nonprofit organizations to meet the spiritual and physical needs of the 

people of Somalia. 

 To grasp the cultural and religious climate that has shaped Somali perception of 

Christians and thus the Christian Church, one must trace the Somali religious history all                                                         1 Haggai Erlich, Islam and Christianity in the Horn of Africa: Somalia, Ethiopia 
and Sudan, (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2010) 1-3. 
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the way back to initial meetings of followers of Christianity and Islam in the region. 

Many claim the Horn of Africa as the initial meeting point of Christians and Muslims2. 

Christianity in the Horn centers around Ethiopia, as Ethiopian emperors during medieval 

times claimed to be descendents of King Solomon of Jerusalem. The Christian Crusades 

against Muslims and the destruction of the Christian kingdom by an the Islamic holy 

warrior Ahmad Gragn mark the noteworthy early clashes out of which the history of 

religious tension in East Africa was born. The fear of the opposition repeating such 

atrocities as occurred during the Crusades or Gragn’s invasion fueled centuries of conflict. 

In his book, Islam and Christianity in the Horn of Africa, Haggai Erlich describes 

Ethiopian Christian’s fear of an attack by Muslims as the “Ahmad Gragn syndrome3” 

Similarly, Somalis and the greater Islamic community as a whole fear another Crusade-

like assault on their religion. When it comes to a tangible story to hearken back to, more 

radical Muslim literature refers to a story about an Ethiopian attempting to destroy the 

Ka’ba4, the Islamic holy place at the center of Mecca where God’s presence dwells for 

Muslims. Thus, it is out of fear of future conflict that centuries of conflict have grown. 

While talk of Crusades and Holy Wars remain an important part of the past for 

people of both faiths, more recent conflicts paint just as accurate a picture of the road that 

has led to the current tension-heavy climate of Somalia. Traditionally, Somalia’s 

neighbor Ethiopia represents the Christian population while Somalia (still 99.7 percent 

                                                        2 Ibid., 1-3  3 Ibid., 3  4 Ibid., 171 
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Muslim5) represents the Muslim perspective. The modern-day clashes began in 1961 with 

conflict over the Ogaden territory in Ethiopia. Representing one-fifth of Ethiopia’s land, 

the Ogaden territory was primarily settled by Muslims. Somali radicals still hold that the 

territory was wrongly claimed by Ethiopia and should be returned to Somali hands. The 

real war over this territory didn’t ensue until 1977, however, when Barre’s Somali forces 

invaded Ethiopia. Ironically, both sides used Soviet arms in the combat as the Soviet 

empire sought influence in both countries at the time. Barre chose to break ties with the 

Soviets shortly after though6, siding instead with the other global power interested in 

Somalia: Middle Eastern Wahhabi radicals. Thanks to funds acquired from their valuable 

oil, Saudi Arabia trained many Somalis at Saudi universities into Wahhabi-minded 

Islamic radicals before sending them back into Somalia and the Ogaden territory7. These 

Wahhabi-trained Somali natives were more responsible for driving Barre and Somalia 

into the invasion than Barre himself. But Barre’s willingness to utilize the radical 

language to turn the insurgency into a religious jihad by promising special spots in 

heaven for fighters cost him and his country dearly. He lost Soviet backing in addition to 

the war, as the Soviets refused to endorse a religiously-driven government rather than a 

socialist state8. Following the loss, he tried to suppress the radical-minority and continue 

on with a more secular state but the Wahhabi radicals had already established a 

                                                        5 Joshua Project, “Somalia – Religions,” U.S. Center for World Missions, 
 http://www.joshuaproject.net/countries.php?rog3=SO (accessed October, 29 2011).  6 Erlich, 153  7 Ibid., 150  8 Ibid., 153 
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connection in Somalia that would “undermine Siyad’s regime and result in the forceful 

re-emergence of Islam as a political option in Somalia9.”  

First, it should be noted that Western money spent on oil provided the funding for 

the radical Somalis to gain Wahhabi influence in Saudi universities. Though it’s difficult 

to point fingers for such an indirect cause, it should be noted that Western money funded 

the spread of radical Islam in a significant way. The opening of the door to outside 

Islamic forces like Saudi Wahhabis has proven to be critical for the country still 

essentially ruled by radical outside Islamic forces. The Western dollar and Middle 

Eastern radicals can’t claim sole responsibility for Somalia’s current status though, as 

Siad Barre consciously aligned his leadership with radical ideals. While Barre watched a 

relationship with the Soviet Union disintegrate with his decision, he also set his country 

on a trajectory leading directly away from a relationship with Western nations. Thus, the 

immense struggle Western nations and aid organizations have had in gaining access to 

Somalia can be traced back to Barre’s alignment with Islamic radicals in the late 1970s. 

This period of a couple years also proved critical for Somalia’s future as its leader 

steered the country into the hands of the radical Muslims who would bring about his 

downfall in 1991. While Somalia’s government became as intertwined with radical Islam 

as ever following 1991, Ethiopia grew more secular. Though Ethiopian Muslims never 

saw true equality with the Ethiopian Christian majority, the gap of disparity closed 

considerably10. Meanwhile, the fall of Barre’s regime left a bunch of warring clans and a 

vacuum of power at the national level that was asking to be filled by international 

                                                        9 Ibid., 154  10 Ibid., 158 
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terrorist networks11. Fill it they did as a series of terrorist organizations proceeded to take 

partial control of the country in the ensuing years. In 2003, this revolving door of groups 

came to a close with the rise of the Youth Party, Hizb al-Shabaab, or al-Shabaab12. But 

when it came to official government, the initial transitional government flopped, and the 

radical Muslims gained the upper hand in the mid-2000s as well. A militant-judicial 

group called the ICU gained control of the capital of Mogadishu and despite extremely 

hard-line religious rules, built support by establishing a degree of order in the region not 

seen since Barre’s demise. The radical leaders took their support a bit too far, however, 

and chose to reignite the war with Ethiopia. This time, the war sprung out of the radical 

fundamentalist Islamic leaders’ hatred for the growth of the more liberal Ethiopia and its 

more recent success against lesser radical Islamic groups in the region. Ethiopia, however, 

was not without its side of the conflict. Ethiopian newspapers recorded a resurfacing of 

the “Gragn” syndrome as the larger Ethiopian community began to fear what a politically 

authoritative, radical Islamic group like the ICU would do13.  

What ensued proved anti-climactic to the Western community at first, but 

reverberated much louder in international Islamic circles. Ethiopia essentially crushed the 

ICU’s attempts and then proceeded to capture Mogadishu. Though the presence of 

Ethiopian troops would eventually provide a wing under which the current Western-

backed, fledgling transitional government would establish itself in Mogadishu, “the 

invasion and toppling of the Islamic radical government in Mogadishu… by Ethiopia 

                                                        11 Ibid., 161  12 Ibid., 164  13 Ibid., 169 
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placed it again, and most strongly, on the agenda of the Muslim world14.” It remains to be 

seen what will come from the stirring up of Islamic circles that resulted from Ethiopia’s 

invasion of Mogadishu. What is clear, however, is that the more powerful radical Islamic 

groups see the Ethiopian invasion and occupation of Somalia’s capital as insulting at best, 

and a deliberate shove to their little Somali brother at worst. Erlich sees potential for 

more than just radicals to take offense at the Ethiopian gesture: “Many Somalis and many 

in the greater Islamic world viewed the Ethiopian capture of Mogadishu as the ultimate 

aggression on Islam by Christian infidels15.” If the more radical groups choose to respond 

aggressively, it could be against more than just Ethiopians. The Western world could see 

backlash too. The al-Shabaab’s current blocking of Western aid may be motivated, at 

least in part, by the international Islamic radical community’s desire to retaliate against 

the Ethiopian occupation. Either way, Ethiopia’s actions helped the transitional 

government, but did not exactly pacify Muslim-Christian tensions in the region. Time 

will tell whether the trade off was worth it. 

Within Somalia’s borders, however, radical Muslims don’t make up the majority. 

In 2006, the ICU lost support when it declared war with Ethiopia and the ease with which 

the Ethiopians took the capital was due to the ICU leaders fleeing the scene. This 

prompted Erlich to say, “The voice of the radicals in the Muslim world is far from 

dominant.” Though no one can say exactly what the people of Somalia want their 

government to look like when the people are dying on such a large scale, it is clear by the 

                                                        14 Ibid., 170  15 Ibid., 142 
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lack of established authority that the majority has not thrown its support in with the al-

Shabaab or with the transitional government.  

While history serves as a set up for either good or evil, victory or defeat, peace or 

war, this gaping hole in national leadership serves as an invitation to crime and constant 

fighting. When there’s an open invitation for crime and conflict to run rampant, the basic 

needs of the people of the region get manipulated for personal gain. Thus, following the 

downfall of Barre, the al-Shabaab began to use their place of temporary, unofficial power 

to control who ate and who didn’t eat within Somalia’s borders. Even before al-Shabaab 

really gained control, John Prendergast writes in 1997, “Food is used directly as an 

instrument of war.” As recent as November 28, 2011, al-Shabaab forcefully shut down 16 

more aid groups working in Somalia, including UN groups responsible for collecting data 

on the disaster. Somalia desperately needs a strong, central governing body that has the 

interests of the people somewhere on their agenda. The nonexistence of such a body not 

only opens the door for corrupt groups to assume positions of power but also makes it 

exceptionally difficult for foreign nations to provide assistance if they wanted to. The 

prospect of dealing with al-Shabaab rather than something that resembles a functioning 

government deters the international community from getting involved. Not to mention 

that the absence of government has allowed a group that not only scares nations away but 

also prevents the majority of non-profit groups and churches that do want to help from 

bringing their aid into the country. 

This gross manipulation of power that occurs in the absence of strong national 

leadership becomes a humanitarian crisis when it combines with the effects of a famine to 

keep people from getting their basic physical needs met. In July of 2011, refugees were 
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flooding into camps and Dabaab, a camp in Kenya, reached a population of 360,000, four 

times its capacity. Certain places in Somalia had death tolls as high as 10,000 a day for a 

period of time16. Moreover, when it came to meeting these very apparent needs, Somalis, 

East Africans and the world sat by at a loss for what to do to feed the hundreds of 

thousands of starving people when no central, respected governing body existed to work 

with, and the only thing resembling some measure of order in the region was the biggest 

cause of the starvation. To magnify matters, a lack of government leads to a lack of a 

thriving or even breathing economy. In July, the inflation rate reached 270 percent, 

making it impossible for countries to import food and make a profit17. Although al-

Shabaab’s presence and policies had less of a direct effect on the economy, the simple 

lack of national leadership to guide the economy is what allowed a country to reach the 

point where members of its private business sector can’t even make a shilling off 

imported food while the population starves. 

When the international community can’t trade in food, can’t send in diplomats 

and can’t even give food to a country in the middle of a famine, one must ask about 

intervening. In September, the United Nations predicted 750,000 deaths from the famine, 

and Ken Menkhaus, a political science professor at Davidson College with Somali 

expertise, believed the international community “lost this round. The numbers are going 

                                                        16 “Famine in Somalia,” LIFE online, 
http://www.life.com/gallery/62981/image/119370229/famine-in-somalia#index/0 
(accessed 28 November 2011).  17 Ibid.  



 24

to be horrifying. We’re too late18.” Desperately needed rain eventually came and the aid 

groups still allowed to operate found creative ways to get some aid to Somalis without 

going through Shabaab hands where the middle men tend to find ways to take off the top 

before actually distributing it. Thanks to the rain and creative aid distribution, the UN re-

estimated that 250,000 now face imminent starvation in the region, down from the initial 

750,00019. While down, the figures don’t account for the uncalculated numbers who have 

already died. The only real attempts at estimating number of deaths came in August when 

U.S. officials believed 29,000 children less than five years of age had died. At that time 

in August, al-Shabaab denied that the country was in the midst of a famine, refusing entry 

to the largest global food aid provider: the World Food Program20. Without UN data-

collecting agencies on the ground in the country, it will remain difficult to estimate 

number of deaths for quite some time. The uncounted, and maybe uncountable, number 

of deaths rest primarily on the shoulders of the militant group, but it must be asked 

whether a quiet and unresponsive Western community should be held at least partially 

responsible. 

                                                        18 “Famine Ravages Somalia in a World Less Likely to Intervene,” New York 
Times, 16 September 2011, sec. A, p. 7 

  19 Ibrahim Mohammed and Jeffrey Gettleman, “Somali Militants Shut Down 
More Aid Operations,” NYTimes.com 28 November 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/29/world/africa/somali-militants-shut-down-more-aid-
operations.html (accessed November 28, 2011).  

20 Associated Press, “Somali famine kills thousands of children,” CBC News, 4  
August 2011, http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2011/08/04/somalia-famine-drought-
children.html (accessed 15 December 2011).    
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Though the New York Times article quoting Menkhaus seemed unsure whether 

the global community would act at all, East African neighbor Kenya eventually led the 

charge into Somalia to fight the Shabaab in October of 2011. Next, according to Kenyans 

at least, came an unidentified Western nation, though many suspected it to be the U.S. or 

France. Then, Uganda, Djibouti and African Union troops joined the cause. The Kenyans 

pledge to carry out the fight against the militants until “Al Shabab is not able to fire a 

single round21.” The al-Shabaab refuse to go quietly, fighting both in Somalia’s borders 

and initiating attacks in Kenya as well. Like the Ethiopian invasion in 2006, the world 

must wait to realize the entirety of the impact on Western churches and non-profits of 

another traditionally Christian nation invading traditionally Islamic turf. 

The larger question on the table, though, is why the Western world only 

intervened after a less-armed East African nation led the way. While arguments can and 

should be made for East African nations like Kenya and Uganda being encouraged and 

empowered to intervene in their region of the world, the reasons behind the Western 

world’s delayed response go deeper than empowerment. In fact, the scene likely seems 

all too familiar to the U.S. It recalls memories of the seemingly failed attempt at 

intervention in the early 1990s that resulted in the death of 18 U.S. servicemen, one of 

whom was “dragged naked through the streets of Mogadishu” with images of the “scene 

splashed across world newspapers and television screens22.” The incident was chronicled 

                                                        21 “Officials Say U.S. Had No Warning of Kenya’s Somalia Incursion.” The New 
York Times, 21 October 2011.  22 Robert M. Press, New Africa: Dispatches from a Changing Continent, 
University Press of Florida, 1999. eBook Collection (EBSCOhost). (accessed 14 October 
2011).  



 26

in the movie Black Hawk Down, and according to Robert Press, “the U.S. public decided 

they did not want to support casualties in a war they did not understand.” Therefore, the 

U.S. pulled out of Somalia in the early 1990s, a decision that must be called into question 

after 20 years without a Somali government. Responsibility for the retreat falls partially 

with government leaders and partially with a perpetually ignorant general public. But a 

large part of the blame falls on the ones communicating the situation to that general 

public. Helen Fogarassy, who spent time on a UN compound during the conflict, holds 

that the media failed to capture much of the progress, though small, that was occurring in 

the region. Instead, “news of the progress did not get out because global media were 

fixated on the sensationalism the Somalis were only too capable of meeting23.” It’s 

absolutely true that the present lack of a properly functioning government reveals the lack 

of enduring results from the intervention in the 1990s. One must realize, however, that 

the U.S. was driven to pull out not because the intervention was a resounding flop, but 

because the public was shown sensationalized U.S. deaths without also being shown the 

goals of intervention and the steps being taken to reach those goals. They were not given 

the chance to understand the war.  

Regardless, the U.S. retreat set the tone for the Western world thereafter. Press 

believes the “fourteen hour battle” in Mogadishu would eventually “reveal the limitations 

on how much Western nations are willing or able to help African nationals safeguard the 

most basic human right of all: the right to live24” Call it fear, call it being shrewd, call it a 

                                                                                                                                                                      23 Helen Fogarassy, Mission Improbable: The World Community on a UN  
Compound in Somalia. (Lanham: Lexington Books, 1999), xvii.  24 Press, 145 
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lack of resources, but the U.S., with much of the Western world following suit, stayed 

away from a number of conflicts in Africa in the 1990s because of their apparent failure 

in Somalia25. Granted, there is nothing wrong with the Kenyans being the first to respond 

to a need of their Somali neighbors. But militant groups essentially starving the Somali 

people had been in the news for three months before the Kenyan invasion and the real 

issue goes back further than the summer of 2011. When the first pro-active intervention 

comes three months or 20 years late, one must ask whether a Western world should have 

done something sooner. When the U.S. government leads by staying out of countries with 

hurting, starving, dying people for fear of more American deaths, it makes it very 

difficult for churches and non-profit organizations to put their necks on the line to serve 

those hurting, starving, dying people.  

For both Ethiopia and Somalia, their leadership (or potential leadership in 

Somalia’s case) seems ready to take their nations in a new direction. Ethiopia’s current 

leader, Meles Zenawi, said after pulling out of Mogadishu in 2009 that invasion was 

necessary to defeat the Islamic radicals, but the real solution was to work with moderate 

Muslims. Erlich describes this as, “a point of historical significance26.” A willingness to 

dialogue with Somalia was a huge step for a relationship as conflict-ridden as Ethiopia 

and Somalia’s. Not only does Zenawi want to have diplomatic dialogues with moderate 

Muslims, but he desires to work with moderate Muslims for the purpose of building a 

moderate Muslim nation. Helping to build an Islamic state is an unprecedented idea for a 

nation that has seemingly spent half its history fighting outbursts of Islam.                                                          25 Ibid., 145-146  26 Erlich, 178  
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On the other side of the border, one of the men least likely to be leading the nation 

into moderate Islamic statehood has risen to just that call. Shaik Sharif, who formerly led 

the 2006 ICU radical government, broke ties with his radical affiliates and began a 

dialogue with the TFG in 2008. With a moderate background and willingness to 

compromise, Sharif gained the trust of TFG members and even Zenawi. In January 2009, 

the TFG fled to Sharif’s headquarters in Djibouti and elected him president of Somalia.  

His first act as president was to go to Ethiopia as part of the meeting of African Unity 

hosted by Zenawi. The two vowed to work together for a better, conflict-less Horn of 

Africa27. The countries are at a historic crossroads where they can “choose from the 

religious legacies of hatred and enmity, or they can choose from the Islamic or the 

Christian options of tolerance and progress28.” Zenawi and Sharif, at least by word of 

mouth, seem to be the men needed to steer these countries in a direction of peace. They 

stare at a daunting task though. Centuries of war built on religious differences don’t 

usually get reconciled over night. More than simply building, Zenawi and Sharif must 

demolish the foundations of bitterness and fear upon which the current conflict has been 

built. To bring peace and thus begin to see the long-term physical needs of Somalis met, 

the president must deconstruct the pillars of fear and mistrust that have served as the fuel 

for conflict through the centuries. 

 Fear must also be overcome for the greater global community, particularly the 

United States. No matter what issues the U.S. deals with internally, the nation did not 

watch 3.2 million of its people go into immediate need of food aid due to famine in                                                         27 Ibid., 181  28 Ibid., 189  
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201129. The fear of the media blowing up any shortcoming of the U.S. military cannot 

keep the U.S. military sidelined or preoccupied with other matters. A U.S. or any other 

foreign intervention is not the long-term answer for the Somalis though. The Kenyan-led 

intervention must be merely a tool to remove al-Shabaab from its position of control. 

Moreover, the TFG or some other government establishing authority in the region must 

follow the intervention. But, ultimately even a strong central Somali government will not 

meet the vast spiritual and physical needs of the Somali people. That is where the church 

comes in. The al-Shabaab’s grip on the nation must be broken so churches and non-

profits can simply enter the country. The fear of Western military intervention must be 

overcome so that grip can be broken, but also so that fear of Western intervention of any 

kind can be overcome by the church and non-profit sector. The church partnering with 

non-profit arms can meet the needs of Somalis. They just must find a way to enter into 

the pain with the Somalis, which is difficult until the church can gain access into the 

country. Intervention is at the heart of the Christian narrative as Christ intervened in the 

lives of hurting, starving, dying people when he came to earth. Now it’s the church’s turn 

to intervene in the lives of hurting, starving, dying people in Somalia. It just must break 

through centuries of fear and war to get to those lives. 

                                                        29 Associated, 1 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Christ Through East African Eyes 
 
 

Christianity carries with it a unique mandate for both collective growth and 

personal liberty. When these mandates bump up with cultural mandates of people groups 

around the globe, the effects tend to get messy. This messiness plays itself out in the form 

of conflict as native people groups and Christian missionaries wrestle with the effects of 

introducing Jesus and His Christian narrative to the often long-told narratives of native 

people. In East Africa, these stories have found a way to begin to mesh, but not without 

great cost. African Traditional Religions are quite simply the beliefs about a god or 

supreme beings that dictate the lifestyles of Africans. No formal doctrine exists for these 

ATRs because ATRs are virtually synonymous with culture in East Africa. However, a 

lack of written doctrine does not result in these long-standing beliefs simply crumpling in 

the face of Western missionaries. In time, East African Christians have begun embodying 

a free, Christ-empowered lifestyle. When East African Christians retain some key aspects 

of their native lifestyle and marry them to the key tenants of Christianity, this blended 

lifestyle paints a uniquely African yet still Christian picture of church that addresses East 

African spiritual and physical needs. Both Christianity and African Traditional Religions 

have contributed and continue to contribute to oppression and poverty in East Africa, but 

both Christianity and African Traditional Religions also find themselves intertwined in 

the region’s religious approach to overcoming this oppression and poverty. 
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 One cannot look at the history of Christianity in East Africa and not include 

colonialism. The period around the beginning of the 20th century saw the first missions 

groups settle into Kenya.1 Interconnected with and in many ways dependent on colonial 

governments, these mission groups such as the Church of Scotland Mission (CSM), the 

Church Missionary Society (CMS) and the African Inland Mission (AIM), created 

tension by participation in what became an oppressive societal structure. Thus, 

Christianity as a whole in Kenya tied itself to an oppressive system and went right along 

with much of the oppression as it allowed for the acquisition of needed land. These issues 

over land became a centerpiece of distrust between native Agikuyus (the largest Kenyan 

ethnic group in 1979) and European missionaries. In his book, the Freedom of the Spirit: 

African Indigenous Churches in Kenya, Francis Kimani Githieya articulates how these 

missions groups failed to take into account the “integrative role the Mbari (Agikuyu 

societal structure comparable to extended family) played in Agikuyu society. Instead the 

mission laid to waste the Mbari homes, split up the Mbari, and finally resettled them in 

nuclear-based villages on the mission estate.”2 (47). Land theft, as instituted by European 

colonial governments and passively accepted and utilized by European missionaries, set 

the tone of oppression for outsiders in Kenya.  

 When it comes to degrees of oppression, Kenyan women have found and continue 

to find themselves at the position of worst oppression due to victimization from multiple 

sides. Nyambura J. Njoroge addresses the multi-pronged attack on women in her essay, 

“The Struggle for Full Humanity in Poverty-Stricken Kenya.” Putting a face to her                                                         1 Francis K. Githieya, The Freedom of the Spirit: African Indigenous Churches in 
Kenya (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997), 27.  2 Ibid., 47 
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statistics on poverty in Kenya, Njoroge quotes Berida, a single Kenyan woman fighting 

to provide for her children, as saying, “the woman was created from the man’s rib and 

therefore will always be lower” to show the psychological impact of oppressive acts and 

teaching. Berida even maintained a leadership position amongst women in her 

community but continued to see herself as inferior to Kenyan men. Both directly and 

indirectly through practice and teaching, Christian mission efforts have played a 

considerable role in entrenching East African men and particularly women in 

psychological identities of oppression and poverty. 

 Yet Christianity has had help in this oppressive end. African Traditional Religions 

carry customs that continue to cause injustice for women in 2011. The tradition of female 

circumcision or clitoridectomy caused great concern for European missionaries at the 

onset as they began to teach principles of autonomy that go right along with an 

individual-based salvation: both new concepts to East Africans born into community-

based societies. African Traditional Religions in general and the Agikuyus in particular 

so strongly value loyalty to one’s family and community (the Mbaris for Agikuyus), that 

a teaching that contradicts a customary right of passage so integral to Agikuyu heritage 

naturally became a major point of contention between missionaries and the Mbaris they 

lived amongst. In fact, clitoridectomy became one of the central points of schism for 

African Christians seeking to maintain societal customs in the late 1920s when large 

numbers of native believers left Protestant mission churches.3   

This controversial societal tradition never truly faded away despite the pressure 

from Western Christian leadership, and Daily Nation reporter Erick Ngobilo wrote about 

                                                        3 Ibid., 38 
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family rifts caused by evasion of “the cut” (as clitoridectomy is called in most Kenyan 

households today) this past February. Kenya has taken many legal steps toward banning 

the customary act, but is far from eradicating it. A 2003 Demographic Health Survey 

figured that 32 percent of women between ages 15-49 are circumcised.4 With the 

economic benefits of marrying girls off early and sometimes the hope of less resistance 

from daughters, some parents elect to perform the right of passage into womanhood 

before the girls even reach age 10. Thus, customs like clitoridectomy rooted in African 

Traditional Religions have also contributed to the oppression of women as a traditionally 

patriarchic society fuses with a Christianity long criticized for patriarchic teachings and 

practices. 

For better or for worse, these two cultures have collided and begun the melding 

process. The range of mixing varies wildly as some Christian churches seem content with 

one toe back in the African traditions pool while some churches hardly resemble 

Christian institutions at all. One commonality links a large portion of these churches 

though: the spiritual. A belief in ancestral spirits and powers that manifest themselves is 

common for most ATR followers. Referred to as “guardians of morality,” these spirit 

gods hold power to cause infertility, death of livestock, famine or other curses based on 

one’s morality. Spirit possession is also a familiar occurrence to most indigenous religion 

believers. At times Agikuyu even desire spirit possession because with it can come 

prophecy. They also hold diviners in high regard.5 (Ashcraft-Eason, 304-306). Also in 

                                                        4 GTZ, “Female Genital Mutilation in Kenya,” Africa Department, 
http://www.gtz.de/fgm (accessed May 3, 2011).   5 Lillian Ashcraft-Eason, Darnise C. Martin, Oyeronke Olademo, Women and 

New and Africana Religions (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2010), 304-306. 
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Kenya, the Maasai pastoral ethnic group believes in spirit possession, and the vast 

majority of possessions occur in women. When possessed, one of the first places Maasai 

men turn to take their wives is the local church. “Since contacts with non-Maasai healers, 

and the pepo songs and incense they use in their healing ceremonies, involve risks of 

contracting new spirits, the healing provided by the churches is nowadays regarded as the 

most effective way of coping with possession.”6 Therefore, amongst the Maasai, 

Christianity has gradually developed into the religion “for women—and sick ones at that.” 

This view significantly narrows the scope of the church’s purpose, but displays an 

example of minimal intermingling between traditionalists and Christians. The Christian 

churches certainly won’t turn away their guests, especially since the Maasai have proven 

one of the more resistant Kenyan ethnic groups to the gospel.7  

With a variety of different experiences and beliefs about the spiritual, East 

Africans put up few barriers to the work of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit aspect of the 

Christian trinity has commonly served as the unifier amongst the Christian churches and 

the indigenous religions. The Holy Spirit also had the effect of serving the ones most 

oppressed. Women latched onto the power that came with hearing the voice of God. 

Laura Aschcraft-Eason in Women and New and Africana Religions describes the 

inclusion of the Holy Spirit in church life as an “excellent way for women to reclaim 

indigenous ways of asserting themselves.”8 While hearing the Holy Spirit gave the 

oppressed women a voice, as with most power, abuse of that power naturally begins to                                                         6 David Westerlund, African Indigenous Religions and Disease Causation: From 
Spiritual Beings to Living Humans (Leiden: Brill, 2006) 81.  7 Ibid., 81  8 Ashcraft-Eason., 304 
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slip in. Numerous women (and men) used the “voice of the Lord” to gain followers and 

start their own congregations. Whether out of abuse or sincere heavenly direction, women 

like Mary Akatsa, a leader of the Jerusalem Church of Christ in Nairobi, Veronica 

Kanunkuchia, a prophetess and healer in Mugwe church (Organization for Christian Acts 

of Mercy), and Gaudencia Aoko, founder of the Legion of Mary Church gained 

followings. The truly evil effects of abuse of the Holy Spirit can be witnessed by looking 

into the Holy Spirit Movement that led to the formation of the Lord’s Resistance Army. 

The LRA, a rebel group formed in the 1980s but still on the move in Southern Sudan, 

Northern Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo, is responsible for ravaging 

villages, killing most, raping many, kidnapping children and forcing them to become 

trained killers. Pegged as a terrorist group by many nations, including the U.S., the LRA 

now has many church groups and non-profits working against its ‘once-Holy-Spirit-

inspired’ efforts. Its inception came as an overzealous and power-hungry couplet of 

leaders steered its course into one of darkness thanks to the power given by people who 

believed their leader held an exclusive ability to hear from God. As will later be 

discussed, not all Holy Spirit movements lead people away from Biblical truths, and 

many women gain the respect they rightfully deserve when sharing words from God, but 

Christian churches in East Africa tend to disown groups in which the leader claims an 

exclusive right to God’s voice. All considered, whether truly Christian or not, the 

movements founded on the Holy Spirit blend well with indigenous thoughts about the 

spiritual realm. 

To reach the level of intermeshing that Christianity and certain native 

communities have and others look to reach, it takes more than one Spirit commonality. 



 36

According to Clifton R. Clarke, it takes an overarching Christology that “really 

function[s] in the life of African people.”9 Clarke, in his book African Christology, 

claims that historically Christian missionaries have presented a Christology brimming 

with Western principles and practices. These practices must be first parted with and then 

exchanged for East African practices. Clarke walked through the long list of words like 

adaptation, accommodation, incarnation and indigenization that had been used at various 

times to try to describe the process of an increasingly African Christology for Africans. 

Clarke and his contemporaries settled on the word “enculturation.” He explains 

enculturation as “the on-going creative and dynamic relationship between Jesus Christ 

and culture in such a way that this experience finds expression through elements relevant 

to the culture but also transforms it into a new creation.”10 This word carries with it the 

necessary positive connotations while communicating a growing relevancy to Africans 

without losing the very transformative nature of Christianity. Enculturation sits at the 

very foundation of a truly African Christology and even truly African church. Colonial 

failures aside, the African church was never destined to be led by Westerners. Rather, a 

nucleus of Biblically-grounded, truly African leaders has been destined to rise up as 

enculturation takes root.  

The process of native leaders taking leadership roles in Christian churches began 

with two denominations that came directly out of the Kenya missionary churches. 

Following heightened tension between the native Kenyans and the missionary Christians 

surrounding issues like clitoridectomy in 1929, the African Orthodox Church (AOC) and                                                         9 Clifton R. Clarke, African Christology: Jesus in Post-Missionary African 
Christianity, (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2011), 3.  10 Ibid., 10 
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The Arathi or Agikuyu Spirit Churches formed as separate entities from their missionary 

bases. Between 1900 and 1929, the Agikuyu people responded to the injustices of the 

colonial government as well as the church with various forms of protest. Once 1929 hit, 

Christian converts flocked from the missionary churches. They landed under the 

leadership of new AOC pastors Arthur Gathuna and Philip Kiande or Joseph Ng’ang’a 

and Musa Thuo of the Arathi (prophets) movement. As opposed to European 

Christologies, these indigenous churches became the first step toward African practices 

taking over. Ng’ang’a and Thuo “claimed divine calling to their prophetic ministry” and 

founded their movements out of that divine calling to use their gifts of prophecy.11 One of 

the key differences between the Arathi churches and other Spirit-driven churches lies in 

the handling of the Spirit. The Arathi taught “the importance of Scriptures, prayer, 

personal holiness and above all, the presence of the Holy Spirit for the believer.”12 This 

teaching of the Holy Spirit as opposed to the teaching of its sacred nature that exalts the 

leader sets these movements a part from other Holy Spirit Movements. While being 

empowered to lead, these leaders are believed to have empowered their congregation to 

equally utilize their direct access to God. 

Along with the Spirit, these churches began to lead into freedom from physical 

and mental oppression. According to Githieya, mission policies that incidentally stripped 

native people of land and dignity simultaneously stripped mission groups of their 

influence. The mission churches became so entrenched in the colonial purposes that they 

                                                        11 Githieya, 123  12 Ibid., 125 
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“lost the ability to question the oppressive structures of colonialism.”13 Without the 

ability to call out injustice and champion righteous living, the Christian churches lost the 

very thing that set them apart from other organizations and religions around the globe. 

The right to question whether something is right can never be buried or the people 

quickly find themselves oppressed and with little power to inflict change. What the 

original Christians could no longer do, the Christian converts discovered for themselves 

as they became “increasingly aware of the nature of the Christian Church, especially from 

their reading of the Bible.”14 Where mission leaders remained silent about issues like 

freedom, the Bible remained perfectly clear. As has been discovered throughout history, 

the Bible provides a timeless foundation upon which to build. 

While critics use negative terms to describe the actions of separation by the AOC 

and Arathi churches, the separation itself insinuates an “ecclesiastical ‘independence’ 

[that] refers to freedom by God and for God.” Thus, the term ‘church independence’ does 

not “imply a negation of the true tenets of the Christian faith, but rather is a proper 

theological category for clarifying the very nature of the Christian Church itself.”15 The 

Arathi and AOC like any other churches will always experience some degree of criticism 

surrounding their “church split” or teachings. Yet, since Githieya set out with a goal of 

forming an opinion about whether these Christian Indigenous Churches truly were 

Christian, he concluded that they were actually more Christian than the mission groups 

that founded them. This decision came in spite of natural questions of sincerity on the 

                                                        13 Ibid., 219  14 Ibid., 220  15 Ibid., 222 
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part of the Arathi leaders in hearing the Holy Spirit. Githieya simply concluded that the 

mission churches lost their own since of justice and thus lost their ability to lead people 

out of injustice. This simple calling to lead people into freedom, according to Githieya, 

remains so central to Christianity that he classifies the indigenous churches as Christian 

because they profess a Bible-based Christology and have demonstrated their obedience to 

Jesus’ teachings on freedom. 

The Arathi and AOC similarly look to better embody another principle of the 

Christian church: community. So central to their culture and traditional religions, this 

sense of community seems to come more naturally and fully when the native people are 

allowed to build and maintain their own community structures. The colonialist and 

mission leaders disregard for previously existing Agikuyu Mbaris (extended family units) 

that served as the primary familial, social, economic and political units caused an 

oppressed state lacking community. Without losing the power to declare individual 

identity over Christians, these indigenous churches maintain “this experience of 

belonging to a loving and sharing fellowship” as a factor that “distinguishes these 

churches from most of the mainline churches.”16 Thus, we see a church that maintains its 

Christian grounding and freedom as well as a fellowship that embodies many of the 

cultural aspects of African Traditional Religions. The combination of these has been 

crucial in establishing a relative peace amongst the older and younger generations as 

Christianity collides with African Traditional Religion. 

Moreover, the intertwining of Christianity and African Traditional Religions, 

when kept true enough to both lifestyles, creates a powerful force for change in the lives 

                                                        16 Ibid., 222 
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of oppressed Africans. Christian missionaries and indigenous church leaders have 

displayed the shear value of the gospel of Christ to beaten down and hurting people. 

Acknowledging and acting to meet the physical needs of Kenyans must never be 

neglected, but people (East African or otherwise) carry spiritual needs only solvable 

through the solution God gave in the person of Jesus Christ. Christ must be translatable to 

the one attempting to follow Him. However, that job of translating does not look like 

outside missionaries transforming East African lifestyles into Western ones. Kenyan 

indigenous congregations demonstrate the need for East Africans to form their own style 

of approaching the character of Jesus. Once the universally relatable person of Christ 

becomes the fullness of God in man through African eyes, the owners of those eyes can 

also begin to see the abundant life meant for them and coming in the form of spiritual and 

physical freedom from oppression and poverty. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
  

Jesus’ plan: The Church 
 

 We have a fatherless (and often motherless) generation in Northern Uganda and 

Southern Sudan. We have a nation of displaced, famine-stricken and government-less 

people in Somalia. We have the Lord’s Resistance Army and the Islamic radical group 

responsible for these two atrocities still at large and active (one more so than the other as 

one still controls a country). And where is God in the midst of this apparently God-

forsaken place we ask? One need not even be Somali, Ugandan, Kenyan or Sudanese to 

doubt the goodness of God and turn cynical. 

 And yet, that may be the very problem. We, as the Western Church, are not 

Somali, Ugandan, Kenyan or Sudanese. Therefore, we have not suffered like these East 

African people. We have not known hunger like a Somali mother carrying her two 

surviving children across a desert with a faint hope of making it to the overcrowded 

Kenyan refugee camp. We have not felt the societal pressure a young Kenyan girl feels 

when being pressured to undergo female circumcision. And for the most part, we have no 

idea what it is like to watch our father shot dead before our eyes and feel a gun jammed 

into our hands as we’re told to shoot our little brother or be shot ourselves. 

 That is our blessing as well as our problem. 

 We don’t know their pain.  

 But, we can, and what’s more, we must. We don’t have to watch our families 

brutally murdered before our eyes to enter into the suffering of East African people. They 
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have suffered enough for the both of us. But, we must be willing to engage in the pain, to 

experience it with them, in its raw, heart-wrenching reality.  It is what we are made for. 

Christ came to suffer with the hurting, and we are made in the image of Christ. Thus, we 

are His plan. Not one of us by ourselves or each of us individually running around with 

our own missions and not unified in purpose. But, collectively, as a Church, as His body, 

we are to enter into suffering with the people of East Africa.  

His church is the hope of the world. His church is meant to be the hands that take 

hold of East African hands to see physical needs met and the mouth through which the 

owners of those hands hear the gospel of Jesus for the first time. Jesus preached the 

gospel, and healed the sick. We must go and do likewise through whatever means and 

outlets God provides. Peter Greer and Phil Smith discussed solutions for empowering 

people to meet their own physical needs such as Microfinance Loans and Rotating 

Savings and Credit Associations. When truly embraced and engaged with properly, 

values within African Traditional Religions serve as a needed bridge to paint an accurate, 

biblical and yet translatable picture of Jesus when sharing the gospel and walking new 

believers into community and the church. As demonstrated by Sam Childers and in the 

case of Somalia, sometimes the oppressed and hurting need someone to fight for freedom 

on their behalf before they can even be given the chance to hear about Jesus and have 

their other needs met. 

As Greer and Smith also note, “the church is the best distribution system in the 

world.”1 Thus, the church is the best vehicle to meet the needs of the people of East 

Africa. But it is also the best solution to the world’s problems because it carries at its core 

                                                        1 Greer, 155 
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the solution to the world’s problems: the good news of salvation and life in Jesus. The 

church is still breathing and moving around the world because God has chosen it as the 

instrument through which He intends to bring the news of true salvation from all pain and 

oppression, physical or spiritual.  

It’s time to be the church. 
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